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You wonder how much of a difference accidents make? I don’t believe in happenstance, but I also have trouble putting my faith in destiny. Everything was set off when my mum decided we needed a new kettle. What if she’d decided that a week earlier, or a day later? I don’t know.

Of course, this was before I met your grandmother. If you really want to know how it all happened, I’ll tell you, but it’s a long story. You know the sonnet carved in walnut that’s been hanging above the hearth all your lives? The one that starts, “Two kids, one sword?” Well, this is the story of that sonnet, and I think it’s time you heard it. Maybe your grandmother will help me out.

My mother, your great-grandmother, was a barber and a dentist. She and father had a farm, a freehold I’m proud to say, and kept some pigs until the fever came and took father and my little brother with it. I was nine then. After that, Mum traded the farm for a wagon and mules and razors and scissors. We traveled a circuit around the area, cutting hair, drawing teeth, sometimes doing surgery. She was teaching me to sharpen her razors, but it went slow because I wasn’t very good at it. It takes a steady hand and a good eye, and as you grow up, you’ll learn that you can’t be good at everything.

There was a smith in Lynchburg, one of our regular stops. He was a good smith, too: old, but he could pound you out a dozen nails while you were saying good morning. Mum had decided we needed a new kettle, so while we were in town she sent me over there to try to work out a deal. 

We hobbled the mules in the forest outside of town and left them to graze while Mum went to see who needed a molar cut or a beard pulled. I went to the smithy, full of a kid’s confidence that I would emerge with a bargain for a kettle that would make Mum beam with pride. She kept saying I was getting old enough to find a wife, and no one would want someone who couldn’t carry out the simplest tasks, so I wanted to show her that I could.

It was hot in there, and the smith had his back to me, so I couldn’t tell what he was hammering on. I stepped between the concrete blocks and the stool he wasn’t using and saw a sword on the anvil. At about the same time, he noticed me and said, “Whatever you want, I don’t have time, boy.”

“That’s a sword,” I said.

“And people say today’s youth are ignorant.”

“I want to commission—”

“Come back day after tomorrow.”

“I didn’t know you made swords.”

He straightened up and twisted both ways as if stiff, then he took a long drink from a wooden tankard—leave it to a blacksmith to have a wooden tankard, right? He said, “I used to. Still haven’t lost the knack.” He glanced at the blade—there was no hilt yet—and said, “And this one is special.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“Not that you’d know a masterwork from something stamped out of a sheet of junk-steel.”

“No, sir.”

“But this is important. This is a gift for His Majesty.”

“You know His Majesty?”

“No, but Lord Beltham does, and he commissioned it.”

“Wow,” I said.

He seemed pleased at how impressed I was. He wiped his hands on his apron and said, “What is it you want?”

“A kettle.”

“That means a sand mold.”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right. I’ll finish with this sweetheart tomorrow. If you come by in the afternoon, we can talk while I sharpen it.”

“Will you show me how?”

“I’ll let you watch,” he said, more kindly than I’d expected. “But you can’t touch this one. She’s special. Tonight I’m going to heat her up again and hammer in—no, I shouldn’t say. In any case, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, and took my leave.

We slept, as we usually did, in the wagon. The next day, I returned to the smithy in the afternoon, and the sword was on the ground: a gleaming double-edged weapon, with a sleek blade twice the length of my arm, a gold filament wrapped around the leather hilt, and a large red jewel gleaming from the pommel. Next to it, a step away, was the smith, staring up at the ceiling with lifeless eyes. There was no blood, no sign of what had killed him. There was an expression of surprise on his face, but that’s not unusual when people die.

I don’t know how long I stood there. It isn’t like I’d never seen a dead person; I’d seen my own father when I was much younger. But this was different. The smith had been so very alive yesterday, and now he was just lying there, staring up at nothing.

I was about to go and find someone to tell, but then my eye returned to the sword, and the red jewel in the pommel. I didn’t know what the jewel was, but I knew it was worth more than everything Mum and I owned put together. Could I steal it? Could I steal the sword? I thought about it, but I lacked the courage; the punishment for stealing back then was—well, you’re too young to hear about it.

But then it came to me that if I were to deliver the sword, there might be a reward. Perhaps not as much as the jewel was worth, but still welcome. Before I could think about it too much, I picked up the sword, surprised at how light it felt, and, resting it on my shoulder, I set off for the castle. Now you’re going to laugh at your old grandfather, because it never crossed my mind that if I picked up the sword and started carrying it away, someone would think I was stealing it, even if that wasn’t my intention. The fact is, I didn’t even think about that until much later. I can only say I got lucky; no one was about. 

Evening was approaching by the time I reached the great gate of Castle Greenmere. I hoped it wouldn’t take too long, I didn’t want Mum to start worrying.

As I approached the gate, a guard on the rampart challenged me. I don’t now remember exactly what he said, but I remember that I had no idea how to answer him. Oh, here’s your grandmother now. I wasn’t there for all of it, so she’ll want to have her say.
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     There were three things I’d known all my life: that nothing is an accident, that the true king’s heir, who’d be about my age, still lived in hiding somewhere, and that a duchy should have only one witch. Greenmere had three. Well, two-and-a-half, since I was quite small at the time, and honestly, not much of a witch. Not for lack of ambition, mind. I’d always dreamed of great things. Cassandra said it was how I spent all my days, but she was only cross about my romantic life and grand way of speaking. 

In truth, my days were taken up with carrying messages between the castle witch and the witch of the woods. You’d think witches would learn to send ravens or speak to each other in dreams, but they sent me. And if I dreamed some along the way, well, no one the wiser and little harm done.

Now, on the blade’s fore edge, neither witch was what you’d call a natural teacher, but on the back edge, they’d sometimes let me read from their grimoires, or use odds and bobs from their workbenches for practicing while I awaited their replies. And they both liked to hear stories from me. Almost as much you three do. Maybe you’ll grow up to be witches one day. They paid for my tales in honey tea and sweets, and I could often trade the same news for two treats, one from each witch. 

The morning our story begins, I was up early and waiting in the castle courtyard. Riders had come from the high king the week before bringing word that, with his wars all ended, their lord, as all false kings in possession of a usurped kingdom must, would now seek a wife. In the days after there was so much news that I would have gotten quite fat had the witches not sent even more messages. I was nearly run off my feet. But I suppose it saved me from sewing, which you know I still hate. But even in those busy days, the witches asked me for stories, and I remember, the morning after the riders left, I got two whole cakes from the witch of the woods for one that went this way:

The castle witch had burned candles well into the night and dispatched me before dawn with a message for the woods witch. I ate my bread and tea and was waiting in the castle yard before the gates opened. Usually, I could use a bit of magic on the guards, but that morning they were stationed in twos and looking like their clothes had brambles sewn in. Gawin and Brydin were huddled miserably before the gate waiting too, he with a small, silver banded casket in his hands, and she with a scroll that bore the castle Greenmere seal. I sidled up to them, my hands in the pockets of my cloak. “We all have errands early, it seems.”

“No wonder you’re the witch’s girl, with that quick eye,” Gawin sneered at me.

“I suppose you won’t be needing a spell to warm your feet then,” I said. 

“I do.” Brydin turned her pink-nosed face to me. “I’m to go to every seamstress in the town for samples for dresses for milady for her journey for the king’s ball!”

“Too many ‘for’s to sally forth,” Gawin grumbled. He was sharper than he looked.

“I was here second,” Brydin said. “You were first, and she’s come third. There is no fourth.”

“Any second,” I said.

Brydin counted on her fingers, shrugged, and sneezed. “Where are you to deliver that?” she asked Gawin, eying the engraved silverwork of the box. “I go first to the seamstress on Brightwell; perchance you can walk with me?” 

“The smithy,” Gawin said. “The opposite way.”

“Oh.” Brydin sniffed against the cold. “It’s likely something to be made into a gift for the king should he marry the Lady Argaine,” she said and sighed. “Maybe if he does, they’ll hold the wedding here and we could see.” She sighed again and looked Gawin’s way. 

He tried scraping mud off one boot with another just as muddy, from which I thought he agreed, but had been sworn to secrecy. I also thought the duke’s adopted niece, the Lady Argaine, wasn’t much to look at, nor very bright, so whatever Lord Beltham believed would sweeten the pot must be something truly special. 

Which put me in mind of the witches and how they fed me for news of exactly this sort of thing. They’d be hungry to know what Gawin carried.

“I’ll give you a spell for safe travels,” I told him, “if you let me see.”

“I’ll give you a kiss!” Brydin easily outbid me.

“A proper one?” 

Gawin defined what he meant by that in more detail than I’ll repeat, because you, little Dotty, are too young to hear it. But Gawin explained, and Brydin agreed, and they looked around the courtyard for a private corner to make their trade. “I’ll hold the casket for you,” I suggested. “Since you’ll need your hands free.”

“He will?” Brydin’s nose-pink spread to her cheeks, and almost her eyes. 

“If he knows how to kiss, he will,” I said. 

Gawin looked momentarily confused, but Brydin blushed, collar to kerchief, and reached for his hand. He gave the box to me and they nipped off to the stables. 

I felt along the metal hasps for the bar that held them pinned. I tried to magic the rod into ribbon. It didn’t work, but the pin wasn’t very snug, and I thought, without it, I’d be able open the box and look inside, even with the lock still fastened. It only took a moment to work the hasp free. I lifted the lid. The box nearly fell from my hands. The hinge pin did. 

Nestled in black silk inscribed with runes, lay a gem as large as a pullet’s egg. Even in the gray of morning it shone, smooth and glittering. It was clear as spring water, empty as baby’s gums, and as hungry. The iron in my blood sang to feed it. My teeth ached like their roots had caught fire. The morning’s gentle air seized me, and the gem almost fell out of the casket with my shaking. 

The gate guards shouted to the tower watch, and with a rasping like the breath in my lungs, the gates began to open. Brydin and Gawin would hear, and soon come running. I dropped to my knees and felt blindly for the dropped hasp pin. 

I could see the mud and my groping hands only in shades of red in the dawn light. I picked up a thing that looked more like a twisted vein than a silver pin. It was harder to get threaded back than it had been to pull it free. I’d just managed to get it placed when a shout from Gawin almost cost me the whole thing. 

“I kept the key here with me, witchling! Only Brydin gets to see. And I know all there is to know about kissing,” he added, whispering. “So don’t go thinking you taught me anything.”

I nodded and gave the pin a last nudge with my thumb as I handed it back. Gawin took it without another word and set off through the gate. As he did, Brydin came out of the stables giggling. “Why did you tell him he’d need his hands?” she asked me, blush shining. “He tried to stroke his fingers along my teeth.” And no, before you ask me, that’s not how kissing’s done properly, but Brydin had corrected him.

I left out that bit when I told the witch of the woods my story, and she gave me two whole oat cakes, which I ate as she wrote a note to the castle witch. I gave it, and the same tale, to the castle witch, but she smashed a pitcher, and gave me no sweets or honey tea.

Once she regained her temper, the castle witch charged me, “When next you see that stone again, no matter how it looks or if it’s changed, you will know it. It is a stone of great magic and dark destiny.”

I was pretty sure I’d told her that, but I didn’t think it wise to say.

“And should you see it whilst I live, make certain that it comes to me.”

“My lady,” I said. “So mote it be.”

And that’s why, when I saw it worked into the gold-wrapped hilt of a long, curving, single-edged sword slung over the shoulder of a peasant boy, I knew two new things: that destiny had arrived at our castle gate, and that the guards would take both sword and head from the lad unless I acted. But invisibility is a difficult spell―and I don’t know, I didn’t do it purposefully―but with the way he was carrying it, and in a bit of a panic, I cloaked the wicked weapon as a leg of lamb. Your grandfather had no idea I’d done it. Did you old man?
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     I stood at the castle gates with the sword over my shoulder and the guard bellowing, “Speak up, boy!” at me. So I yelled as loud as I could, “A delivery for Lord Beltham!”

He grunted and turned away, I guess speaking to someone else, then turned back and said, “All right, then.” A man-sized door within the gate opened and there was another guard, who gestured to me with his head.

“Follow me, boy. I’ll show you to the larder.”

The larder? Were they going to feed me? Was that all the reward I was going to get for delivering this—

Instead of a two-edged sword, I was carrying leg of lamb.

I stood there, as if my legs had grown into the flagstone and sprouted roots.

That was my first encounter with magic, and, of course, I didn’t think to myself, something magical has happened, I thought, I must be losing my mind.

The guard grabbed me by the arm and jerked me along. I guess he thought I was some straw-haired farm boy overcome by the majesty of my first look at a castle. I followed him. It was a good thing that my feet knew their business without orders from my head, because my head just wasn’t doing any of the sorts of things I expect it to. As we walked, he said, “If you get grease on me, I’ll skin you.”

It was a few steps after that when I had my first clear thought, which was, I wonder why I don’t have any grease on my hand?

Right then, a little slip of a girl with her hair pulled back tight and smudges on her face said, “Here’s the leg at last! I’ll take care of him from here, sir. And I don’t envy the hiding he’s going to get for being so late, I’ll tell you that by the Six Mountains.”

The guard looked at her. “Do I know you, girl?”

“Why, no sir, I don’t think you do. But you know the corn-twists you ate last night.”

“You made those?”

She curtsied, looking smug.

“What’s for tonight, then?”

“Ah, wouldn’t you like to know? Now, if I don’t get this boy and his haunch where they’re expected, he won’t be the only one getting a beating today.”

The guard grunted, nodded, and said, “All right, then. But mind you show him out, too.”

“Oh, I will be sure to, sir.”

The guard went on his way. The kitchen girl looked at me and shook her head. “Well, if you aren’t the most empty-headed blank page I’ve ever met! What did you think you were doing, bringing that right up to the castle gates?”

I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times, trying to find words. I managed to get as far as, “When I got here, it wasn’t—”

“Oh, hush,” she said. “Come with me.”

Her hand was cool and dry, and she was stronger than she looked. She brought me through a maze of passages to a narrow spiral stairway of stone, and as we climbed, there was a jarring feeling and a clank. The leg of lamb was now a sword again.

“How—”

“Oh, do come on, before we’re both caught and sent to the Question.”

I didn’t know what the Question was, but it sounded scary, so I followed her swishing skirts—they looked like a badly made quilt, if truth be known—up the stairway, holding a sword once more.

At the very top it opened up to a circular area with two doors. She led toward one, then stopped and pointed to the other. “That is my room. Never go in there, do you understand?”

No, I didn’t understand. I hadn’t understood anything since my sword had turned into a leg of lamb. I stood there, staring at the door she was pointing at and trying to make sense of the door, the sword on my shoulder, or anything else.

“Well?” she said, and, I don’t know why, I started to get cross.

I looked at her. “What’s your name?”

“What?”

“Okay, Wut,” I said. “My name is Cutterson.”

“Look,” she said, “you—”

“No, you look. What am I doing here? Where are you taking me, and why? Who are you?”

“I’m the girl saving your life, you imbecile. Or at least, I would be if you’d cooperate a little.”

“How did my sword turn into a leg of lamb?”

“It didn’t, I just made it look like one. Now—”

“You’re a witch!”

“Of course I’m a witch, you flat-headed ligelfish,” she said. “But if you keep standing here at the top of the stairs, someone will see us, and even I won’t be able to save you. Now look. That is my room. Don’t go in there. I’m taking you to this room. It has a window, so if you don’t want to be sensible, you can just jump out of it and crack your empty head on the stones and be done with it. If you do want to be sensible, maybe I can get you out of this alive. Now follow me.”

I hesitated a moment longer, still annoyed, still confused, but now also a little scared. But then I nodded. “All right, Wut,” I said.

She opened the door and I followed her through to—

Books! I had no idea there were so many books in the world. I mean, we had books, too. Mum kept five in a box. One was Your Place in the World, that I’d learned to read from, another was—but I’m sorry, I’m distracted. I must tell you kids, I know you’ve grown up with books, but I didn’t, and here were whole shelves, whole walls covered in them.

I said, “Have you—”

“If you ask me if I’ve read all of these,” she said, “I will turn you into a leg of lamb. Sit on that stool.”

At first, I didn’t see the stool—the books dazzled me. But then I did, and sat.

“Don’t touch anything,” she said. “If you do, it’ll most likely kill you.”

My head was already spinning too much for that to have any effect. I looked at the bench behind her, full of candles and wooden rods painted various colors, and pens and paper and clear bowls and ceramic bowls and rows and rows of jars.

“Well,” she said. “What am I to do with you?”
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     I could see the poor lad was terrified. And no wonder, thrust from his simple life into the chaos and grandeur of the castle, and on the day before Lord Beltham’s niece was to leave for the court of the high king no less. I wasn’t going with her, although I rather thought I should. I certainly wanted to. But neither the castle witch, nor the witch of the woods, were going, so maybe witches didn’t do such things.

“The castle witch will know what’s right,” I told the boy.

The color left his face, and he glanced out the window like he might just leap after all.

“These are her quarters,” I explained, and set about tidying up. It’s what I was expected to do when I had some time between errands, and if a few things tumbled into my apron pockets, well, no one the wiser and little harm done. 

I tidied, and he sat until it seemed my old milking stool had grown a boy-shaped mushroom, with a mushroom’s worth of care for his own fate. Did he understand he’d nearly died that day? Did he have any idea he well still might? But the stone had crossed my path again, and I knew what that meant. I also knew that nothing so fine as the sword that held it was given into hands such as his.

“Speak truth,” I charged him. “Did you steal this blade?”

“No!” He drew himself up to a mushroom’s full dignity.

“How did it come to be in your—” I corrected myself, “—over your shoulder?”

“I found it at the smithy,” he told me. “The smith was dead and this lying in the dust at his feet.” 

I could see it was the truth, but that didn’t make things plain. The boy told me that the thought, if you can call such idiocy a thought, had struck him that the sword belonged to the castle, and someone here might give him half a silver for its delivery. 

“They would have killed you for your temerity,” I told him. “But not before the Question tortured you well and thoroughly, cutting to the truth of things. And when that didn’t work, because the truth is too stupid to be believed, the sword would still be in the wrong hands, and you’d be in tiny pieces.”

He swallowed hard, but sat up straighter on his stool, a mushroom that had grown a spine. He mumbled something that may have been, “Whose are the right ones then?” 

“What?”

“No!”

“Eh?”

“I’m not giving it to you.”

“I’m not suggesting you do.”

“You said yours were the right hands.”

I hadn’t. But now that he had, I reconsidered things. I’d brought him to the witch’s tower, first, to save him from the guards, and then to give him over to the witch, who would know what to do about both boy and blade. But she wasn’t there. Besides, as I reviewed the story again, it worried me. I hadn’t meant to make the duke’s new sword look like a lamb leg, but I couldn’t picture myself saying as much to the witch. I could say it had been an accident, but nothing is. I’d known that all my life. So, it must have been destiny.

I reached for the blade. It was so beautiful, with its single sharpened side curved and gleaming mirror-bright and menacing. 

“We’ll hide it,” I told him.

“What about the witch?”

“We’ll tell her the truth, mostly.”

“Mostly the truth is all of a lie,” he said.

“Oh, spare me your rustic wisdom! We’ll tell the witch you found it and ask her what to do to avoid death or Questioning.”

“But won’t she want to see it?”

“That’s why we’ll say you have it not.”

“I won’t lie.”

“You won’t have it.”

“I won’t?”

“Not for the moment, no.”

“Where will it be?”

“Hidden.”

“Oh.” He nodded, but he didn’t look ready to let me take the thing.

“Look,” I told him, “I’ll give you something of mine to hold in exchange.” 

“You don’t have anything worth as much as this.”

“I do,” I said, because, in truth, I did. “But the witch will be here any instant,” I added. “So the question you must pose to yourself is this: Do you want what I offer in trust against the return of this sword, or do you want the witch of the castle to find it resting across your knees?”

He gave it to me. I took it by the blade and hilt like they do in knighting ceremonies and carried it to my chamber, such as it was. No one had thought to assign me one when I’d arrived at Castle Greenmere. I’d been happy enough in the kitchen bunks while I was young, but that’s no fit place for a witch to sleep. Witches sleep in chambers. I’d fashioned mine from magic and a garderobe too high up the tower wall for anyone to want to take a seat and so, happily for my purposes, unused. 

My magic made it seem unchanged to any eyes but mine, so when I opened the door, I saw not a wooden bum slat and mat made of rough twine, but my own bed, cozy if a bit short, and a soft wool rug. It was a very good place for hiding things, and close by if the witch should call for me, which she didn’t. She seemed to discover me anew each time, like a kitchen scullion standing idly by. I hid the sword beneath my bed and felt about for what I’d promised the boy in trade.

The lad sat where I’d left him, still as lichen and just as chatty. “Here,” I said, thrusting my precious silk-wrapped bundle at him. “We’ll tell the castle witch—”

“What?” The witch rounded on me. 

I hadn’t seen her there, and I didn’t envy the boy having been discovered in her chambers without me to explain.

“Everything, of course,” I stammered. “Lady, this is Cutter, the barber’s son.

“He can’t be.”

“I’m not.”

“Be quiet,” I told the boy. To the witch I said, “Why can he not be?”

“He smells of magic.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, although I hadn’t had the time to notice it, or much of anything, I suppose, with all that had been happening. But it stood to reason. Of course he would. 

“Lady,” I began, “You charged me once, if ever again I saw the stone which crossed my path the morning after the king’s riders left, to speak at once to you. This very day, I learned the stone I told you of had been worked into a sword, and its color changed from clearest light to deepest red.”

“What? Leave off the poetry.”

I sighed and began again. I told the witch everything plainly except to say he’d left the sword where it lay next to the dead smith. I picked up the truth again like a dropped stitch with how I’d found him wandering, lost and witless with the scent of that stone’s magic upon him, and finished with, “I brought him here to relay to you the little—” I favored the boy with a hard stare —“the very little that he knew.”

“Where is it now?” the witch asked him.

“I don’t know,” he answered true.

The witch scowled and said some things that I’m sure he did not understand. And I won’t repeat them now, so don’t ask me. But the thrust of it was that the sword was a powerful and dangerous thing destined to be wielded by the true king. It had been fashioned as a gift, ill-advised and argued against by her personally, from Lord Beltham to the false king, and there would be much unpleasantness to pay if any of his dire plans went astray. “Still,” the witch concluded, “I’d like a look at it.”

“So would I,” said the boy.

“What?” The witch noticed him again. “You’re still here?

“She is,” he stammered. “And so am I. But my mother will be missing me.”

I thought it would be nice to have such a thing as a mother. But I lived in a castle, with fine clothes and important errands. And I would be a witch someday.

“Right,” the witch told him, turning back to her books. “Go home.”

“But Wut took . . .” He faltered. “My leg of lamb.”

The witch gave him two coins, a silver and a copper piece. “This should be enough to cover whatever we ate. Now run along. Your mother and whatnot.”

The boy looked at the coins and then at me. I pointed significantly to the pocket that bulged with the weight of my surety. 

“Go!” The witch bellowed. He went.

The witch pulled several volumes from the shelves and studied them. As she finished one and moved to the next, I did my job of tidying, but I read as much as I could of the pages she left open before I put the books away. What I learned troubled me. The sword of destiny was already moving to carve the true heir’s fate. Already the slice was made that cut him off from any path save that which led to the capital, and the court of the false high king. 

Cassandra came pounding up the stairs, out of breath and pale as new cheese. “The smith in the village is dead!” she panted. “And they say it looks like sorcery!” 
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Mum and I got on well. She was very affectionate, always glad to see me, and never too busy to spend time with me singing or reading together. This time, as I returned to the wagon, she said, “Where have you been? You should have been here an hour ago. Did you order the kettle?”

“No, Mum. The smith—”

“Fool of a boy! How hard is it to ask a smith to—”

“He’s dead.”

“Don’t interrupt. To order a—what?”

“He’s dead.”

After a moment she said, “Oh. Well. Have some dinner.”

“I got some coins,” I said as I took the pheasant from the fire. “One and one.”

“How did you get them? Were you begging? Don’t lie!”

“No, Mum. I ran an errand to the castle.”

“You!”

“Yes, Mum.”

“What errand?”

The pheasant was overcooked, but that was my fault for being late. I told her about finding the smith, and the sword, and bringing it to the castle. I sort of skipped the part about the witch girl, and I didn’t tell Mum about what was in my pocket. Of course, I didn’t yet know what it was—I’d been in too much of a hurry to get back and avoid a whupping. And now I couldn’t take it out; there was no way to get out of her sight before dark, and then, well, it would be dark. It took me a long time to fall asleep, thinking about that bundle in my pocket, and wondering what it might be.

The next morning, I fetched water, made a fire, and boiled the coffee before Mum was up. She grunted her thanks as she drank a mug, and then, with only the words, “Mind you behave,” she was off with her scissors and her razors. She didn’t tell me what behaving meant today, so as soon as she was gone, I took the bundle out of my pocket. I wasn’t sure what the material was, but I’d never felt anything so soft and smooth. It was a very light red, a color I’d never seen before. I unwrapped it.

Inside the wrapping was a silver chain of amazing, tiny links, such as would be beyond the skill of any silversmith I’d ever seen. Attached to it, in a small setting, was a polished stone no bigger than the tip of my least finger, rounded to a neat oval, with bands of white and different shades of blue. I held it in my palm, and then slipped the chain over my head.

I’ve thought about that moment for years, and I still don’t think I can describe it. Did you ever look up at the stars and think about how tiny you are? Remember when we took you out on the Tribute Mountain River and we hit the rapids and the raft started spinning? Remember when Diffon the belly-singer performed at the Bent Oak, and his voiced seemed to fill your whole body? Do you remember the first time you suddenly understood how letters formed words, and it seemed as if an entire world had opened up? It was like all of those things at once.

It seemed like I was shouting, though I don’t think I made a sound. I was shaking, but I’m pretty sure I didn’t move. The world spun around me, though my eyes were closed. That’s as close as I can come.

After some time, from the sun it must have been more than an hour, I started to come back to myself. The day was bright, a little cold, windy. I took a deep breath, let it out, and turned back toward the wagon. That’s when things got strange.

I could see a line between me and the wagon. No, it wasn’t see exactly—more like I could feel it, like I was aware of it; it was a connection that seemed like I could do something. I didn’t know what, or how, but it was there. Then I looked at Corky, the older of the mules, and the line with the wagon was gone, but I was connected to the mule. Then I tried it with one of the ducks in the pond across the way, then a tall, spindly tree. Whatever I turned my attention to, there was that sense of connection.

It was a strange feeling, but I liked it. I took the pendant off to see if the feeling would go away, and it faded a bit. I was still aware of a sort of association between me and anything I focused on. Not as intense, but it was there .I wondered what it meant.

The witch girl, Wut, would know. I thought about going back to the castle to ask her, but she’d kept saying how they’d torture or kill me there. Then I realized that the whole point of her giving it to me was so that I had something of hers while she held something of mine, which meant that, sooner or later, she would come and find me. All I had to do was wait.
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     Technically, both Cassandra and I were kitchen maids, but she longed to be trained for the guards the way I was being trained by the witch, and I think it made her hate me. She looked pleased to bring us bad news. You must know people like that, children, and if you don’t, you will. People who are only happy when they’re sad, or when they can tell you something that makes you sad. But I liked her anyway. This time, when she gave us the news about Smith, the castle witch turned moon-white and reeled. I was quick on my feet and got the milk stool underneath her just as she required it. She sat heavily. “This will not go well for me,” she said.

“Why ever not, my lady?” I knelt at her feet and took her trembling hand in mine.

“Aren’t you wanted in the kitchens?” Cassandra asked me.

“Go!” The witch bellowed. 

I started to take my leave, but the witch still held my hand. I gave Cassandra a look that said, “I’m needed here. We’re doing witch things,” and she left without me.

The witch’s eyes were unfocused, and she was muttering. “He knew I didn’t like it. Didn’t like it at all. That stone wasn’t his to give away, to the king or anyone else. I argued with him, much as I could, but he has set his mind on marrying his niece into royalty. It will come to no good. But now the sword’s missing and the smith’s dead? When the news reaches Lord Beltham he’ll blame me, no mistake.”

She saw me now, and her eyes grew keen. “That boy you brought to me. Where is he?”

“With his mother,” I said.

“But where!” The witch stood, towering over me, then turned away and began to pace. She does that sometimes. Sometimes I stay and listen because she mutters while she walks, and I’ve learned interesting things that way. “I have to find that sword before the Question comes to me,” she whispered to herself. 

This planted a dilemma in my belly like I’d swallowed a hard, dry bean. I knew where the sword was, and the secret sat heavy in me. I could fetch it for the witch and spare her Questioning. She’d be grateful. She’d see how clever I’d been to recognize the sword for what it was, no matter how it had presented itself to me. But it wasn’t mine to give to the witch. It was the barber’s boy’s by finder’s right, which is a kind of destiny. Besides, he had my necklace. If I gave the witch the sword, how would I get my pendant back? 

My dilemma sprouted and sent tendrils curling through me. I hadn’t lied to the lad when I said my little stone and chain was of greater value than his sword, but I also hadn’t specified. I hadn’t said, “to me”. To me, it was worth more than anything. I’d found it between my bedroom’s flooring boards, and always known, without knowing how—through magic, doubtless—that it had been my mother’s once, and she’d left it there for me. This was all I knew of her.

Could I allow the witch, who was like a mother to me, to face the Question knowing less than I? Could I sacrifice the one remnant of my lost childhood for her safety? How could I not? 

I tugged that dilemma plant up by its roots and left it at the witch’s feet. She didn’t notice. She paid no heed to me as I slipped from her workroom and crept to my chamber door. I would sacrifice my childhood for the witch’s life. Surely her gratitude would earn me a place at her side, and she would, at last, begin to teach me. I reached under my bed for the sword. My fingers fell on bits of paper and on pouches tied with string, but nothing else concealed there did I find. I reached and scrambled. I threw myself face down on the bad-smelling boards and looked. It was gone.

I lay there a long time. But not so long the witch noticed the lack of me. I could hear her pacing still, her footfalls pounding, but only half as fast as my thundering heart. I was terrified. Where could the sword have gone? I was certain the rustic boy had not taken it. He was too frightened of the witch and me. And honestly, too honest too. Then I knew. The Lady Argaine. 

She was the only person who, when she came to the witch’s tower, would not heed my chamber’s sanctity. Despite the wards I’d worked upon my door, Lady Argaine had the ability and the will to bang it back, and sit on my bed, and leave the room again. Had she come up here whilst the boy and I were cloistered with the witch in her chambers? Had she barged into mine as she was wont to do and found the sword? It seemed like something she would do.

A dangerous and desperate plan took life in me. Lady Argaine would be in her own chamber now. It was larger and grander and more guarded than mine, but its servant’s door was against the furthest wall, and her chambermaid liked her wine rather more than her duties. I would violate Lady Argaine’s privacy just as she had mine. 

I waited the impatient hours until, in the depths of deepest night, I could creep along the castle’s silent passageways. Down the witch’s tower, past the larder door, through the dining hall, and up again by the servant’s stairs. A witch studies her surroundings well, and I’d learned the warrens and secret passageways of the castle in due course, carrying trays and lighting fires in hearths as I was assigned tasks that served my larger purposes.

The door to Lady Argaine’s chamber opened soundlessly, as servants’ mouths are trained to do. Pale moonlight, bent and twisted by the oiled paper of her windows, gave but little gleam. Yet it was enough for me to pick my way across the floor, and around the curtains that cloaked the bed. I’m sure of foot and practiced at stealth, and although I feared the guards just outside the door, and the chambermaid sleeping fitfully in her chair, I knew what I must do. I slipped forward, my fear urging me to speed, my wisdom arguing the other way. I reached the bed and learned two things: Lady Argaine had stolen the sword, and Lady Argaine was not a lady. 

The first I knew because I saw the sword’s hilt peeking out from beneath her pillow. The second I knew because her nightdress was thin and, well, let’s just say he was having a dream.

No, I won’t explain.

Fine. I’ll make it plain. I could see Lady Argaine was a boy. 

Because he didn’t have a girl’s body.

Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.

Now, where was I? Standing and gawping at a boy in a nightie. I didn’t stay there staring like a hooked fish for more than a moment’s breath though, because the sword called to me. It wrapped its power around my hand and drew me to it. My palm ached like I’d quartered a bushel of turnips. My fingers felt bruised and heavy. They reached out. No, the sword pulled on them. 

The sword, as I have pointed out before, was sharpened on just one edge of its blade. If it weren’t, how could I have taken hold of it above the hilt, slid it out from the pillow beneath a sleeping head, and lifted it? But that’s what I did. Lady Argaine—or shall I just say Argaine—was so lost to sleep that he barely stirred. I slipped the sword free. I bundled it into my apron and ran.

Or I started to, but the sword spoke to me again, inside my head, and in words this time. Hide! it said. I hid. It seemed the right thing to obey when swords talk to you. I’d just curled myself into the bed’s hangings when Argaine came awake with a grunt. I heard him sit up. He groped around for the sword, found nothing, and jumped out of bed. 

“Ruth!” he called to the chambermaid. “Ruth!” 

His voice was like it ever had been, a little low for a girl, but light and lilting all the same. Tears pricked at my eyes for the pain he must feel, every day forced to pretend to be something he was not. Or perhaps he didn’t know. Had the witch magicked him to keep him safe and hidden here until he came of age? For truly, he must be the true king’s heir and destined for the sword he’d stolen. But it had talked to me. It did again then, but I couldn’t make the words out for Argaine’s shouting. 

“Ruth! Six Mountain Kings, she’s drunk again. Ruth! That sword I found in the witch’s privy, where did it go? I just had it here.”

The sword whispered Run, and I ran. I ran quietly, mind you, and not far. The servant’s door was just on the back wall, and I slipped through it, the sword swaddled in my apron like an infant. I clutched it close to me as I scurried back the way I’d come. 

I rushed into the witch’s chamber, and I don’t know how to explain what happened next, except to say that the sword somehow knocked my legs from under me. Or I ran into a stack of books the witch had relocated from a shelf, and piled with other things—potions and amulets, dresses and cloaks—in a heap just before the door. Either way, I tripped, tried to jump clear of the witch’s packing, tumbled, and fell. A metal basin clattered to the floor, masking the sound of the sword as it leapt from my apron. Incredibly, it slid and came to rest under a claw-footed chest the witch had open.

“What the devil!” She whipped around, cheeks flushed with pink and wisps of hair sticking to her forehead. She looked rushed and worried and like she’d been sweating, which I’d thought witches didn’t do. 

I scrambled to standing, curtsied, stammered, and stopped. I felt a pulse in my hand—the sword calling for me. But my head was full to bursting. “The Lady Argaine,” I stammered. “She’s a he!” 

Her face changed. The whole witch changed. I could almost see the hairs scoot back into place. The pink washed from her cheeks.

“Tell me everything, child.”

So, I did. I told her how the boy had brought the sword to the castle gates, and I’d seen him there, and disguised what he carried as a leg of lamb, hid it in my chamber, and found it again in the Lady Argaine’s. Or I would have done, but the witch stopped me at the castle gate. 

“You did what?”

“I magicked the sword.”

“You can’t do that. You’re not a witch.”

“I’m a witch in training.”

“You most certainly are not. But that boy you brought up here, he could be.”

“No,” I explained. “He’s not a witch. I am. Or will be. I magicked the sword. He didn’t do anything. He just saw it the way I said it would be.”

Quick as a whip, the witch’s hand reached out and yanked the apron from me. I gasped, and the sword hummed. But the witch apparently heard nothing. She dug into my apron pockets and pulled out an amulet I’d borrowed from the woods witch, a totem bag I’d made myself, two coins, a nice piece of string, and a page I’d copied from a grimoire for studying. 

“This!” She held the paper up. “This is all your magic, right here. Enough for a minor illusion or two, if you don’t use it too often. This is what disguised the sword, not you. You’re a fool with no power beyond a mighty gift for self-delusion and over-blown language. You’re a marred page. All doodles and chicken scratch and crossed out bits. You’re certainly not a witch. Never were. Never will be.”

She balled up the apron and threw it at me. The she turned her back, stalked to her workbench, and began frantically digging through the books and jars. If she’d said what she sought, I could have found it for her; I often did such things. But she didn’t say, and really, I don’t think I would have been much use to her right then. The witch had punctured me. I felt dizzy and hot, boneless and melting. I sat down on the chest and tried to breathe. It seemed more than I could manage. I wasn’t a witch. I couldn’t do anything. 

“Finally!” She cried and turned to me, wand raised. She spoke to it in words that rang in my ears and deafened me. She leveled it. 

The heavy wooden chest shot out from under me. My bum hit the floor. My hand fell on the sword, and I wrapped my fingers around its hilt. The witch’s murderous spell shot at me. 

My body popped into the air and landed on its feet. It was strong and poised and balancing. The sword put itself between me and the wand, and her spell shot harmlessly off into a corner. 

“You have no magic!” she screamed. “How dare you deflect mine?”

She raised the wand again. The sword moved my arm. Every muscle of me was alive and wary, ready for anything. My mind was leagues away. 

“You have the sword!” she screamed. “Give it to me!”

The sword offered to give itself to her, point first, through her heart and out the other side, but I told it no. I had loved the witch. When I had a heart. She had torn it into pieces, but I could not hate her with the shards. I think I knew that she spoke true. I had no magic but hers and the woods witch’s. 

I could run to the other witch. Or I could let this one’s magic kill me and know true power at least one time.

She pointed her wand at me. I stood ready. She struck. 

The sword moved, and the spell ricocheted. The witch flung herself out of its path, and the magic flew past her, grazing her scalp. Her spell splintered against the bookshelves. They drank the magic in, and gleamed. The witch’s hair caught fire. She screamed, dropped her wand and reached for the water pail.

Run! cried the sword. 

And I ran.
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     I sat and waited for the witch girl for as long as I was able. After about half an hour, I came to a sudden and important realization: I hate waiting. Besides, what if Mum came back before the girl showed up? She might decide we were done here, or she might send me off on an errand. On the other hand, I still didn’t want to go back to the castle.

I pulled the pendant from my pocket and put it on. It was different this time. The feeling, like an extra sense, or maybe an extra limb, grew stronger, and reminded me that it had been there the whole time. Once more I turned my attention to various objects nearby: a rock, a tree, a toad. And once more I felt the connections to them.

And then I wondered what would happen if, instead of looking at something around me, I concentrated on something that wasn’t nearby. Like, the sword, for example.

The instant I thought of it, I felt it. There was a line, a connection between me and the sword. It was so sharp I could almost see it. I knew what direction it was, and I could tell that it was moving! Without even deciding to, I began to walk toward it. I set out going northeast, keeping in mind an image of the sword as I’d seen it lying on the anvil: its bright red jewel, and straight, double-edged blade the width of three of my fingers and twice as long as my arm.

Yes, yes. I know your grandmother keeps saying it had a single edge. But when I cut my hand on it, well, you’ll see. 

I took the northeast road out of town and felt that the sword was to my left, toward the castle, but not directly toward it. I started running—not because I felt like I needed to get there quickly, but just because I wanted to, because it was starting to sink in just how exciting this was, that something was going on that might change my whole life.

As I started to get winded, I slowed to a jog, then a walk. By that time, I had entered the Newland Forest. If I’d had any sense, I’d have looked for a path, because it’s easier to get lost there than you’d think, even within a woods that only extends from the Fenced Road to the Green River. But the direction I needed to go was so clear, I just wanted to get there. There are stories about losing your sense of direction in thick, heavy forests—about how you step past some brush, or around a tree, and suddenly aren’t sure of which way you’re facing. Well, true or not, it didn’t happen this time. It was like there was a rope, and all I had to do was keep pulling on it, until—”

She heard me tramping, turned, and said, “You!”

“Hello, Wut,” I said.

“How did you find me?”

“Where are you going?”

“I asked first.”

In all the years between that moment and today, I’ve never figured out what would have been a good answer to that.

“I found you with, I found you by, the sword.” 

She hadn’t kept it hidden, at any rate—there it was, resting on her shoulder. “Idiot,” she said. “How did you find the sword?”

“Magic,” I blurted out, because I could think of no other word for it.

She stared at me, and maybe if more light had come through the treetops I could have done a better job of guessing how much of her expression was disbelief and how much was anger. As it was, I had the feeling I’d said the wrong thing. I would have unsaid it if I knew how, but I was new to magic and unsaying things is complicated.

She opened her mouth, and some sort of premonition that I’m pretty sure had nothing to do with magic convinced me that I didn’t want to hear what she was about to say, so I said, “Where are you going?”

It worked, and she didn’t say whatever it was she’d been going to. She closed her mouth, glared at me, then said, “Come along.”

Before I could answer, she had turned and headed deeper into the woods. As we walked, I wondered how she had ended up in those woods with the sword. 
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     I ran from the castle witch until I reached the Newland forest. The witch of the woods was a secret. No one in the village or the castle knew of her, save the castle witch and me, and once inside the forest I was always careful to pick a different way through the undergrowth to avoid leaving a trail. Here, where the path from the castle to the woods ran out, my steps slowed, and my courage failed. If I’d ever had any. I’d thought I was brave. But then I’d thought I was a witch, that Lady Argaine was a lady, and that the castle witch was kind. But she had tried to kill me. All I’d ever wanted was her love, and I’d set her hair on fire. I get things wrong that way. 

I sat down on a tree root without even my mother’s necklace to comfort me. I’d lost everything but my way. And the sword. 

I rested its blade on my shoulder. Its curve felt almost like an arm around me. Consider this: if it were truly two-edged, why would it bend that way? And how could I have pressed my palm against its one dull side to test the other’s sharpness on my neck? Could I have lopped off my own head with any other blade? I don’t think so. 

I might have though, if your grandfather hadn’t found me. 

He came tromping along making a terrible racket. I shouted at him to go away.

“Hello? What?” he said in his benighted way of making everything a question. 

When I asked how he’d found me, he said “by magic.” I almost cried then. How could he have magic and I none? But I’d seen the Lady Argaine weep to win her way — his way— and I’d go back to cutting off my head before I’d let this boy see me cry. He was a barber’s son, and I? I could be anyone’s child. A witch’s maybe. And obviously, he couldn’t be a witch, so it must have been my magic that guided him to me. This cheered me up considerably.

When he asked his next, inevitable question I stood up and told him to come along with me. I was going see the witch of the woods, and I wouldn’t mind the company.

The witch of the woods lives in a cave. You walk through the woods to a cliff that makes the river bend around it, and you scramble down a path to a ledge before the opening. Then you wait. There’s no door or bell to ring, but you don’t just walk in all the same. You wait and the witch comes out, and if you’re very lucky, she asks you in for tea. I told the boy to hide behind a tree that clung to the edge of the rock shelf on the opposite side of the cave’s entrance. 

“Why?” he asked me. 

“Because she’s a witch,” I explained. “And nobody knows she lives out here, and she might not like it that you know. And give my necklace back to me.”

“Why, what?” asked he. 

I raised the sword to hand it back in trade, but he ducked and ran away. I shrugged. Men are full of mystery and no woman knows their ways. I rested the sword on the tree’s far side. The boy would come back and reclaim it and leave my necklace there for me. He was too honest to do otherwise.

“I smell magic,” the witch said, coming up to me. She’s older than trees, with hair that could hide more than it does in the way of stir sticks and knives, and she has a tiny gap between her two front teeth she can whistle through.

“I’ve been using mine,” I explained, edging around her so the drop from the sheer cliff to the river was no longer behind me.

She sniffed again. “No, it’s fading.” 

I told her everything. I told her about the boy and the sword and the lamb leg while she brewed us tea. I told her about Argaine and his tented nightie and how the castle witch tried to kill me as I drank the witch-brewed tea and ate rolls with honey and goat cheese. From time to time the witch sniffed the air, and once she went outside to look out over the river and up into the trees. 

When she came back, she asked if I were sleepy. I realized I was, and she let me lie down in her bed. It was made of sheets of moss, lifted up from the forest floor and carried in to grow at the back corner of the cave. She spread a rug over it and draped another over me. She sat beside me then, with her back to the cave entrance.

She pitched her voice a little louder than I thought she needed to, or maybe it just echoed off the cave. “A duchy,” she said, “Can have only one witch.”

“I know!” I sat up a little woozily. “I’ve always known that.”

“Shhh,” she said, but when she went on, her voice was loud again. “The castle witch is not much of a witch. That’s why she’s always sending messages back and forth with me.”

I wanted to ask her what she meant, but my eyelids and tongue were made of stone, or something heavier. Like sleep. 

“Sleep,” the witch said. “Dream.”

A dagger of fear re-opened my eyes. “The duke will send her to the Question!”

“I must be losing my touch with teas,” the witch said. 

“Unless the sword is found, the duke will have the Question cut the truth from her.” But even the horror of that could not hold my eyes wide. The loss of the castle witch made me want to weep, but I think I may have snored instead. Sleep and confusion were at war in my head.

“Sleep now,” the woods witch said, taking the wrong side.

“The castle witch knows the sword’s with me, and that I would run to you.”

“I put herbs in your tea.”

“It will be part of the truth the Question slices to.”

“You’ll have twenty minutes of sleep, but a night’s rest.”

“And the duke will send soldiers here to find us, and they’ll all learn about you, and they’ll take the sword to him and kill us both.”

“I think you mean ‘all three’.”

Confusion lost, and I fell toward sleep.

The witch raised her voice, and it stopped my fall. “Boy!” she called, “Come out of hiding! I know you’re here.”

I forced open one eye and saw the barber’s son poke his tousled head from behind shelves the witch had made from fallen trees.

“Everything she said is true,” the witch told him. I warmed with pride. With pride, and soft moss, and blanketing rugs, warm and heavy.

“Well?” the witch said. “Who are you?”

The boy held the sword in his hand. I knew something about him then with the clarity of dreams, but then I dreamed, and forgot. 
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When I realized Wut wasn’t going to lop off my head, I went back to the cave and peeked inside. It was like a small, one-room cottage, cluttered in a way that reminded me of the castle witch’s clutter, which I guess I ought to have expected. I took the sword and found a hiding place. I did it without thinking, not knowing what I was afraid of, or even if I was afraid. I just did it. Back then, I used to do a lot of things without thinking them through.

I hid behind the witch’s shelves, and looked at the sword, and let me tell you kids, it’s like when you strike a spark to sawdust and wheat chaff, where what you get is just so much bigger than you thought it would be.

The sword was pulsating with red and blue flowing up and down the blade, and it seemed longer than it was. I mean, I could see the length, and the two edges, but somehow it seemed to stretch out to the horizon, as if the least motion would cut a hole in the heavens themselves.

I’m not sure how long I stood staring at the sword in my hand, but eventually I heard someone yelling to come out of hiding, so I did. There was Wut, who seemed to be sleeping, and next to her was a woman around Mum’s age. There was a glow about her head, almost like a halo of deep purple. I was about to ask what she wanted, but instead I said, “Why are you doing that?”

She frowned and said, “Doing what, boy?”

“Making yourself look like an old woman.”

Wut stirred a little, blinked, then put her head down again. The witch looked surprised, but quickly recovered and said, “Never mind that. Have some tea.”

I sipped a bit, and after a while she nodded and said, “Were you born with your powers?”

I started to ask what she meant, but then realized I knew. “I didn’t know about them until I put this around my neck,” I said, touching the pendant. “So, I don’t know.”

“Good answer,” she said, nodding. 

I felt like I’d just passed some sort of test, and it made me feel proud.

Her face twitched, like Mum’s does when she’s thinking. “Can I see it?”

I handed Wut’s amulet over, and the witch examined it, sucking on her teeth. “It’s changed,” she said. “Might she know? No, no. This is outside of her reckoning—it’s beyond mine—but I bet it brings her winging our way.”

I watched her without saying anything, but I yawned, and at length she said, “Tell me what happened.”

I began with my visit to the smith to ask about a new kettle for Mum and got as far as finding the smith dead and was describing the sword when Wut sat up. “That’s not how it looks,” she said.

“Shush, girl,” said the witch. “I’ve already had your story; now I want his so I can hear where the magic sings.”

I didn’t exactly understand what she meant by that, and I thought Wut didn’t exactly like it, but she remained quiet while I told about how I’d given up the sword in exchange for the pendant. Then the witch looked at Wut and said, “That was well done, girl. Now I know what I’m looking for, I want to see the sword.”

Wut sat up on the moss pile, and I sat down on the soft ground, but the witch stood and examined the sword long and carefully. She spent a long time studying the jewel in the hilt, from different angles, once breathing on it the way you breathe on a mirror to watch it fog up. Eventually she set it down on her workbench and said, “Well, now we know how Chance Barker died.”

“Who?” Wut asked.

“How?” asked I.

“The village smith,” the witch explained, tapping the jewel in the hilt. “This consumed him.”

“Consumed?” I said.

“Like, ate?” said Wut.

“Pulled his life-force into itself.”

“That’s creepy,” I said.

“So that’s where the voice comes from,” said Wut, nodding.

“Voice?” said the witch and I at the same time.

“The voice of the sword,” she said. “You know, the one you hear when you hold it?”

We looked at her and she stared back, her head moving from one of us to the other, as if surprised we didn’t know what she was talking about. The witch said, “You hear the sword?”

“Don’t you?”

“No,” she said. 

I shook my head.

“Huh,” said Wut. 

I asked the witch, “What does that mean?”

“I’m not certain,” she said. She kept frowning at Wut the way Mum had frowned at the wagon hitch when it was making that funny noise, before it broke. Then I remembered that it was the smith in Greenmere who’d fashioned us a new cotter pin. The pin was still in the hitch, but Smith Barker was gone.

“The sword must be yours then,” I told Wut. Now she and the witch were both looking at me. They were waiting for me to say more, but I hadn’t even known I was going to say that until the words were already out. “Can I keep the amulet?”

“It’s mine!” said Wut.

“Your mother’s,” said the witch, nodding to her. “That’s what you’ve always said.” 

“Wouldn’t you rather have the sword?” I said.

Wut’s face twisted up, like she couldn’t make up her mind, but then she said, “No.”

I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t think of a good argument, so I pulled the amulet over my head. I put the stone in my palm and gave it to her.

The witch cocked her head like she was listening to something we couldn’t hear. She left the sword on her workbench and said, “Now, children, listen carefully.” She started talking then, but her voice was low and my head was heavy, so I can’t tell you what she said. I laid back on the floor, but I didn’t close my eyes.

The witches voice seemed to work it’s way into my head, and I fell into a stupor. 
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     When I woke, there were three things I’d known all my life: that nothing is an accident; that I’ve always lived with my mother and brother in a little, cluttered, one-room cottage in the woods; and that, unless they’re twins, which we weren’t, a mother should have only one child the same age. My mother had two, and I spent a good deal of time wondering which of us was hers by birth and which she had stolen. I spent the rest of my days collecting wood and eggs, taking them into the village to sell, and bringing home sewing from the seamstresses there. You know how I feel about sewing, so I can’t say those were my happiest days. 

No, I’m not telling a new story. Just wait. I’m telling it the way it was for me at the time.

The trees of Newland Forest stood between our cottage and the sunshine, but enough light came through to tell me it was already full morning when I awoke that day. The bed was soft and warm, and the mattress smelled faintly of moss, although I knew it was stuffed with hay. I sat up and stretched, as I always did, and my hands went to my necklace as they did every day.

“What?” My mother’s voice sounded far away, although in a cottage so small, distance was a distant possibility. 

I jumped out of bed in my usual way and tripped over my brother. He was lying sprawled on the floor, staring up at the ceiling like he’d been hit with a powerful spell. My mother was standing over him, but she made no move to catch me as I stumbled. In fact, she swayed and looked like to fall herself. 

“Mum?” I asked. “Are you ill?”

She didn’t look sick, but she didn’t look right either, if you know what I mean. Not the way a mother ought to. More like she’d already used up all her energy, or was using it to hold something powerful as a thunder cloud close to her chest when it wanted to get away. 

“Mum!” I exclaimed, and pulled her toward her chair by the fire. “What’s happening?”

“The guards will be coming here,” she said.

That sounded like a bad idea to me. I couldn’t remember guards ever coming to our cottage before and couldn’t imagine why they would today.

Her legs gave way. I had to almost carry her the last steps to her chair. She told me to fetch a quill and ink, and I brought them to her. I got a piece of parchment too, wondering at its fine quality. Why would simple cottagers like us have such a thing? 

“Write these instructions,” she said. So, I sat at her feet, and put down what she said.

I wrote as she spoke. “Announce that your magic will ensure the sword’s return before midday. Make sure the kitchen door will go unwatched.”

I didn’t understand it, but children weren’t as full of questions then as they are today, so I just did as I was told. 

“That’s good,” she said. “Now tie it to a raven’s leg.” 

She tipped her head toward the window and there, on the sill, sat a black, fat bird. I thought that my mother must be a witch, because who else sends messages that way? 

“Wake him,” she told me next.

“My brother?”

She shook her head, but he was the only “he” about, so I walked to where he lay, and poked him with my foot.

“I think he’s awake,” I said.

Your grandfather’s eyes were wide open, but I’m not sure what he was looking at. 

Yes, it was your grandfather. No, hush. You’ll understand in another minute.

He was staring at the ceiling, which wasn’t all that interesting. I glanced up at it anyway, and for a moment, the roof looked like a cave. Our cottage seemed to waver between itself and something else, but Mum took a deep breath and muttered a few words, and it was all just right again.

“What?” your grandfather said.

I knelt down next to him to give him a shake, but his eyes moved. He must have just been lying there daydreaming. He’s fanciful, as you well know, always has been. His eyes blinked and focused on me. Or on my necklace, more exactly. “Wouldn’t you rather have the sword?” he said.

“A sword!” I exclaimed. “Wherever would simple folk like us get our hands on such a thing?”

He reached out for my necklace, but boys don’t wear jewelry, so I tucked the pale blue stone back into my dress and went outside to do some cottage things. It wasn’t long before he followed me, holding—strange sight indeed—a leg of lamb. 

“What are you doing with that?” I asked him. It seemed a little fuzzy at the edges, but more in focus–sharper—on one side.

“Taking it to the castle,” he said.

“Why?”

“I’m to take it straight to the kitchen door and up the stairs to the witch who lives in the tower there.”

I had picked up two frocks from the seamstress yesterday that both needed rows and rows of smocking sewn into them, so I turned back to the cottage as my brother set his feet on the path to the village. 

Seize me! said the leg of lamb, and, well, you know how I feel about sewing. Off I went after my brother and the talking meat. 

I knew which path he’d taken. It was the only one we had, as we didn’t have two of anything. I set off at a sidewise angle, slipping between trunks through clumps of fern, but before my diagonal crossed his line, trouble met me coming the opposite way. It came, as trouble often does, in uniform. 

I heard the two castle guards before I saw them, crashing about through the woods like fish in a fork drawer. I’d been thinking about the lamb leg, and whether it had really asked me to eat it. I knew I was hungry, I always was, but it did seem strange. 

“Halt!” cried the first guard.

“Who goes there?” cried the second.

“It’s just me,” said I.

The first guard looked down at me. “Do I know you, girl?” 

“Why, no sir, I don’t think you do,” I said. “But you know that cottage just over there?

“You live there?”

I curtsied.

“With my brother and my mum.”

“Any huts about?” the first guard asked.

“Any old women living alone?” asked the second.

“No, sirs!” I said, which I thought was all of the truth, and no part of a lie. 

“I told you there weren’t any witches in these woods,” the first guard said to the second. “Just three poor cottagers.” He reached in his pocket and handed me a copper. “Run along with you, then,” he said. And I did.

I ran along until I reached the fenced road, and there I stopped again, because more trouble was on the road. Four this time, and dragging a woman between them. I recognized her at once—the itinerant barber who sometimes did work on Mum’s teeth. She was thrashing wildly and screaming about her son and a kettle, a smith, a sword and a whole racket of things. Behind her, from where our forest path would have met the road, I saw my brother following, keeping to the trees. 
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     We’ve talked it over since then, your grandmother and I, and we think that I came out of the spell a few minutes before she did. I’d been following the guards who had my mother, though at first I didn’t know why. 

“That was my mother!” I told Wut when I reached where she was waiting.

“No, no,” she said. “It was just the spell—”

“Not her in the hut. The woman the guards have. That’s why I was following them.”

She looked puzzled for a moment, then her eyes widened, “Oh, that‘s your mother?”

“Yes.”

“Then we have to rescue her,” she said, and though I didn’t realize it at the time, when I look back, I think that was the moment I fell in love with your grandmother.

“How?” I asked.

She frowned. “I don’t know. But we should follow them while we think of something.”

“All right.”

They weren’t moving very fast, so it wasn’t hard to catch up to them. Mum was between two of them, with another two in front, and from the way she held her arms I could tell her hands were tied in front of her.

“How far is the castle?” I asked Wut.

“Whisper!” she whispered.

“I am!” I didn’t think we had to whisper because they were making so much noise that they wouldn’t have heard us anyway.

“The castle’s just around the next bend,” Wut said.

“Then we need to think faster.”

As I watched her, her face twisted up, like she was trying not to cry, or else something hurt. Then she said, “Here,” and handed me the pendant. I didn’t hesitate; I took it.

“Why?” I asked as I put it over my head.

“You can use it,” she said.

“To do what?”

“Magic,” she said.

“I don’t know how.”

“That’s okay,” she said. “Neither do I.”

“But it was because of your spell that I mistaked the sword for a leg of lamb!”

“That’s not a word.”

“Huh?”

“There’s no such word as mistaked.”

“My mum says mistaked.”

“Then she mistaked it, I mean, mistook, oh stop it. Give me the sword.”

I handed it to her. “Everything around you is perplexment,” I said.

”That’s not a word either!”

She seemed sure, so I didn’t argue. We came closer, and as I looked at each of the guards, and at my mother, I felt that familiar connection. I was pretty sure I could do something with it if I knew how.

I said, “Could we trade the sword for her?”

“They’d take the sword and keep her. Can you magic them?”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“And I don’t know how to fight,” she said. “See? We’re even.” 

“But that—”

Then she gave a loud cry and, swinging the sword over her head, charged the guards, screaming like a rock-hawk.

Kids, I have, from time to time, done some brave things. But I didn’t then. I just stood there, rooted to the ground, watching.

At first, I don’t think the guards realized they were being attacked. They stopped and stared at the girl running screaming at them, and I suppose they thought they were seeing some sort of maniac. Me, well, like I said, I was just scared. Wut had gone charging at them, and the best thing that could happen would be if they disarmed and captured her instead of killing her outright.

Then I caught Mum’s eye. You have to understand, we were a long way apart, at least 8 or 9 rods, but she saw me for a moment, and then I looked at Wut, and then I saw one of the guards who looked like he was going to just cut Wut down, and my heart gave one, single, big thump—I remember that thump, I almost heard it in my ears, as I saw that guard raise his sword, and I was too far away.

I remember a sour, bitter taste on my tongue, as if I’d bitten into the peel of a lemon. I remember seeing Wut in front of me, as if an arm’s length away, that clear. Around her were pale, swirling mists, and there was a sound in my ears like we heard when we stood between Surf Rock and Beach Rock, with the waves crashing. 

Everything was happening at once, and yet there was a strange stillness, as if something inside me was the center around which I, and everything else, was spinning. I saw the look on Wut’s face—impossible at that distance, and with her running from me. Then the mists carried me away.
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     I had known, for two hours together, under the wood witch’s spell, what it felt like to have a brother and a mother, and now his mother was being dragged off by the castle guards. What else could I do? I gave the barber’s son the only thing I had of my mother’s and took the sword from him.

Wield me, it whispered, so I did. 

It wasn’t, perhaps, the best plan. It was, in fact, no plan at all, just the resolve that those guards would not make one more motherless child in the world. Well, that and rage. 

I was angry I wasn’t a witch. Angry with how the guards dragged the barber woman like a spooked horse. Angry that I’d learned something crucial about the boy before tea put me to sleep, and angry that the wood witch’s spell had removed it from my mind. 

But running full tilt at four armed guards, with the sword raised and a scream ripping through me didn’t seem like the best time for puzzling, so I pushed the thought away. When you go screaming into battle, it’s best if you don’t have far to run. It mars a battle cry to have to stop and breathe. 

I’d like to think I made a formidable sight, but the guards looked more baffled than afraid. I think they thought I’d stop. I didn’t. I ran smack into the closest one the way you’d go through a door when the barn’s on fire. He collapsed in a heap. 

No! cried the sword. Use me!

Seeing one of their fellows knocked out flat on the road had a stimulating effect on the other guards. 

Or on two of the other three. 

They turned. The leader was in front and closest to the forest. He and the one rear guard still standing turned, drew their weapons, and squared off against me. The third guard stood staring at the boy’s mum, unmoving. 

Duck! shrieked the sword, and I squatted like one. The lead guard’s sword sang through the air over me.

Leap! the sword screamed. I leapt, and the rear guard, struggling with the captive barber, missed his sideways swipe at me.

The third guard, who still hadn’t moved, looked at me. His arms hung, and his mouth drooped to one side. One eye was closed, and the other looked strange. Had the boy magicked the man into stupidity? It’d not be a long haul with a castle guard. But I didn’t have time to use my mind much myself right then. The two guards who weren’t bewitched were circling me. I tried to mimic their posture, and it fell into my body effortlessly. The barber struggled, the bewitched guard goggled, the other two taught me, without meaning to, how to crouch, and to cross one leg before the other, and to hold a blade.

Theirs were heavy, two-sided things, but mine was light, curved like a scythe, and it spoke to me. I circled them, listening. I saw what the sword recognized—a flicker of an opening.

Swing! it screamed, as I swung.

The lead guard stepped back, bending away from my blade. It sliced the air where his throat had been. The second guard was slower. I didn’t realize that I could simply follow my swing past the faster man and into him, but the sword did, and it taught me. My sword caught his leather jerkin. It split open and I saw I’d slashed the skin of his chest beneath. My sword tasted blood and its thirst song filled me with strength and grace. 

I swung again, and both guards scrambled out of my way. The force behind my blow, having met so little resistance, spun me. I felt both their swords lunge and miss. I kept my momentum flowing forward, but tucked it in. I spun like a waterspout and came up standing, still turning round. The guards’ failed strikes pulled their swords past me. As my rotation brought the barber before me, I slashed down and cut the rope that bound her wrists. The woman didn’t look back for her son, who was standing in the road, arms limp, mouth askew. She scrambled off the road and ran straight for the woods.

“Tad!” the rear guard shouted to his fellow. “What’s wrong with you, man!”

But Tad just stood there with his permanent wink, his open eye banded blue and white. It had no pupil, but was oval, the exact mirror of my mother’s amulet. 

“Leave him, Lloyd!” the lead guard commanded. “Run back to the castle and fetch more men.”

“But the witch—”

“Leave her to me. Tell the captain we found the sword and the witch who stole it.”

Lloyd turned and ran for the castle, bleeding from the cut I’d made.

Only the day before it would have thrilled me to be called a witch, but now I knew I wasn’t one. It was the barber’s boy, not I, who had found the magic within my mother’s necklace. Still, the guard wasn’t wrong. The boy was a witch and he’d taken the sword. But he was something more as well. Memory stirred and yawned and rolled over inside me. What was he? He was a boy who’d just seen his mother run away. He was the boy standing in the road behind me and looking out of one immobilized guard’s eye. But he was something more besides. I’d known it when I’d seen the sword in his hand properly.

Battle is a poor time for chasing down memories. The other guard struck. I barely got my sword raised in time. The impact of his heavy blade on mine rang up my arms like a shudder through cream. I stopped the blow. Stopped and held it. But his arms were stronger than mine, and he had power driving down from above while I was pushing up from beneath. A poor position, but one I was familiar with. I stepped toward him, turning under both our raised arms to put my back against his belly. Then I let my sword drop from under his. His weight fell onto me, and I brought the hilt of my sword back hard. The clang of it on bone was no less jarring than blade on blade, but it pleased the sword. The air ran out of the guard with a grunt, and he doubled up, or tried to, over me. 

Tilt your head! Drive me over your shoulder into his eye! the sword screamed.

I tilted my head and drove the sword over my shoulder. But I angled the blade and sliced it fine along the side of the guard’s cheek like a barber’s knife. The sword caught in his hair and cut a swath free. The blade came up bloodless into the empty air beyond, angry with me. 

I was wearing the guard like a feed bag and shrugged him off handily. He stumbled, catching himself on the point of his sword, and maybe mine saw it was better off in hands that would never use it as a cane. Kill him now! it encouraged me.

I waited for the guard to rise. He straightened painfully, let go of his sword, and punched me. I’ve been slapped plenty, so the hardness of my teeth on my cheek and the taste of blood in my mouth didn’t surprise me. The sound my jaw made did. 

I sat down hard on my rear. The guard kicked at me, but I’m no stranger to a guard’s boot either, and drew my shins out of his way. Curling into a ball is usually my next play, but my feet felt solid on the road. My sword lunged for the guard and pulled me head over heels in a somersault like an acrobat, and I landed standing just as handily. The guard roared and spun. He ran at me, snatching up his sword from where it stood with its point dug into the ground. He swung it back-hand around behind him, raising it, running at me. 

Lunge! cried the sword. And I did. Like a fencer. I raised my leg toward the guard and fell onto it. It bent deeply, and I swung the sword up to meet the guard’s blade. It danced with glee. It sliced the guard’s wrist light as a kiss on the nose, bounced, and struck again like a bite to the neck. 

It didn’t clang this time. It had struck fast and hard. Now it slowed. It fought forward against the heavy press of skin and muscle, above the guard’s gauntlet, slower still through the bone, and then faster again. 

The guard fell. Then his hand did, some little distance away. 

My legs snapped together from their deep bend. I spun, and the sword sang. It swirled around me like a dancer’s skirt, diving low, sweeping up, and coming down again to behead the man. 

I stopped it just in time. 

Two guards lay in the road. One would wake with a headache, the other without his hand. The third just stood there, not even gazing at me. 

Well, how could he with just the one eye? 

No, not winking. Winks are like flings; if they last, they’re all together a different thing. No, I won’t explain.

“Barber’s son!” I shouted at the necklace-eyed man. He gave no sign he could do more than see. I left him where he stood and ran back to the boy.

His arms hung; his mouth gaped. His one open eye was the same blue ribboned with white. “Boy!” I screamed.

“You don’t have to yell,” the guard said.

“We have to flee,” I shouted into his face. 

“We can’t,” he said. “I’m too far from myself.” 

Wut’s body moved when I yanked on his arm, but he wasn’t much good at straight lines. As we drew closer to the bewitched guard, he shrugged off my guiding hands. He looked around with both eyes, one in each head. He saw the guards on the ground and looked into the woods where his mother had fled. 

The guard I’d tackled snored. The one I’d maimed cursed and started wrapping his wrist in cloth torn from his tunic.

“Can you make it so he won’t die?” I asked the witch boy.

“He won’t,” he said, and I believed him. 

“More guards are coming,” he said. I believed that too, and on less faith.

I saw twelve of them, trotting toward us from the castle. They picked up their pace when they saw the two on the ground.

“Give your sword to me,” the boy said.

I sighed and held it out.

He shook his head. “To the other me.”








  
  
  And Though We Live, Perplexed.
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Let me interrupt, because I think it was about there that things started happening with me, or, rather, that I started figuring out what had happened. I know you’ve put together that my mind had cast itself into Tad the guard’s. I was sort of inhabiting him, but you see, I hadn’t realized it. I’d been watching Wut charge and wishing I could do something. Then I looked at the guard who was about to take a swing at her, and I got confused, and I wasn’t sure what happened. I couldn’t make sense of what I saw, and everything I heard echoed weirdly. I can’t say how long that went on, but then there was a sort of voice that seemed to come from inside my skull and it said, What’s happened to me?

I was pleased that I could answer this question. I have no idea, I thought back, which was when I realized I was talking to someone. Who are you?

My name is Tad. Who are you?

My name is Cutterson.

What happened?

I already said I don’t know.

I can’t move.

Let me try. Okay, I can move, but it feels—

That’s me!

What?

I just moved, only I didn’t do it.

I might not be giving that conversation word for word; in fact, I don’t know if there were real words in it. But that was the sense of it, and that’s when I realized what had happened. It took me some time to accept it, but I tried moving again, and tried to make sense of what I was seeing, and eventually I had to believe. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about it.
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 The guard held out his hand for the sword a little jerkily. 

“Are you sure?” I turned to ask the boy. He shut both eyes and the guard lunged and took the sword from me.

“Hey!” I stomped on the boy’s foot.

“Ow!” The guard said. “Stop that!”

“We have to flee!” I said again.

“I can’t while there’s two of me.”

“Can’t you just, you know, pull yourself together?”

“I don’t think it works that way,” the boy said. “My mum—“

“Of course,” I said. That much I understood. If we ran into the forest, the guards would follow us and find her. “And the woods witch,” I said.

“What,” he began, but I didn’t have time to explain, so I shook my head.

“Tad!” one of the castle guards shouted to the one the boy occupied.

“I’ll say I’ve captured us,” he whispered to me.

“Then we’ll be captured,” I pointed out.

But the guard-boy shouted, “I caught them!” to the approaching dozen. “Keep your distance. This one’s a witch.” And he pointed at me with the sword that had, for a moment, been mine. But seeing it in the boy’s hand, even though it was really the guard’s hand, reminded me of something again. 

Then the blade touched my throat and I stopped talking. And thinking and swallowing. I knew how that sword felt about arteries. 

Lloyd was the first to reach us, a rag tied across his bleeding chest. Having been the one to summon the rest, he was now clearly in command. The sword sang on the skin of my throat at the sight of him. 

Lloyd stopped a few paces from us and went pale. He looked at the guard’s severed hand in the road, then flexed his own fingers. “Rob,” he called to another guard. “Run back to the castle and fetch litters for these men.” 

Seeing me standing so quiet, he seized my arm and yanked me forward, away from the blade. “Straight to the dungeons with this one!” he shouted. The castle guards surrounded us warily, but Lloyd was feeling quite brave, and jerked so hard at my arm it pulled a whimper from me.

“Bring the blind boy,” Tad the guard who was really the boy said. 

Lloyd released me and turned on him. “He’s blind? Are you sure? Just looks like he’s got his eyes closed to me.”

“Bring him,” the guard who wasn’t really Tad said. And Lloyd did. Lloyd hadn’t been there for the battle, so he’d lost his right to say.

The castle yard was a chaos of more guards and servants, of search parties and traveling ones. Neither of which are really parties in the way you usually mean. Preparations for the departure of Lord Beltham’s adopted niece, the boy who was the Lady Argaine, eddied and clashed with guards charged with ensuring the sword that had been the smith was with the Lady when she left. 

I thought we might slip away in the tumult, but Lloyd apparently had the same idea, which worried me some about its quality. “Er, Tad?” he said. “Should we take the prisoners in through the stables instead?”

The boy nodded Tad’s head, and I would have trod on his foot again if I could have managed it. But part of the wood witch’s spell-dream came back to me. Whether by raven or serving girl, a message had been sent to the castle witch that the kitchen door was to be left unguarded, and I had the bare beginnings of a plan. It was more than I’d had when I ran at the guards, so maybe I was starting to pick up things.

The guards kept us surrounded as we banged through the stable’s back entry, startling the few horses not already in the courtyard with ribbons in their manes. We surprised more than beasts, or more than four-legged ones anyway, for the heads of Gawin and Brydin popped up from a bed of hay. They’d gotten quite friendly since their finger-mouth morning.

They scrambled up to their feet, pulling down shirts and skirts, and backing away as the guards led their new prisoners in. Gawin looked well pleased to see me thus escorted, but Brydin had tears in her eyes. She would have helped me if there was anything she could have done. And then, I thought, perhaps there was. “Gawin!” I shouted, waving. “Hi! Hullo, old friend!”

No, he wasn’t my friend, you’re quite right, Kem. But I hoped Brydin was, and friends don’t lend trouble to friends. Not on purpose anyway. 

“I don’t know her!” Gawin protested. “She’s a witch! She’s no friend of mine!”

I was careful not to look at Brydin as I gave my message to her. “Say what you will, Gawin, but there’re mice in the kitchen again, and I may not be around to set traps for them.”

Lloyd said something snide about traps, but Brydin quietly nodded her head.

As the guards led us from the stables into the yard, jostling through the narrow door, I leaned close to the boy and whispered, “Get us to the kitchen door, then stall for time!”

He didn’t nod and his eyes stayed closed, so I feared he had not heard me. 

Lloyd was yammering to Tad, pressing him to say what had happened and how he’d captured me, and asking whether we’d be Questioned right away, and what the reward for having reclaimed the sword was like to be. But Tad didn’t have much to say. 

Until he did. He raised his voice, a little child-like in its stridency. “The kitchen door’s unguarded!” he shouted. “Why?” He strode toward it, dragging me. Lloyd followed him, treating the boy, his eyes still closed, no more gently. And the rest of the guards came following. 

I snatched for the sword. I saw Tad’s hand tightened on it, but it leapt to me. I easily yanked the barber’s son from Lloyd’s surprised and wounded arms, and hid us both behind the bulk of Tad, pressing the keen, curved blade to his throat. “One step towards us,” I shouted at the flummoxed guards, “And I’ll kill with sword and sorcery!”

Do it either way! pleaded the blade.

Lloyd shouted for men to run around to the kitchen’s back door. They’d be in place behind us quickly. 

The boy and I were sheltered behind Tad in case of archer’s strike, and we backed toward the kitchen door as quickly as I could drag all three.

Cut his throat! the sword suggested. I decided it was time to put the blade away. 

I reached around Tad and unbuckled his belt. I wrapped it around me and stuck the sword through. Then I gave Tad a push toward his fellow guardsmen, and ducked through the kitchen door, dragging the boy behind me. Tad’s pants dropped, he staggered, and I slammed the door. 

“Quick!” I cried. The boy opened his eyes.

Brydin had understood me! She’d slipped from the stables through the kitchen’s back door and moved the flour barrel from its usual place before the half door to the old scullery. And there she was, I caught a glimpse of her in the larder, waiting to push it back behind me. From the other direction came the tromp of guards. I flung the door wide, bent the boy double, and shoved him into the dank passage where Brydin and I had played at being mice when we were young. 

I’d grown since, and the boy was still bewitched or stunned. The sword clanged once against the low roof as we half-crawled and half-slid down the sloping stone to the old scullery. I dragged him past the abandoned washing tubs, and through another door to a disused servant’s passageway. I led him down this, stumbling. We stopped at last at the foot of an ancient stone stair that had been walled up to create the dungeon cells.

And there we collapsed. 

The boy came back to himself with a shuddering gasp, both eyes open and their old shade of fallen leaves again.

“Did the guard just die?” I asked him.

“No,” he said. “I told you. He’ll be fine.”

“Not that one,” I said. “Tad. The one you were inside.”

“Oh. No, I just . . . I don’t know. I just jumped and I was back here. It was . . . What’s there to eat?”

And then I remembered. Whether it was his eyes being truly his again, or the sword’s point tickling the back of my neck, a memory awoke in me. I remembered the boy, in the witch’s cave, coming out from his hiding place, my necklace around his neck and the sword in his hand. I’d known, before the witch’s tea had made me sleep and her spell had made me dream of huts and family, I’d known, as I always knew I would, the moment I saw the sword in his hand, who he was. 

At the bottom of a stair that went nowhere, between the walls of two prison cells, I knelt. “My lord,” I said because I knew as surely as I know you three are mine, that he was the true king’s son, and the throne’s rightful heir.
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      I stared at Wut. “What did you say?”

“The heir. The missing heir of the true king. It’s you, my lord.”

“Oh,” I said. I thought about it. “I’m pretty sure it isn’t.”

“You are the heir. I know. It all just came to me.”

That didn’t seem possible. “I knew my dad.”

“Knew?” she said.

“He died when I was nine.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, my lord. But that doesn’t mean you couldn’t have been adopted like the Lady Argaine.”

“Then why don’t I remember?”

“Because you were just a baby. The heir and the queen vanished the day the true king lost his life to the false king’s dragon.”

I shook my head. I still didn’t believe it. “Where are we?” I finally said.

“Still in the castle. The dungeons.”

“The dungeons? Um, isn’t that the worst place to try to escape from?”

“Well, they won’t look for us here, will they?”

“But—“

“Besides, there’s a passage out.”

“Where?”

“That way.”

She pointed at the wall. I looked at her, then back at the stones. I guess escaping through a wall was as reasonable as me being the heir, right?

“Or,” she said. “Instead of the passage out, we could go back in.”

“Well, yes,” I said. “We could. But why would we?”

“Everything is confusion right now, while the castle prepares for the journey to the court of the false high king. There are wagons being loaded, guard battalions being organized, someone is making double certain all of the arrangements for stops along the way are confirmed, and someone is panicking because some little detail has gone wrong or been overlooked, and pages are running into each other as they bring messages back and forth. And of course, they’ll still be looking for this.” She waved the sword around.

“Well, okay,” I said. “I believe you, but—“

“What better time?”

“To do what?”

“To fight our way to Lord Beltham, with my sword and your majesty’s magic.”

“Why?”

“To show the duke you’re the true king’s true heir. With Greenmere’s army marshalled to our cause, we’ll march on the false king and do mighty battle against him. We will certainly win, it’s your destiny, and you’ll take your rightful place as king.”

I had to think on that for a while. First, it took me a moment to work out that when she said, “your lordship’s magic,” she meant me. She spoke oddly then as she does now. I made a calculation and tried to find a way to tell Wut that it was an idiot idea that would get us both killed. Eventually I gave up on that, and instead said, “Why?”

“Why, my lord?”

“Why would I be king?”

She sputtered like a beached great otter, then said, “Because you’re supposed to be.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re the heir! My lord,” she added. 

“So what? What if I don’t want to be king?”

“That’s not the point!”

“What does a king do?”

“The king does . . . he makes decrees, and gets served, and eats all the best food, and leads the armies, and makes treaties, and, I don’t know. Everything.”

“I like the eating the best food part,” I admitted. “Can I just do that?”

“He also collects gold!”

“I don’t like gold. It’s kind of ugly.”

“You wouldn’t want all the wealth in the kingdom?”

“Uh, no.”

She frowned. “Okay, I guess I wouldn’t either.”

“So, I don’t have to be king?”

“My lord,” she said, in the tone Mum used when explaining again that you grind scissors at a different angle from razors, “I don’t think you understand.”

“Look, Wut. I don’t see why—“

She balled her fists up and said, “I wish you’d quit saying that.” Then she stopped, blushed, and said, “I’m sorry, my lord.”

“Um, saying what?”

“Yes.”

I tried to work that out and failed. “What?”

“Yes.”

“No, I wasn’t saying your name, I was saying what do you wish I’d stop saying?”

“I shouldn’t have mentioned it, my lord.”

“But you did. Now explain it. Um, I command you.”

She blushed a little. “I wish you’d quit saying ‘what?’ all the time.”

“Saying what?”

“Yes. I understand you can’t help it.”

“Can’t help what?”

“Yes.”

“I—“

“Oh, I don’t know. The way you say ‘what’ all the time, maybe you shouldn’t even be king.”

“I . . . no, I’m saying your name.”

“My name?”

“Isn’t your name Wut?”

She looked puzzled. “Why would you think that?”

“I asked your name, and that’s what you said.”

“My name is Dothquil.”

“Dothquil?”

“Yes.”

“Then why did you say it was Wut?”

“What?”

“Yes.”

“I—” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You mistaked, err, misunderstood. No, that’s not right. Oh, nothing is!”

“It’s all right, W—Dothquil,” I said carefully. “I’ll try to remember.”

“Thank you, my lord.”

“If I stop saying Wut can you stop saying ‘my lord’?”

“But—“

“I don’t think I’m the heir. I don’t want to be,” I said. “We should ask my mum. She’ll tell us the truth.” I believed that she would, but didn’t expect it would be the truth Wut, or rather, Dothquil, thought it would be. 

She walked over to the blank wall, and did something in the upper corner, and the wall rolled back like it was a door. Cool air hit my face.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s go find her then.”

If she was right about the wall, was it possible—

No.

I followed her out through the passage.
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     I understood what the boy wanted. I wanted to find my mother too. But the barber wasn’t his mother. She couldn’t be, not if he were the heir, which he was. Besides, she had run away when he needed her, so even if she was, she wasn’t, if you know what I mean, which I expect you do. 

Because that’s what being a mother is. It’s the opposite of running away. Besides, I feared she might not know the truth. The boy could have been swapped with her real child when he was just a babe. Witches do such things. 

The secret passageway I’d led us through opened onto a stream that ran through the woods to the river. I thought it might keep the dogs off us for a bit to walk in its waters, so we took off our shoes. The boy offered to carry mine, but I worried they weren’t terribly clean, and didn’t smell the way a lady’s should. We went quickly without saying much until we reached the woods. He drew breath like he might shout for his mum, and I put my hand on his arm to quiet him. “Do you really believe she’s waiting for you?”

“Of course, she is,” he said. “But I shouldn’t yell for her, should I?”

“No,” I told him. “And no matter what she says, even if she swears she never took her eyes off you from the moment of your birth, you’re still going to be king.” 

“Why?” he said. “How?” But at least he didn’t say “What?” this time.

“Because it’s your destiny,” I explained.

“How do you know? Maybe you’re the heir. You were the one with the magic necklace and no parents.”

“Girls can’t be king. Everyone knows that.”

“Well, what’s your destiny then?”

“Mine doesn’t matter,” I told him. “Not all of them do.” I was a little touchy around the question of my destiny, I suppose, having lost it just the night before. “You’re destined to be king,” I told him. “I knew it when first I saw you hold the sword properly. And the woods witch said the castle witch wasn’t much of one, so she must be the queen. And your mother.” 

He bent down to gather some green weedy things that grew out of the bark of an ancient tree. “I remember when I saw you hold the sword, ready to go into battle,” he said, handing the weeds to me. “Hold this sweetleaf for a moment.” 

“Well, of course you do. It was just an hour ago. But you didn’t think in that moment that I would be king, did you?” I asked. 

“No. But…“

“Well, there you go. And when you’re king, you can make it so people can’t be put to the Question, or have their farms taken away for not paying their rents, or have to hide their children away for safekeeping.”

He eyed the plants he’d handed me. “But we already have a king.”

“He’s a false king,” I said. 

“How do you know?”

“Because he’s a bastard. Born out of wedlock. On the wrong side of the sheets. All those things.” 

“That’s hardly his fault,” he said. 

“Still means he shouldn’t be king.”

“But he won all those wars, and captured that dragon, and did all those other king things. And well, he wants to be.” he said this as if he were trying to convince me. He wanted nothing to do with the crown. 

“That’s the very best reason why he shouldn’t. Not to mention the taxation, and the beheadings, and the Questions, and the cruelty,” I said. 

“All kings are like that,” he said, as if a simple barber’s boy was now an expert on kingship.  

“They don’t have to be. That’s not destiny,” I said. 

He didn’t look convinced. He held out a hand, so I gave the plants back to him. He made a peculiar face. “But if I’m destined to be king, we don’t have to do anything about it, do we? It’ll just happen to me.”

“That’s not how destiny works,” I explained. “You have to plan, and struggle, and fight to prove yourself worthy.”

“Sounds like destiny is just a word for how you want things to be.” He divided the weed clump and gave half back to me. “Besides, the high king already did all those things. That’s why he’s king.”

“He’s not the king, he’s the false king, and it’s your destiny to stop him.”

“You have the sword, you stop him.”

“The sword is a bit of a problem,” I confessed. “It might be evil.”

“Really?” he said, eating the greens. 

“It wants to kill things.”

“It’s a sword,” he said. “Isn’t that, you know, its destiny?”

I thought about that then, let me tell you. I thought long and deeply. I thought about it while the boy dug up a bucket thorn, and took its root to the stream, and came back with fresh water to drink. I thought maybe we should drop the sword where we sat. The boy could magic himself into the body of the poor one-handed guard and “discover” it. The reward would more than make up for the damage I’d done to his arm. The boy might even find the barber and go back to being her son again. I could… well, my options were more limited. 

I kept thinking. I thought while the boy made a trap out of vines and caught a rabbit and built a little fire in some rocks he stacked up. I pulled the sword out of my belt, to study it while I thought, but it had ideas of its own, and very bloodthirsty ones, so I put it away again. 

It was true, the sword had been created in evil like the king, but it was new made. In the hands of the false king, it would kill thousands. But not in mine. I wouldn’t allow it. I would teach it differently. 

On the back edge, as the saying goes, maybe a thing can’t help being as it was made. But this sword, as I may have mentioned, had only the one sharp side. I thought it might as well be the happy one. 

“I’m not running away from this sword,” I told the boy. “It needs me to turn out right.”

He handed me a strip of roasted rabbit cleverly spitted on a pepperberry twig. “All right,” he said. 

“So, it’s your job to rescue me.”

“My what?” he said. “Why?”

I dipped the skewer into the wild sweetleaf paste he’d made and thought about telling him that I was a princess. Everybody knows that being rescued is their destiny. But I didn’t think he’d believe me, what with the rabbit grease on my chin. Besides, I remembered what he’d said about lies, so I told him the truth. “Lord Beltham will never cease the seeking of this blade.”

“Say that another way,” he said, looking perplexed.

“If I get caught with this sword, the duke will kill me.” 

“Oh,” he said. “That’s not right.”

“Right doesn’t matter these days.”

“It’s not your fault the sword took off the guard’s hand.”

“I know.”

“It’s not even your fault you have the sword. I’m the one who found it with the dead smith. You were only trying to keep me from getting killed for having it in the first place!” He looked wrung out by it all. “What gives them the right to kill us for things?”

“Not what,” I corrected. “Who. The king.”

“He really doesn’t sound like a very good king.”

“He isn’t.” I said, “And I need rescuing.”

He tossed his pepperberry twig away. “I’m not sure my mother’s looking for me.” He inhaled like he needed the air. “What—“

“No,” I corrected him, “My name’s—” and then I thought I’d never much cared for my name. It sounds like medicine. 

“You can call me Wut,” I said. It was the name he had given me, and he was clearly a powerful witch, not to mention the heir. 

“Why?” he asked.

“Because there’s little enough else likely to go easy ahead.”

He smiled then. It was a nice smile. A little ragged at the edges, but the royal portrait painters can fix such things.

“But I can’t call you Cutterson,” I said. “Because you aren’t. At least not anymore, if you ever were.”

His face did that twisting thing again.

“I’m going to call you heir,” I told him. “No, don’t argue, not that way. It’s spelled it A-y-r-e.”

“What—“

“Yes, Ayre?”

He sagged a little, and when he spoke again, all the words stuck to each other. “What do we do now? 

“You rescue me,” I reminded him.
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I wasn’t sure how I felt about my new name. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Wut’s new name, even though it turned out that I’d given it to her. I wasn’t sure how I felt about rescuing her, or being king, or seeking out Lord Beltham. But she seemed sure enough for both of us. I wondered if maybe I could look like I was doing some big magic, and that would satisfy her, but no, she’d ask all sorts of questions about what it was for and if it had worked. She’s always been like that.

The big problem, it seemed to me, was that we were still being chased for the sword.

“So, you think the sword’s evil?” I said. “Does it feel evil?”

“No, but it keeps wanting me to kill. And that’s evil, right?”

“I guess so,” I said.

“I mean,” she said, frowning thoughtfully, “if you met someone who kept wanting you to kill, wouldn’t you say he’s evil?”

I hesitated, then nodded.

“Well?” she said.

Something was bothering me about her reasoning, but I couldn’t pin down what it was. And, after all, she was the one who’d handled the sword, the one it talked to. It hadn’t said anything to me.

“Give me the sword,” I said.

She handed it over, looking curious. I took it in my hand, hefted it, and sort of did a thrust with it, then swung it a bit. Then I gave it back to her. She looked even more curious. “Tell me what you feel,” I said.

“My lor—Ayre?”

“What do you feel when you hold the sword?”

“I—it’s hard to talk about.” Her brows came together, and she didn’t sound as certain about things as she usually did.

“Try,” I said.

She hefted the sword, looked at it; then looked away. I waited, and after a moment she said, “I feel stronger with it. Not like I have more muscle, but stronger in, well, like I can do things.”

“What sort of things? You mean, fight?”

She shook her head. “Not particular things, just, that I can do them.”

“And you’re sure that’s coming from the sword?”

She nodded.

“It isn’t like, when you hold the sword, you don’t feel so helpless because you’re holding a sword?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s a thing the sword does. I can tell.”

“All right,” I said. “Maybe you should name it Endower or something.”

“It already has a name.”

“It does?”

“Smith,” she said.

“Oh. Okay.”

“Do you think we’re safe here?”

I looked around. “No. Like you said, Lord Beltham’s going to come after us.”

“What should we do?”

“I guess we need to do what you said. We need to go meet him and explain.”

“All right,” she said, as matter-of-fact as if I’d just suggested putting a ribbon in her hair.

I wondered what she’d look like with a ribbon in her hair. “Wut,” I said, “have you thought about what happened?”

She blinked and tilted her head. “What do you mean? When?”

“There were four guards. Trained fighters. And you and I just sort of charged in and beat them.”

“I know. That’s why I know we’ll be all right when we confront Lord Beltham.”

I shook my head. “But it doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s destiny.”

“I know,” I said. “Unless it isn’t. I just think it’s odd that we could beat four trained fighters like that.”

“It just proves you are the true heir.”

“But you’re the one who beat them. Three of them.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“Are we sure the missing baby was a boy?”

“It’s always a boy.”

So, there it was: If she was right, and I was the heir, then maybe it was predestined that we’d be able to fight our way to Lord Beltham. If she was wrong, then it wasn’t predestined at all, and we’d deliver him the sword and he’d repay us by sending us to the Question. I didn’t know a lot about the Question—I didn’t even know if it was a person or a thing—but I was pretty sure I wanted to avoid it.

“So then,” I said, “if I’m the heir, I know inside myself that this will all work out—”

“Yes!” she said.

“And I won’t question my role, I’ll just charge in, certain of the outcome.”

“You understand!”

“No,” I said. “But I’m starting to get used to it.”
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     Ayre seemed to be getting it now. We’d go to Lord Beltham and explain things: that the sword he’d commissioned for the High King was evil, named Smith, and mine; and that Ayre was the son of the castle witch, who was really the widow of the true king, and not any more witch than I. Even the woods witch had said so. Or nearly. Lord Beltham would do what nobles do, and issue a Decree, or a Writ of Something, and the once-witch wouldn’t try to kill me again when her new-found son asked her not to. Heirs get to ask for such things which we common folk cannot. 

I was still feeling a little put out about not getting to be a witch myself, and walked along considering the other possibilities open to me—seamstress, cook, wench, milkmaid—so I didn’t hear the hoofbeats right away. I simply found Smith in my hand, and my legs and shoulders alert and battle-ready.

“Wut?” said Ayre.

“Shh,” I said. “Listen.”

He nodded then. He heard them. Two horses, some distance away, but galloping. Sword drawn, I crept closer to the road, within the forest cover. Ayre came after me, stopping to harvest fat purple berries from the drooping branches of a tree. 

Enemies! the sword whispered.

I started for the road.

“What are you doing?” Ayre dropped his berries to catch my arm.

“I shall stand in the road and cause those men to answer me!” It was near dusk, but one of the riders carried a pennant on a pike, and my sword-keen eyes recognized the high king’s standard. The sword had been right.

“But,” Ayre stammered. “Why?”

I didn’t have a good answer. The soldiers hadn’t done anything, and they weren’t in my way. The sword was just hungry. “Because they’re riding the wrong way,” I explained.

“They’re going pretty fast,” he pointed out. “It must be a good-enough way.”

“They’re headed for Lord Beltham’s castle.”

“Well,” he said. “So are we.”

“But they’re king’s men. And from over all the country, the most eligible ladies have been summoned to the court of the false high king. There’s no good reason to ride the opposite direction, so it must be a sinister one.”

“Or maybe—”

Prepare for battle!

“You be quiet!” I told the sword. “Or maybe what?” I asked Ayre, but I guess he’d forgotten what he was going to say. He was being quiet.

I took a step toward the road, which I hadn’t intended to take. I put it back. 

Two more steps took me almost to the road’s edge. I felt like that old adage about the farmer and the mare, and I was the farmer. The sword was driving me.

“Stop that!” I told it. 

It swung in a practicing, impatient sort of way, and Ayre stopped following me. Smith thrust and slashed and led me into the road. I turned and ran the other way. I crashed through the underbrush as the sword screamed in my mind about blood and enemies, but I was determined to teach it a lesson. If it couldn’t behave, I wouldn’t take it with us. It could wait in the forest by itself until we came back from meeting Ayre’s new mum.

I didn’t look where I was going. I just ran and ran until Smith stopped whispering to me. Once it had settled down a bit, I explained things. I said it couldn’t just kill people because they were there, and it didn’t like the look of them. That was what soldiers did in the name of the king. It was why they were bad. I could tell Smith didn’t like the lesson, but I thought it understood. Still, as I walked, it got so heavy—with resentment I supposed—that I had to heft it onto my shoulder. From there, it tempted me with its weight and proximity, and eventually, I stopped to rest on a fallen branch, and unshouldered my leg of lamb.

My brother came stumbling after me. “Brother!” I greeted him.

He stopped like he’d spotted a rabbit snare and backed away. “Put that down!” he shouted.

I suppose there must be people who like taking orders, otherwise giving them wouldn’t be such a popular way to get things done, but I’ve never cared for it. “Why?” I asked, taking a deep sniff of the delicious lamb. “Just one bite won’t hurt me.”

“It’ll cut off your tongue!”

True enough, ‘twas the penalty for eating food meant for the duke, but there was a particularly juicy red bit tempting me. “No one will know,” I promised him. “Just swear not to tell our mother, and no one the wiser and little harm done.”

“We don’t have a mother,” he said. “Or you don’t, anyway.”

I almost threw the lamb leg at him then for making me want to cry. I don’t know why I would have, with our mother’s cottage not but seven trees away, and how much I hated crying anyway. 

“You’ve crossed back over the boundary of the wood witch’s spell,” he told me. “Remember?”

“No.”

“We’re not brother and sister, you and I.”

“What are we then?”

“Well, I . . . We . . . That is to say . . .just a minute. I have to go find something. And please, don’t put that,” he pointed at the lamb, “anywhere near your mouth.”

He seemed so frantic that I swore on our mother’s name, which made him frown. I supposed it was because he was adopted, his old mother having apparently abandoned him. I hadn’t known that bit of family lore, but parents sometimes conceal such things from their children while they’re young. It’s a mistake. When they get wiser, there’s harm done. Which is why your grandfather and I have always told you children the truth of things.

Yes, of course we have. No, don’t ask questions now, we’re coming to a good bit, although I didn’t know it at the time. Blessings rarely announce themselves. More often, they appear disguised. So my first thought, when it happened, was that a curse had been laid on me, what with my brother getting so upset and running off at dusk, and now, from the direction of our mother’s cottage, that eerie, high-pitched chittering.

I turned and saw, rising black against the darkening sky, a swooping, darting thing. Its movement was too fast and erratic to be a bird, and it sounded like mice. It mounted to the sky and bombed down between the trees. It flew around me, tangled in my hair, and screeched in my ears. I swung the lamb leg wildly to drive it away. It fell to the limb where I’d been sitting, a long slice in its delicate wing. 

“Wut!” Ayre cried, waving frantically. “Come here! I found something you should see.”

The wounded creature looked up at me with large, black, magical eyes. With its wings folded around itself, the poor thing was no bigger than my hand. I picked it up tenderly. “You poor dear,” I whispered to it. “My brother is a clever lad. He’ll know how to heal your wing.”

My brother didn’t seem to be paying any attention to my words, he was still waving me his way.

Then he noticed what I was holding and said, “What are you doing with that bat?”

“It’s not a bat; it’s a lamb leg. I was just swinging it around that way because there was this —”

“That’s not a lamb leg,” he said. “It’s a sword. That’s a bat.”

“No, it’s a fairy.”

“Um,” he said. “The spell is over a place, and you need to step out of it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Come over and see this thing!”

“All right.”

As I walked over to him, I passed through that shiver again, about two trees away from my brother, and he became a barber’s son again. I looked back at the cave where the wood’s witch lived and remembered everything. I must have crossed the boundary of her spell trying to get the sword far enough from the false king’s men not to want to kill them. 

Ayre looked, with a certain horror, at my left hand. “You’re still holding that?” He shuddered. “You thought it was a fairy while you were enchanted. Look at it again and tell me what you see.”

I did. I saw high, pointed ears, a turned-up nose, and a small pink mouth with very sharp teeth. It was a tiny little thing with delicate wings, wearing a soft black velvet dress that went all the way to its feet. Definitely a fairy. But Ayre didn’t look likely to take my word for it, so I asked, “Are you a fairy?”

“No.” Its voice was high and peevish.

“There you go,” I told Ayre. “It’s not a bat. They can’t talk.”

He stared at it, his eyes wide. “It’s a talking bat!”

“There are no such things as talking bats.”

“But there are such things as fairies?”

“Of course. See, there’s one right here.”

Ayre looked uncertain, despite the evidence. “What’s that?” He waved at the sword in my other hand. I glanced at it—silver and newly blood-flecked in rising moonlight.

“Smith,” I answered. “It must have cut the fairy’s wing. Can you heal it?” Then I remembered he had something to show me. “What were you going to show me?”

“It was a trick,” he confessed. “To get you out from the spell.”

“You rescued me!” I cried and gave Ayre a kiss on the cheek.

“I . . . That is to say, we . . .” he seemed flummoxed. “Here, didn’t you want me to fix something?”

That’s witches for you, always focused on the work at hand, even when they can’t remember what it is. “The fairy’s wing.” I held the wounded creature out to him. It scrambled to standing on my outstretched palm and turned its head from Ayre to me, and back again. “Mistress Fairy,” I said. “This is Ayre, the future king. I am Wut, and this is the sword, Smith.”

“Ah, now I understand,” the fairy said, relieved. “You’re mad.”

“She isn’t!” Ayre said. “Well, a bit, but you’re a bat, so…”

“Bits and bats, sword-smiths and kings.” The fairy nearly fell off my hand, but I caught her by her good wing. 

“I can explain,” I told it.

“Please don’t.” 

“But you’ve hurt your wing!”

“And you’d like a matched set?”

“Ayre can heal you. He’s a witch.” I stood the fairy back on my hand.

She turned to Ayre with her luminous eyes. “Are you a witch?”

“Are you a fairy?”

“Quite,” said the fairy, which seemed to me to settle it. But they both just stood there, so I thought I’d explain. “We’re on our way to Lord Beltham and the castle witch,” I said, hoping to remind Ayre we had a plan, and because the fairy still seemed a bit confused by things.

“Well, you can’t do that,” she said.

“Why not?” 

“Because he’s not there, and she’s not the best witch.”

“Oh, we knew that,” I said.

“Well, clearly you have the situation well in hand,” the fairy said. “I’ll just be off then. If you’d care to put me down, please?”

“But you can’t fly! Your wing’s injured.”

“You have the facts by the throat I see. No doubt they’ll asphyxiate shortly.” 

Ayre put a leaf in his mouth. “We didn’t know the duke wasn’t at the castle,” he said.

“A breath of fresh air,” said the fairy.

“Now the fairy’s clear on your name,” I told him, “Will you please fix her wing?”

The leaf he’d been chewing must have been bitter, he made such a face. He took it from his mouth and held it out to the fairy who extended her cut wing. Ayre plastered the leaf over the back of it, carefully sticking the torn halves together. When he’d finished, he asked the fairy, “When the duke leaves the castle, who does he put in charge of things?

“Ah,” said the fairy. “There’s the question.”

“Well that’s no good at all,” I said. “We need a decree or a proclamation, and he only does interrogations.”

“We have enough of those,” Ayre said.

“Indeed.” The fairy tried to fold her wing, but the leaf held it straight out. She shot a murderous glance at Ayre, which I thought quite ungrateful of her. Everyone knows you splint a broken wing, and he’d done so quite handily. I changed the subject. “We’ll just go see the witch then, I mean the queen.”

Ayre, wiping the sticky leaf residue off his fingers, said, “All right.”

“The future king, you say?” the fairy asked me. “Yes, well, with his great confidence and firm leadership, I can well see why.”

Ayre squinted at the fairy. “How do you know the duke’s not there?”

“I can fly,” she said. “I saw him leaving.”

“What else did you see?” I asked her. “Did you see the riders with a message from the high king?”

“I remember hearing something about that.”

“What did the message say?” I asked.

“How would it know?” Ayre asked. “It’s obviously as blind as a ba… oh never mind.”

The fairy drew herself up quite regally. “Riders have gone out to the witches of every castle in the land,” she said.

“How could you possibly—” Ayre started, but I cut him off.

“Fairies know a great number of things,” I explained.

“Yes,” the fairy agreed. “I’d say among the three of us here, we’ve almost a whole fool’s worth of information.”

“Did you know the Lady Argaine is a boy?” I asked the fairy.

“Oh,” she said. “Argaine?”

“And the castle witch of Greenmere is really the true king’s widow?”

“Oh,” the fairy said. “Really? Well, if you’re going that way, you can carry me since I can’t fly off and leave you to your folly.”

We walked in silence through the woods, until we’d reached the forest edge where it came nearest to the castle gate. At least there were no soldiers on the road this time, and Smith stayed silent. Maybe it had learned its lesson, or was pouting still, or had been charmed by fairy blood.

“And the plan is?” the fairy said.

I took a deep breath. “We go in the gate—-”

“The one with the guards?”

“Yes. And we find the witch.”

“The one you believe is the queen?”

“Yes. And we tell her Lady Argaine isn’t her son, but we’ve found the boy who is.”

“Ayre?”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Son and heir.”

“And?” 

“And she doesn’t try to kill me again.”

“Or summon the Question?”

“Right.”

“Or the guards?”

“Right again.” 

She was catching on so quickly.

“And?”

“That’s it.”

“Elegant in its simplicity,” the fairy said. “Or simple, anyway.”

That the fairy thought it would all be easy gave me courage, so I put her up on my head where she could see. She clung to my hair like a large black bow with one straight ribbon winged out to the side. “Ready?” I asked Ayre.

“Um,” he said, which was good enough for me.
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     And with that Wut began walking, the bat sitting quietly atop her head. Ah, yes. The bat and the fairy. You want to know which it was. Well, that isn’t such a simple question. You know, some people say there’s no such thing as truth.

No, little one, I don’t think they’re right.

Does it matter? Well, yes, of course it matters. Knowing what is true and what is not true is often what is most important. But it isn’t always easy. Which is true of most important things.

I wasn’t sure about going back to the castle we’d just escaped, but Wut said I was supposed to rescue her, and I had saved her from that spell, and she’d kissed me, so “What now?” I asked.

“Just keep walking,” said Wut.

“Which way?”

“We could all follow each other,” said the bat. “They’ll never expect that.”

Wut ignored it. “I’m going to take us straight in and up to the tower.”

“What if we get stopped?”

“We’ll just have to figure it out when it happens.”

“Okay.”

“Or you could make us invisible,” said the bat.

Wut said, “I can’t—oh, you meant Ayre.”

“Me?”

“You,” said Wut and the bat together.

“How would I do that?” I said.

“Magic?” suggested the bat. “It’s more practical than running really fast.”

“If you know so much, why don’t you do it?” I snapped.

“She’s a fairy, not a witch,” Wut said. “But you’re a witch, so you can just go ahead and make us invisible, okay?”

“I can?”

“Of course.”

Well, if she was so sure, maybe she was right. I didn’t know how to go about it, but I certainly wanted to! I touched the pendant and thought, I wish they couldn’t see us. I’d heard of things that grant wishes, but, on reflection, the pendant wasn’t one them. It gave magic, or opened magic, or, well, I still wasn’t sure what it did exactly. I remembered the time I ruined Mum’s second-best razor by sharpening it wrong, and all I wanted out of life was to be invisible. That time I wasn’t. It didn’t feel any different this time, except— 

We’d been walking through the courtyard, and I kept expecting someone to stop us, to see the sword Wut was carrying, and haul us away, but no one did. Several people ran into us, or cursed us for being in the way as they went on one errand or another, but they didn’t look at us.

“Do the magic,” said Wut.

“No point,” said the bat. “He already did.”

“What?” said Wut and I at the same time.

We didn’t seem invisible. I could see us, and Wut seemed able to see me. But then I noticed that everyone was avoiding us, but not looking at us.

“Is this something you did?” I asked the bat.

“It’s something you did.”

“How could I do that without knowing it?”

“How can you whistle without knowing it?”

“I can’t.”

“You did, as we were walking up to the castle.”

“Oh. Well, I wasn’t aware of it.”

“See?”

“It doesn’t matter as long as they don’t,” said Wut. “Let’s go!”

“Good idea,” said the bat. “Nothing lasts forever. Not even seeing that you can’t be seen.”

I said, “But I’m not even—okay.”

Wut led the way into the keep and through the kitchens. They smelled wonderful; someone was baking bread. Wut took us to the same stairway we’d used when we first went up to see the witch.

Wut started to open the door, hesitated, then knocked. After a moment, the door opened, and the witch was standing there. Bald now, and looking none too pleased about it. She stared right through us.

Wut said, “It’s me again. We’re invisible.”

“Well stop it!” the witch said, and I think that surprised me so much, I forgot to keep wanting to hide us. Or the spell ran out right then. Or someone else did something magical. I don’t know, really. But the witch peered at where we were like she knew we were there. “I should incinerate—what the blazes is that?”

I followed her pointing finger and said, “A bat,” at the same time Wut said, “A fairy.”

The witch snorted. “Idiots, both of you. Sit down.”

I sat on the bench, Wut sat on the stool. The bat sat on Wut’s head.

“Talk,” said the witch, looking at Wut.
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     I wanted to talk, I really like to as a rule, but I could barely put two thoughts together with Smith, stuck in Tad’s cinched-up belt, poking up between my shoulder blades and screaming in my mind that the witch was an enemy and should be destroyed instantly. And it isn’t as comfortable to wear a fairy on your head as you might think. They have very sharp feet. 

I’d found a mother and lost one twice in two days, but poor Ayre had found one and lost two. I wanted to help him find his true and rightful one at last, but I’ll tell you kids a secret I’ve never told anyone before. Sitting there on my old milking stool, I was afraid. I was glad the witch who was really the queen hadn’t tried to kill me again, but on our invisible walk up the spiral stair to see her, I’d realized something dangerous. She wouldn’t have tried the first time if she didn’t know the Lady Argaine was her true son in hiding. 

Mothers are very fierce when you threaten their young. Ayre was truly hers, with her blood in his veins, and there are three things I’ve known all my life: that nothing is an accident, that love flows down blood lines same as veins, (and a hole in either leaves you dry,) and that a mother believes one thing for her child’s whole life. The queen would have to learn to believe two things, and I didn’t think she’d care for it. And I thought she might not see Ayre as a step up. He was. Lady Argaine was pretty and well bred, but Ayre could work magic and was very clever. And kind. And brave. But she might not see it that way.

“My lady,” I said. “You have a son.”

She will murder you for this! The sword hissed in my mind. 

The queen turned and walked to her workbench. I saw Ayre’s hand go to the necklace around his neck, and the fairy dug her claws into my head. But the witch only brought a silk-wrapped parcel to the table and unfolded the rich fabric. Inside, the bright golden silk was thick with writing I could not see from where I sat. But that puzzle left my mind the moment what it wrapped was revealed. The queen took it in her hands and carried it to us—a magnificent chest whose ornate gold decorations far surpassed the most beautiful jewelry I’d seen on the duchess before she died. The crest of the high king was worked in glittering gems on its lid, and it was supported by tiny dragon’s feet clasped around pearls. 

“Riders from the high king went out to every duchy bearing one of these for every witch.” The queen seated herself before us and asked, “What do you see?” 

“The most wondrous—

She glared at me. “Answer simply.”

“A golden chest,” I said at the same time Ayre said, “A book.” 

“And I,” said the queen, “see an egg made of ocean glass.”

She pulled a knife from her belt and inserted it between the box’s body and its lid, and prized them apart. “What have I done?” she asked Ayre.

“You stuck your knife between the pages, and opened the book,” he said.

“I sliced off the top of the egg,” said she. “See how the shell hangs by a thread?”

She hadn’t asked me what I’d seen so I said, experimentally, “It bears the high king’s crest.”

“Yes,” they both agreed.

“I don’t understand,” Ayre said.

“That’s the way with magicked things,” the queen told us. “You see them as you are.”

Lies! Smith screamed. Slice her throat before she turns your mind.

“Really?” I said.

“Indeed. And there,” the queen waved at the fairy. “The boy sees a bat, you see a fairy, and I see a witch on your head.”

The fairy pulled my hair indignantly.

“What is it really?” Ayre asked.

“Something magicked,” the queen said. “That’s all we can say for sure. Now watch.” She whispered into the box, “This is an egg.” 

It became an egg of blue-green and golden glass.

She turned to Ayre. “Say what you think it is.”

“An egg,” he said.

“Come here,” she said. “Do you really?”

“No.” He stood up. “I think it’s a book you’ve made to look like an egg.”

“Say into it what you think it really is.”

Ayre leaned down and whispered, “You’re a book aren’t you? I mean really?”

And it was.

“Would you care for a turn?” the queen asked me.

I told the box it was a box, and it turned back into one. 

Ayre looked pole-axed. “But,” he stammered. “Wut and I don’t see anything the same.”

I opened my mouth to explain that Wut was the name Ayre had given me, but the fairy pulled my hair so hard I yelped in pain.

“Not anything?” the queen asked him.

“She sees a fairy. I see a bat. She says the sword she carries only has one edge to its blade, and I see very clearly it has two,” Ayre said. “Is it all magic? Everything?”

“No,” she said. “Not everything is magic. Not even in stories.”

“But Wut― She—”

“Yes, you’ve had the misfortune of running into our lunatic,” the witch, errr… queen said. “Villages get idiots. Duchies get lunatics. They see magic everywhere.”

The sword howled between my ears, Kill her now while the boy’s far from us. She knows you hold me! She will not let you live! 

“Be quiet,” I told it.

The queen looked at me, shaking her head sadly. “Look at her, yowling and whispering to herself.” 

The queen rose to go to Ayre, but he put the workbench between them, and she turned back to me. “Poor thing,” she said. “She’s always been that way. She thinks she’s part of some great destiny, with her ridiculous way of talking, and her mad expressions, ‘on the one blade this, and the other blade that.’ Who says such things? Not to mention her terror of the Question, who she believes tortures the truth out of people, and the three things she’s known all her life that are never the same.” 

The queen strode to the door of her chamber. “Did she tell you her chamber is the room next to mine? It’s a privy. Go and see. She had a perfectly good cot in the servant’s bunks, but she sleeps in there instead.”

Ayre fiddled unhappily with the golden cloth that had wrapped the book-box-egg. The queen peered into the hallway and shut the door again.

“Has she told you she’s a witch in training?” she asked Ayre. “You know she’s not. Or maybe she’s said that I’m the true queen, and not a witch despite my tower room and spells. Maybe she’s said Lady Argaine is a boy, if you can imagine, although I imagine you’ve seen her yourself with her long hair and slender waist in dresses finer than any save a queen’s. Or maybe she’s told you that you’re my long-lost son, and the land’s true heir?”

The queen walked past me again, back towards Ayre. Smith thumped against the back of my head, urging me to its freedom and her death. She took Ayre’s arm and led him from behind the workbench. “But you know the truth, don’t you?” she said. I had no idea her voice could go that gentle, but that’s the power of a mother’s love.

“Did you see?” the fairy whispered to me. “The witch dipped her fingers into the pouch on her hip.”

“You told me yourself, didn’t you,” the queen crooned to Ayre. “That you’re the barber’s son?”

Ayre sneezed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. Which I thought was strange with a bright golden hanky poking out of his pocket. 

“The magic on her fingers made him sneeze.” The fairy hung off a strand of my hair to whisper to me. Fairies are too heavy to wear that way, and I stuck her back on the top of my head before she pulled my locks clean off my scalp. 

“Your mother is here, you know,” the queen went on. “In the dungeons, I’m sorry to say. She came to the castle demanding audience with the duke. She insisted her son had been taken by the guards and brought here. When you couldn’t be found, they held her for the Question, just to get to the truth of things.” She guided Ayre toward the door. “Here,” she said, handing him her ring. “Take this to the dungeons and tell him I said to set your mother free.”

“What about Wut?” he asked, sounding quite dazed. 

“Go to your mother,” the queen told him. “You know you must.” 

She pushed him out the door and closed it after him. She swept past me to the magicked box or book or egg. “Dothquil is just a scullery maid,” she told it. 

That made me quite angry, I must say. I’d carried that woman’s messages for ten years and this was the first time she’d called me anything but “girl.” But maybe that’s the reason—because she called me Dothquil instead of by my new name—that the magic didn’t work on me. 
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My feet felt like they knew where they were going. I didn’t, but as I happened to be attached to my feet, the rest of me went along without protest. We—my feet and I—went back down the spiral staircase, and then down a hallway to a heavy door, beyond which was a long stone stairway. The last time I’d been to the dungeon, I hadn’t been aware that it had a smell, but now I realized it did because I smelled it again, musky with old straw and a sort of foul sweetness, and sweat. It didn’t look like the same place, but I thought I must be close. And then I thought I heard my mother’s voice.

I went through a heavy door that wasn’t locked and into a square chamber, about twice the size of our wagon, that was furnished with a low table and four plain, high-backed chairs. There was an elderly man there, small and gray-haired, dressed in a simple white shirt, and brown trousers tucked into worn buckskin boots. He was sweeping under the table. He looked up as I came in and nodded to me.

“What’s this place?” I asked him.

“This is one of the rooms where the Question works.”

“Oh!” I said, stepping back. All of a sudden, the room looked more sinister. There were no windows, a tall ceiling, and it was lit by two oil lamps hanging in opposite corners. There was another door at the far end, and I didn’t want to see what was beyond it. I’d never seen torture equipment, but I couldn’t imagine I’d sleep better after I had.

The sweeper saw my face and chuckled. “He isn’t as frightening as everyone says, you know.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t convinced.

“I’m Dav,” he said. He looked like a workman, though his nails were very clean, and his hair was well cut. I wondered if Mum did his hair, and, if not, who did.

“I’m Ayre,” I told him.

“What bring you to the dungeons?”

“I don’t actually know,” I said.

He nodded like he’d heard that before. “I suppose the witch sent you.”

I thought about that, then nodded. “I’m looking for my mother.”

“Your mother?”

“Yes, I was given this ring by the castle witch to show to the jailer, so that he will release my mother. That’s why I came to the dungeon.”

He frowned. “I clean all the dungeons, and there is no prisoner here.”

“No one?”

“No one.”

“But then, why am I?”

“The witch will do that sometimes, when someone annoys her. She has a powder that makes people obey and she’ll magic them down to the dungeons just to get them out of her way.”

“What happens to them?”

“Most often they wake up the next day and just walk out again.”

“Well, that’s not so bad.”

He nodded and went back to sweeping. I thought about turning around and trying to find my way back to the witch’s tower, but my feet didn’t feel like they wanted to move. I thought maybe I could break the spell with my own magic, but I didn’t know how.

Dav looked up a moment later and said, “Still here? Must be strong magic on you. Well, be patient.”

“Yes, sir. You’ve been here long?”

“No, only since late last year, but I know the place pretty well. Anything you want to know, old Dav can probably tell you.”

“There’s so much, I don’t know what to ask.”

He chuckled. “This is your first time here, I take it?”

“No, sir,” I said. “I was here twice before. But all I saw was the kitchen and the witch’s tower. Oh, and a passage to the dungeons from the other side.”

“Ah, yes, I know that passage. I’m surprised you found it.”

“My friend Wut brought me there.”

“Who?”

“Wut.”

“What?”

“She’s a kitchen maid or an apprentice witch or the witch’s servant, I’m not sure.”

He looked puzzled. “She’s your friend, but you don’t know what she is?”

“Well, it’s confusing. I haven’t known her long.”

“How did you meet?”

“She saw me coming up to the castle with the sword, and she turned it into a leg of lamb. Or made it look like one.”

“She had the sword? So she is a witch?”

“Well, it might be that she was using someone else’s spells.”

He shook his head. “I don’t understand magic. But then, I’ve heard even those who use it often don’t. A witch once told me, ‘If you understand it, it isn’t magic.’ Make of that what you will.”

We talked a little more about his life in the castle, and mine outside it, and the strange things that had happened. I didn’t mention the amulet because it wasn’t really mine, but I told him everything else. He shook his head and said, “That’s some life you’ve had in the last two days, son.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

“How are you holding up?”

I thought about that. “I’m not sure,” I told him.

“It’s all right,” he said kindly. “With what you’ve seen and done, you’re bound to be a little shaken up. I’m sure it’ll work itself out.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“What will you do now?”

“I don’t know. There’s all this magic, and it confuses me. And I can’t believe I’m really the heir.”

“No,” he said with a little smile. “I think your friend may have missed it on that. She seems to have quite an imagination.”

“Yeah,” I said. “She should be the witch.”

“No, no,” he said. “A witch has to be a realist. It’s the only way to keep your power from getting the best of you. The one with the imagination is the hero.” Before I could say anything else, he said, “Your pardon, I should get back to work,” and picked up his broom.

I had the sudden inclination to bow to him, but I didn’t know how, so I smiled and went back the way I’d come, now that my feet seemed willing to do that. I retraced my path all the way back to the tower. When I got there, Wut and the castle witch were staring at each other as if they’d just had a fight, or else something remarkable had happened. There was no blood, but Wut was holding the sword in her hand. I opened my mouth to ask about it, but before I could speak Wut said, “Where have you been?”

“I just walked downstairs to the dungeon, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” She gaped at me. “Nothing else?”

“Well, I spoke to an old man for a few minutes as he was cleaning up. He said there were no prisoners there, so I came back.”

“Ayre,” said Wut. “You’ve been gone all night.”

She and the witch and the bat were all staring at me. I was about to ask if they were maybe under a spell, when I happened to glance out the window. When I’d left, night had just fallen; but somehow, while I’d been talking to Dav, hours had passed. Outside, it was full morning.
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     When Ayre walked out of the witch’s chambers, I thought he would shake off the spell and come right back, but he didn’t. He’d left me. I was alone with the queen and starting to think she might be a witch after all. The belief that she wasn’t had just come to me. Then, it had sounded like truth, but I have a tin ear. Cassandra always said so. But queen or witch, she was still standing there. 

Run her through! the sword suggested.

“Be quiet!” I replied.

The queen tapped her finger to her lips. “You really are quite mad, aren’t you?”

“I am! And justifiably so!” I said. “You bewitched my friend. Or you tried. He’s a powerful witch, unbeknownst to you. He’ll shrug off your puny come-along spell and return to me!”

“No,” the queen tipped her head to one side. “I don’t think so.”

Fear took me then, and I ran to the door to go after Ayre, and save him from walking himself into prison, but the door wouldn’t budge.

“You’ve cursed the door!” I cried.

“It’s always been that way,” she said. “It allows anyone in, but none can leave unless I wish them to.”

“It never stopped me before.”

“I always wanted you gone.”

Now she wants you dead! The sword cried. Kill her while you can! 

“If she’s dead she can’t wish me to leave,” I told it. “Now be quiet and let me think!”

“Or,” the fairy suggested, “You might play to your strengths.”

The queen turned to me. “What is your true name?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“That’s the spirit!” the fairy cheered. 

The queen scowled. “You won’t tell me your name because you believe you are a witch.”

“Once, I wanted to be,” I told her. “But I’m rethinking that based on your example.”

She smiled a crystal smile. “I thought you thought I was the queen.”

She thought I thought she thought . . . I couldn’t think. I jumped to my feet conclusively. “If you’ve sent Ayre to the Question to be tortured, or to the dungeons to be jailed— If I never see him again, I’ll give my sword its way!”

Do it now! the sword urged. Then it added, Please?

“Never is a long time away,” the fairy agreed. 

“You have until morning,” I told the queen.

She didn’t look afraid. She looked the way she did at toads or runes. She circled me slowly like she did them. I think it was the first time she’d ever really seen me. I sneezed.

“Oh dear,” the fairy said. 

Now she will destroy us!

“You know you aren’t a witch, don’t you? Answer true,” she incanted. “You know you must obey.”

“You told me that yesterday,” I said, and almost added that it had made me cry, but the fairy bit my ear. 

“And you know that urchin is not the true king’s heir?”

“He told me as much yesterday,” I said.

“Good.” The queen drew up a cushioned chair and sat opposite me. “You know there’s no nobility in him?”

“You just can’t see it through the dirt and the bad haircut,” I said. 

She stood, putting the chair between us. “You’re not a witch. He’s not the heir. And there’s not half as much magic in the world as you see in it.” 

“That may be true,” I said.

“And soon to be less,” she spat over the chair back at me. “Once the high king weds.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Speak true,” she reminded me. 

Now, that tied my mind in a pig’s knot, I don’t mind telling you. Questions weren’t true, but they were all I had.

“That’s right,” the fairy whispered. “Fight!”

“No, never mind,” the queen said, and sank back into her chair. “How could you think that urchin—“

“No!” I said.

“Good,” said the fairy. “Defend your friend.”

“I named him Ayre,” I said. “Because he is.”

“How could he be heir? Because you name him so?”

“No.”

“How, then?”

“The true king’s wife and son fled and live in secret somewhere.”

“So, any boy about his age might be the true king’s son?”

“Yes.”

“It takes more than royal blood to make a king.”

“It takes common blood,” the fairy said. “Villages’ worth. Spilled on the ground.” 

The queen ignored that. “Kings are raised in castles with tutors and the proper clothes and manners. They learn to do kingly things—give commands, raise armies. Without that training, even with a pure bloodline, an heir would make a terrible king.”

“They don’t seem that hard to make.”

“So, you thought you’d have a go at it?”

I started to say Ayre would make a terrible king, but also a very good one, but I couldn’t form the words. 

“And how were you going to do it?” she asked. “You don’t have the first idea, do you? You don’t even know who you are. You don’t think things through.”

“That’s true,” I said, because it was.

“And you don’t have any idea what to do about any of it.”

“I’ll just—” I said. I didn’t know. I seldom did. I just did things without knowing, and that was how I found out what I was going to do. “I don’t know what I’ll do next.” 

“That,” said the queen pointing to a mound of sewing. “Have it done by morning. I’m going to bed.”

The queen slept, and I sewed. I must have dozed some, desolate there with a needle in my hand, and the fairy on my head. I woke to find her flitting about. “You’re wing’s healed!” I exclaimed.

“Very good. Now tell me a lie.”

I had no idea what she was on about. “Go back to sleep,” I said. “I’ve worked all night doing fine stitchery.”

“Thank you,” she said, looking pleased.

I rolled over on the pile of sewing. “For what?”

“Confirming the spell’s worn off and, it’s morning.”

Time for the queen to die! the sword agreed. You gave her until the break of day!

I sat up and looked out the window. Day had indeed broken. Then it had picked itself up and gone on about its business. It was well underway, and I was already behind. The question, of course, was: behind what? 

The queen threw back her bed curtains. “Girl,” she commanded. “Fetch my coffee.”

“The door will open for you now,” the fairy whispered. “Maybe we should leave?”

But I wasn’t quite awake yet. And not in a much better mood than the queen. “Where would I go?” I snapped at the fairy, and then to the queen, “Why should I?”

“To the kitchens, you simpleton,” said the queen. “And because you belong to the castle, and I told you to.”

You want her dead! Smith screamed. 

“You may,” I told the sword. “But I don’t.”

“You most certainly do,” the queen said. “You belong to the castle because it’s where you eat.” 

“I ate in the woods, last I ate,” I replied.

“How? You don’t know how to do any of those wildcraft things. And the woods belong to the duke anyway.”

“Now you’re just talking in hoops,” I told her. “If you’re owned by how you eat, then the woods own the duke, not the other way about.”

“Go!” She threw a mug at me. “You’re making my head ache!”

It wasn’t the first time she’d done that or said the same. But it was the first time I’d been armed when she did. Smith flew into my hand. My weight dropped. My arms grew strong. My breathing slowed and deepened. “I gave you,” I said with perfect calm, “Until the morning to return my friend.”

Ayre walked in.

It surprised me so completely I couldn’t think what to do. I’d been prepared to fight. To die. To punish the queen for what she’d done to him. And there he was. Perfectly fine. 

“Where have you been?” I demanded.

“I just walked downstairs to the dungeon, that’s all.”

“That’s all?” Sadness for him filled me. His mother had not been there. Or perhaps she had! Perhaps the queen hadn’t lied and wasn’t his mother. Maybe the barber truly was and had risked her life to see her son again. And he’d found her, but come back for me. She’d teach us both to be barbers! I could be happy that way. 

But if the queen hadn’t lied, there was half as much magic in the world, and it was lessening. And it had something to do with the false high king. Even the fairy had said spells were wearing away. I had to do something! But I was going to be a barber now. Only Ayre hadn’t asked me yet. “Nothing else?” I prompted him.

“Well, I spoke to an old man for a few minutes as he was cleaning up. He said there were no prisoners there, so I came back.”

“Ayre,” I said. “You’ve been gone for hours.”

“And this,” the queen mocked me, “Is the boy you thought could be king? He doesn’t know the time of day. How could he ever rule the land? He wouldn’t know how to wage war or levy taxes.”

“I don’t even know how to bow,” Ayre said.

But I was not going to allow the queen to do to Ayre what she had to me. “Kings don’t have to,” I told him. “Not to anybody.”

“You don’t have any idea what to do,” the queen said again. And again, it was true.

“I don’t have to,” I told her. “Ayre owns me. You just said so. He’s who fed me.” I turned to him. “What do you want of me?”

“I—” he looked rather helpless. “I want you to make up your mind about things.” 

He truly did. I could tell. I took it as my command, and my destiny.

“All right then,” I said. “You’ll be king.”

“I really don’t think I am,” he said.

“You told me to decide, and I did.” I turned to the queen, Smith still in my hand. “We have a witch, a fairy and a magic sword,” I said. “Get out of our way!” She was not as impressed as I had hoped.

“You’re two orphans without a clue or a destiny between you. Go fetch my coffee and have the Question sent to me. He’ll know how to get that sword from you. Go!”

“Going is good,” the fairy said, so we left without even a proper exit line.

As Ayre and I tromped down the spiral stair, he asked me, “What’s the plan?” 

“I said we had a witch, a fairy and a magic sword,” I reminded him. “I didn’t say we had a plan.”

Go to the court of the high king and kill him! the sword suggested.

“You stop that,” I said.

Ayre stopped walking.

“Well, come along!” I chided him. 

“Where?” He sounded a little cross. He clearly wanted a plan, so I found one no one was using, and gave it to him.

“To the court of the high king.” I said. Maybe we’d find a better one on our way there. Although I didn’t know if it’d do us much good. Plans have such short life spans. 

“But—” 

“I know what we should have!” I told him. “A quest!”

“All right,” he said, but he didn’t sound convinced. “What’s our quest then?”

He asked such difficult questions. That must be the true role of kings. But answers clearly weren’t the role of whatever I was. “To go forth seeking it.” I said.

“Seeking what?”

“Our quest. We have a magic sword, a witch and a fairy, and people with those things also have quests.”

“What if,” he asked, “Instead, we have a sword, an orphan, and a bat?”

“That’s a beginning,” I said. “We agree about the sword!”

“Yes,” he said. “But we don’t agree with it.”

That was true.

“If only,” the fairy said with deep longing. “If only there were some magic you both saw the same.”

“Weren’t you listening back in the tower?” I asked her. 

“Because that’s a voice worth heeding? No.” said the fairy.

“Oh.” I said. I really thought she would have paid attention, but fairies are flitty things. I used to think I was, but I remembered everything quite clearly. “Well, the queen, or the witch, or the witch queen said—“

“I said,” interrupted the fairy, “If only there were some family legacy—“

I understood immediately. “Ayre’s wagon!” I exclaimed. “Oh, very good thinking, little fairy.” 

“Some magic heirloom,” the fairy droned on.

“We’ll go much faster in a wagon,” I agreed. “Adventure, excitement and daring-do await!”

The fairy sighed. “You know those are just other words for danger, terror and doing anyway.”

“Yes,” I said. “But much better ones, I think.” 

“There you go,” said the fairy. “Doing that again.”

I stopped. 

Ayre had fallen behind. I turned and found him, his eyes the purple blue of frozen thunderheads, my mother’s necklace in his hand. 
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     I followed Wut out of the witch’s room, still with the bat on her head, trying to puzzle out what was going on, which, anytime she was involved, took more thinking than I was used to. What could our wagon have to do with it? I supposed it was an heirloom, but it wasn’t a magic artifact we both saw—

Oh.

I stopped dead, partway down the spiral stairs. I took out the pendant and stared at it. Well, this had to be what the bat was talking about. But, what of it? What to do with it?

That peculiar focus the necklace had given me—what would happen if I focused it on the pendant itself? I knew that I would be too scared if I thought about it, so I just did it. I held it in my hand, looking at it and concentrating.

I fell into it, blended with it, and for a moment, there was only what I could call a terrible clarity. In that instant, I saw things as they were. Not objects, I don’t mean that. I mean I had a sense of a world covered in a thin fabric of purples and reds and golds, a fabric that made everything look different, and it seemed that all I had to do was tear it open and everyone would see it as it was. But I couldn’t, because when I reached for it, it went through my hands.

The feeling lasted only an instant, but I believed it. I had seen something real.

“Ayre?” said Wut. “Are you all right?”

I looked up from the pendant and nodded hesitantly, then more firmly. “I know what we have to do,” I said.

“You do?” she looked amazed. She didn’t ask what it was we should do, she said, “You do?” Like, she had trouble believing it. That seemed funny to me, and I even laughed a little, though thinking back I should probably have been offended.

“Yes, Wut. We won’t get the witch any coffee or send the Question to her. But if we’re going on a quest, we need companions. Do you have any friends among the guards, any that haven’t left with the entourage?”

She frowned. “There’s Cassandra, but she’s not really a guard, or my friend.” 

“Perfect!” said the fairy.

“She says mean things and plays pranks on me. Once she made these sneeze bombs…. But I saw her at the gate after everyone left, so I suppose she’s still at the castle.”

“Where might we find her?”

“I don’t know. If she’s not running errands for Cook, she’s usually in the barracks. Why?”

“Let’s go find her.”

Wut didn’t seem convinced it was a good idea, but she just said, “All right.”

“Well well,” said the bat. “Something has changed, and any change is good, especially now when we’re in such a hurry.”

We started down the stairs. “Why are we in a hurry?”

“Because the Duke will soon know everything you’ve done.”

“Huh?”

The bat peered at me from the top of Wut’s head. “You don’t know who that was in the dungeon?”

“You mean Dav?”

“He’s the Question, and you told him about the sword.”

“Oh,” I said. “Dav is the Question? Are you sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure,” said the bat. “Sure is the one thing I am.”

“Wut, did you know that?”

“I put it together,” she said. “I thought you had, too.”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so we just kept walking.

“Okay,” said Wut. “We need to go outside again where people are.”

“We’re invisible,” I said.

“All right,” said Wut, accepting it easily. She led us through the courtyard. “There,” she said. “On top of the gate. That’s Cassandra. They must be letting her stand watch because there aren’t enough guards left. She’s going to be unbearable.”

“Introduce me,” I said.

Wut showed me how to climb up to the gatehouse. The walkway felt sturdier than it looked, which was good because I wasn’t used to being that far off the ground, but I was determined not to look nervous. I didn’t look nervous, and I also didn’t look down.

A sturdy-looking guard, standing between the stairway and gatehouse, turned as we set foot on the wooden walkway connecting them. “Dothquil!” she said. “What are you doing up here?”

“Hello, Cassandra. Call me Wut now.”

“What now?”

“No, just Wut. This is my friend Ayre.”

“What?”

“Yes, and my friend Ayre.”

“Air?” 

“Correct.” I said. She was slow sometimes but seemed to be catching on. 

She nodded at me, but continued scowling at Wut. “You have a whole swarm of midges over your head.” She swatted at the fairy.

“Ow!” They both squeaked.

“One of them bit me!” Cassandra glared at the fairy.

“I thought she was offering,” the fairy said with a haughty sniff. “Why else would she wave those sausages at me?” 

“Who said that?” Cassandra asked, looked confused. 

Before she could say anything more, I said, “We need your help.”

“With what?”

“We’re going to overthrow the false king.”

“The two of you?”

“And the bat, and—“

“Fairy,” said Wut.

“And you,” I continued. “And one more.”

“That’s the craziest—hey!”

She said this as I caused her to rise three feet into the air. Her eyes widened and her mouth opened.

“We’re not without power,” I said.

Cassandra began looking around.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “No one can see us.”

I set her down again.

“You’re a witch!” she said.

I nodded. 

“You’re crazy,” she said.

“No, Wut is crazy. I’m just sort of stupid.”

“First sensible thing you’ve said,” said the bat.

Cassandra stared at it. 

“Okay,” said the bat. “I’m exaggerating a little.”

Cassandra looked at it a moment longer, then at me, then at Wut. “Your bugs talk,” she said. 

“Yes,” I said. “Will you to join us?”

“Why?” Cassandra asked.

“Because someone needs to watch Wut’s back.”

“You want me to guard her?”

“Yes.”

“Why would I need a guard?” said Wut.

“Because you’re the one who has to charge into wherever we’re going. You’ll need to be looking ahead. Someone has to protect your back.”

“I’m really going to go charging into somewhere?”

“That’s the plan.”

“You hush,” Wut said. I started to say something, but it didn’t seem like she was talking to me, so I let it go. Then she nodded. “All right,” she said, looking pleased, but also a little nervous. “Who is this other person we need?”

“Wait a minute,” said Cassandra. “I never said I was going along with this.”

“You didn’t have to,” said the bat. “It’s all over your face.”

“Hey!” she said like she was offended at having something on her face. But she didn’t deny it.

“So, who else?” said Wut.

“Someone who knows something about herbs, in case we get hurt.”

“In which case . . .” said the bat.
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Ayre stood there looking at me with Cassandra standing there looking at him. I tried to look at the fairy, but that didn’t work out well. I felt pleased to have found a quest for Ayre like he’d found a rabbit for me. And now he was full of ideas, and plans, and himself. My stomach hurt. But Ayre had just lost his mother again, and when you don’t have a family, you fill up the hole with what’s handy. 

Besides, it was time to get our quest underway. We had magic for Ayre, a sword for me, a fairy, and now a guard or something. But he’d just said we needed someone else as well, and I wasn’t sure why. It wasn’t like we were planning a party. I didn’t have many friends. And nobody appeared to be offering. But he just stood there looking at me. I did know one person who knew something about healing, but, well, I wasn’t sure. 

Cassandra was. She cocked her head in a knowing way and turned to Ayre. “Shift change,” she said. “Let’s go to the kitchens and get some grub. Brydin knows about herbs and she’ll be there. I can practice watching Wut’s back on the way.”

Ayre made a gesture, like he was putting his arm around her, and she bristled. He didn’t notice though and put his arm back where it went. “There,” he said. “You’re invisible too,” and we walked through the stable yards easy as a hot knife through the back.

In the kitchen, Cook was bustling, because that’s what cooks do, scolding Brydin to get the long trestle table cleared of the peelings and husks so the guards would have room enough to sit and eat. They clomped in and dragged stools out from under the table. Cassandra did the same and pulled one out for Ayre. I started around the table to sit opposite them when Brydin turned to me. “Where’d you get a new hat?”

“It’s not a hat. It’s fairy,” I said. “Why can you see me?”

“What?”

“And how do you know my new name?”

“Where’d you get a new hat and a name? And a boy!” Brydin noticed Ayre. “Who’s this?” she asked, her cheeks growing pink.

“We’re going on a quest,” I told her. “Will you come with us?”

“Get about your work, Brydin,” Cook said as he bustled by. 

“Anywhere,” Brydin breathed.

“You’re making as much sense as ol’ what’s-her-name.” Cook handed a stew pot to Brydin. “Haven’t seen that girl about in a while,” she mused. “Maybe the witch turned her into something useful. She certainly was no help around here.”

“When do we leave?” Brydin squeezed in next to Ayre, and he made her invisible with the same gesture that Cassandra had nearly shrugged off. Brydin snuggled in. Then Tad, whose capture we’d cleverly escaped just yesterday, tromped in and stared right at me. I was glad to see he was alive, but terrified that he’d learned the same of me.

“Make room,” he grunted at the guard sitting next to me.

“Aw, keep your pants on!” the guy replied, and the whole table laughed. 

Poor Tad! I knew too well what it was to have folks mocking, and I rose to my feet.

“Wut!” Ayre whispered. “Sit down!” But I drew breath to tell the jeering crowd that Tad had been brave and true and only lost his belt and dignity because of me. 

Then Tad dropped his pants and er, turned the other cheek.

The table roared and whooped. Cook whistled. Tad hitched up his trousers and plopped down next to Ayre. Cassandra barely scrambled out of his way. Someone tossed him a roll, and Tad caught it in his teeth. 

I thought I might try breathing again. We were still safe. Ayre’s spell had made us invisible to all save the ones we sought, and now we were complete. We had a magician, a fairy, a guard, and a damsel or something. Not that Brydin looked all that distressed. A little unhappy, maybe. A little put out, I thought, at not being alone in a stable with Ayre, but that was a prize, not a quest. It should wait for the ending. 

No, of course you’re right. She didn’t end up with him as a prize, but I couldn’t know that at the time, could I? And I liked Brydin. She was certainly more of a friend to me than any I’d had, and she’d make a good companion. Cassandra, on the other blade. She wasn’t love-prone like Brydin and wouldn’t moon about after Ayre. She’d be too busy finding every fault in me, pointing it out, and giving it a name. Some people keep cats; Cassandra kept other people’s sins. But no proper quest is finished without some suffering. 

Cassandra helped herself to a roll and butter, and soon Ayre and I both did the same. Tad even passed me the stew when it came down our way and didn’t notice I was me. I was just another soldier to him, if I was there at all. I felt quite at home being not quite there. 

But I was on a quest, wasn’t I? I should have seen the warning. 

The stew was thin, but quite tasty, and soon the fairy flew down from my head to the table and took a seat. Ayre picked up a roll and broke it in half for her. “Do bats eat rolls?” he asked.

“A sentence of all verbs,” the fairy said. “I’m afraid such philosophy is beyond me.”

“Well, you need to eat, don’t you?” Ayre looked a bit offended. “I mean,” he said, “fairies and bats need food to live.”

“Not by bread alone,” the fairy sniffed. 

“There’s some honey,” Ayre said, waving to Brydin for it. “And we’ll keep you company.” 

“That would be nice,” the fairy said. “Thank you.”

She took the roll, and Brydin reached over Ayre’s shoulder with the honey jar. Cook bustled by and jostled her, and the honey slopped out of the pot onto the table. Cook made a “Tch,” sound, reached past Brydin, and mopped up the spill with the fairy.

I gave a little scream and Ayre reached after the poor creature, but Cook stuffed her into an apron pocket, and bustled away.

“Cook thought your hat was a rag!” Brydin said, trying hard to look horrified.

Ayre and I were lost. We looked at each other, then at Brydin. Her face lost all its color. Tears filled her eyes. I was about to promise we’d rescue the fairy, but the terror had spread down the table. Not just Brydin, but Cassandra and every guard down the line was turning pale and standing away. 

Ayre turned and started to wave. “Dav!” he called, but Brydin stifled his mouth with her hand. 

The Question stood in the door peering from face to face.

“Tch,” Cook said again. “Who left that pan of buns on the fire?” 

Guards tripped over stools getting out of her way, caught between a cross cook and the Question. Cassandra slipped out the door and the guards reshuffled themselves again, but the true commotion began when Cook pulled the rag from her apron to pull the buns off the fire. The rag did not react well to the heat, and rolls flew about the room like starlings released from a cage. Guards scattered in much the same way. The rag flew out the window shrieking.

It was enough to make Ayre forget our invisibility. 

The Question pointed a sword at him. “Shall we go and see the duke?” he asked in a way that wasn’t a question, no matter what his name. 

Smith came to my hand with a cry, Destroy him! 

“Do you wish to watch your friend die?” The Question said as he grabbed Ayre by his elbow, his knife inches from the boy’s neck. Brydin, not wanting to let him go, seized his other hand to pull him away, but to no effect. “Why don’t you hand over the sword and come with me?” And that, my dears, is how we left the castle at last for the court of the false high king—in a guarded wagon, under weight of lock and key. 

No, you’re quite right, it’s not the way heroes usually do such things, nor was it our first choice. Ayre was in charge of planning, so blame him if you must, though listen and I think he’ll say no one was to blame. 
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     Wut, Brydin, the bat, and I rattled along in that thing, and I mean rattled. My teeth kept knocking on themselves whenever I forgot to keep my jaw clamped. Wut just sat there, cross-legged, and stared straight ahead. I wanted to say something to make her feel better, but I couldn’t think of what that would be.

The hills of Greenmere grew taller, lost their grass, and gradually became the hills of Tiram. I’d once been to Lynchburg, which was just inside of Tiram, but it was long ago. I asked the bat, “How far away is the High King’s castle?”

“All miles and none,” it said helpfully.

Brydin said, “A three day trip. Can’t you magic the bars open?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I don’t know how, but I might be able to. But then what? There are six of them, and they’ve taken Smith.”

“Who’s Smith?”

“Either a leg of lamb, or a beautiful and powerful enchanted two-edged sword.”

“Single-edged,” said Wut.

“I’m pretty sure when I picked it up it had two sharp sides,” I said.

“I’ve fought with it, and there was only one.”

“We should escape,” said Brydin.

“You brought this one for her wisdom, then?” said the bat.

“A single edge,” I said. “On each side. That makes two.”

“Except for the one that is only in your imagination,” said Wut.

“I’m not the one with the overactive imagination,” I said.

“No,” said Wut. “You’re the one too stubborn to see what’s in front of you.”

“This isn’t getting us anywhere,” said Brydin.

“Except closer to the castle,” said the bat.

“I’m not stubborn, I just know what I see,” I said.

“You see what isn’t there.”

I flailed my arms around, then I touched the pendant under my shirt, and focused on the sword so I could get a good look at it. Then there was a scream, and some shouting, but I didn’t pay much attention to it. “Look!” I said, holding out the sword. “See? Two edges! There’s blood on both of them!”

“One edge,” said Wut, and took the sword.

The carriage stopped.

“They’re coming,” said Brydin.

“They’re here,” said the bat.

Dav stood in front of six guards, two holding swords, and four with bows pointed at us. Well, at Wut. “Pass the sword through the bars,” said Dav, “or they shoot.”

I imagined a wall of glass between us and the guards, and felt light-headed for a moment.

“Are you sure?” said Wut, speaking to the sword. Then she looked at Dav, bit her lip, and said, “Go ahead.”

“Loose!” cried Dav.

Four arrows bounced off the air. I didn’t feel a thing.

Then the door of the cart swung open.

“Did I do that?” I said.

“No, that one was me,” said the bat.

“Good work, bat,” I said.

“Backatcha, witch,” it said.

Meanwhile, the guards were dropping their bows and drawing swords, and Wut was leaping out of the back of the carriage.

“All right, Smith,” she said. “But don’t enjoy it.”

The sword moved so fast I couldn’t follow it, and one of the guards howled and bent over holding his stomach. He dropped his sword and rolled away. Wut closed in on Dav, the sword in front of her. I wanted to come up with something magical to help, but I couldn’t think of what.

I wish I could tell you what happened next, but it was all too confusing. I remember Dav backing away, and I remember two of the guards helping the one who’d been cut, and I remember the bat flitting around while I tried to think of what to do next. I jumped out of the wagon, but I don’t remember why. I wasn’t thinking too clearly. You kids have to understand, your grandmother can keep her head when everything is happening at once, but I’ve never been able to do that. So, as to what happened, I just don’t know. I’m sure she can tell you. 
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     What happened was your grandfather leapt boldly after me into the fray and, with swords hacking all around him, he confused the soldiers’ minds. They swatted at the fairy, who darted between them and bit their ears. And they stared at me in perplexment. Dav alone was unaffected by Ayre’s spell. “What are you doing?” he screamed at his men. “Why aren’t you fighting?” 

They tried. The archers, who had dropped their bows, thought better of it, and picked them up again. Swords in their sword hands, bows in the other, they puzzled how to make their weapons work together. The fairy picked up one of the arrows that Ayre’s magic had repelled. She held it, clutched in her feet, then flew it at the Question. It left a nasty scratch right over his eyes, and blood ran into his wild white brows and turned them red and, I imagine, made it hard to see. He reeled around, shouting.

Smith and I engaged the first swordsman. See the stiffness in his left knee? the sword spoke into my mind. He’ll not lunge as deeply. 

I circled, awaiting the strike, and when it came it was heavy with strength but without follow through. I side-stepped and struck close. And from there, I lost track of the larger fight. I knew Ayre was safe, wrapped in magic, muddling men’s minds, and I knew Brydin had hidden under the wagon and was tearing up her skirt for bandages. But I was in a space that sounded like bells had just stopped ringing. 

Smith talked to me, and I to it, and we both said things to the blood of men who wished us dead. My body was lively, but at peace. My mind moved quickly, but along just one path. I knew the weight of Smith and the skill. I learned to see an opening as though it called to me. I measured our strength and used it like salt. And the fairy set the horses free. They ran off the direction they’d been facing, and the prison carriage rolled backward the way it’d come. It nearly rolled over me. But your grandfather saw it and dragged me out of its path. The Question screamed something and ran after it. The guards whistled the horses back. They came and the guards galloped after the Question running after the carriage, rolling away down the hill. Then Ayre was himself again. 
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     I believe your grandmother must have it right. All I can say for sure is that it was confusing. The next thing I remember is watching the wagon roll away, followed by the guards on their horses, while the three of us, four if you count the bat, stood there watching. And I was relieved when Dav ran off, I remember that, because he’d had a look on his face I didn’t like, and I sensed he’d been gathering power. That’s how I learned he was a witch, too, despite what he’d said about magic. It’s good to learn someone is a witch in some way that doesn’t get you blasted into pieces. 

“Well,” said Brydin. “Now what?”

I realized her dress was shorter than it’d been. I could see her ankles and quickly looked away.

“We should continue on the way we were going,” said Wut. “We need to get to the high king’s castle anyway, right?”

“Well,” I said, “but what do we do when the guards come back with reinforcements?”

“Fight them,” she said.

Brydin looked dubious, and I felt like she looked.

“At least we won’t have to wait,” said the bat.

“What do you mean?” said Wut.

“Can’t you hear them? They’re on the way.”

“That was quick,” said Brydin, “how did they get there and back again so fast?”

“By coming from the wrong direction,” I said, now that I could hear the clop-clop of the horses.

“A clever trick we would never expect,” said the bat. 

And from around one of the hills—came a rider leading three horses.

“That isn’t the guards!” said Wut.

“You are clever yourself,” said the bat.

“You were wrong,” Wut added.

“I don’t know how to act,” the bat said. “This has never happened before.”

The rider approached and Wut waved. “Cassandra!” she said.

“Hi. Need a rescue?”

Your grandmother had little gratitude for the rescue.
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     “Need a rescue?” Cassandra asked, as if it weren’t perfectly obvious that we’d already made our own.

“No, thank you.” I said, politely. 

“I wasn’t talking to you,” she said. “You’re beyond saving.”

She is false! screamed the sword, but I knew that you can’t fake that kind of mean.

Brydin tugged at her skirt and stepped between Ayre and Cassandra. “This is the only road between home and here,” she said. “We left you behind at Greenmere, and you didn’t overtake us on the road. How are you coming this way from there?”

“‘Home and here,’ ‘this way and there.’ Your warrior is a poet and your witch is a king,” the fairy grumbled. “Oh dear.”

But she was still quite sticky from the battle and the honey pot, and a little out of sorts about it, I thought, so I didn’t pay her complaints much mind. She’d been used as a rag and I knew how it feels to be treated as something you’re not or don’t wish to be. Besides, I was too busy trying to get Smith back into my belt where it didn’t want to be. 

“I was thinking in the cart,” Ayre said, eyeing Cassandra with suspicion. “The witch did let us go rather easily.”

“I think maybe I annoy her,” I said.

“I cannot imagine.” The fairy landed on my shoulder and tied herself around the waist with a strand of my hair to keep from falling off.

“You annoy everyone,” Cassandra said. 

“That’s true,” I agreed. “I think she just wanted me gone and trusted the Question would cut the truth from Ayre.”

“Maybe she let us go intending to have us followed?” Ayre said, still looking dubiously at Cassie.

Kill the girl, take the horses, and ride! urged Smith.

Cassandra made a face at me. 

I asked, “Are you the witch’s spy?’

“No!” Her eyes went wide. “I’m a loyal guard.”

“You’re a kitchen maid,” Brydin snapped. “Same as Wut and me.”

“How’d you get ahead of us?” Ayre asked.

“I don’t know,” Cassandra said. 

“Oh,” I said. It happens to me all the time—not knowing how you got where you are. It made me like Cassandra better to see that we were much the same. 

“I just took the shortest way,” Cassandra explained, “by a path too narrow for the wagon.”. 

“Where’d the horses come from?” Ayre asked

Cassandra looked from Ayre to me. “The stables?”

“Best place to find them,” said the fairy.

“All right,” I said. She’d answered all our questions, said she was loyal, and come up with a clever strategy. That was enough for me. “Let’s go.” 

Ayre looked uncertain and squinted at Cassie. “The horses were a good idea.” He turned back to me. “Where shall we go?”

“To the court of the high king.” I was pretty sure we’d talked about this, but Ayre was a witch with more on his mind than practicalities. He could make us invisible, until he forgot, and conjure Smith back, if he got stolen again, and stop arrows from striking us if the archers returned. Truly, there seemed nothing he could not do, except remember what we were doing. But I could keep track of it for him.

“We’re going to overthrow the false king and restore you to your rightful place as heir,” I explained again.

“Ayre?” Brydin asked. “Oh!” 

“My thoughts precisely,” said the fairy.

“Right,” I explained. “That’s why his name’s Ayre.”

“It’s getting late,” Cassandra said. “Lynchburg is still a long way away. Your majesty?” She handed the bridle of the prettiest mare to Ayre. He opened his mouth, closed it, and got on the horse. Then I faced mine. 

I’ve fed horses. I’ve brushed them and blanketed them. I’ve led them from the stables to the yard and back. I’ve seen soldiers, and even the fat old duke, swing into saddles and ride. I swung and missed.

“Perhaps if you step into the loop there,” the fairy suggested.

I put my foot in the stirrup and the horse started walking. I hopped along next to it. 

“Maybe both feet?”

I heaved myself upward and landed with my belly where I knew my bum should be.

“You might—” the fairy started.

“I know!”

“Yes,” said the fairy. “So I see.”

I finally got my feet and fanny pointing the right—which is to say not the same—way. The fairy settled on the horse’s head, and said its name was Susan. I thought it was a peculiar name, but I had no energy to argue with a fairy about the name of a horse.

On a horse, you’re sitting and walking at the same time, and the worst of each, like running with a table tied between your legs. The road was hot and dusty, and we followed it, winding and climbing, dusty and hot, adventuring. The fairy fought off flies, or maybe ate them. Susan plodded along without complaining, although the fairy said it had nothing nice to say about the other horses. 

We fell into riding single file as the road got stingy with its width on the bends, but even so, we were on our quest at last. Four heroes on horseback with a destiny! I would have liked it better if we were riding side by side, but I’d never been so far from home, or looked down upon the tops of trees. It all felt quite grand to me. 

The sun lost her balance and started to slip down the bowl of the sky. And still we rode. We came around another bend, and I saw a part of the night had fallen all the way down. It lay beneath us now, with its stars flickering bigger and brighter even than they were in the sky.

Cassandra pointed to them. “We’ll seek lodging there.”

I’d never seen anything as magical as those clustered, fist-sized freckles of light. “Can we?” I breathed.

“Don’t see why not,” she said. “The people of Lynchburg are friendly.”

“That’s Lynchburg?” I asked.

Brydin turned around to look at me. “What did you think it was?”

“I thought it might be fairies,” Ayre said. “Real ones that shine.”

“Fairies don’t shine,” I said, glad to feel certain of something. 

The road began sloping down, widening in relief, and the lights of the village grew larger and further apart. We rode abreast at last, as adventurers should, and I wondered if we ought to sing as well.

“When we reach the inn,” Cassandra asked Ayre, “can you magic us all invisible again?”

“No,” Brydin said with a ‘Tetch’ that she must have stolen from Cook. “Invisible things can’t eat. Magic us into merchants instead.”

“Or a family,” I suggested.

Ayre looked like we’d woken him. “What?” he said. “Why?”

“So the landlord won’t question what we’re doing, the four of us, with no master or captain,” Cassandra explained.

“When Lord Beltham’s men or the witch’s spies come seeking us, the people we’ve met needn’t lie when put to the Question,” I said.

“And we can eat,” Brydin put in.

“And some of us could use a bath,” the fairy concluded. “I shan’t say who or Wut.”

“I don’t know what I can do with magic,” Ayre said. 

“Can you at least magic some pebbles into gold?” Cassandra asked, thinking ahead. “If we’re not invisible, we’re going to have to pay for things.”

“I still have the coins the witch gave me.”

“If it’s enough to buy us supper,” Brydin told him, “We can sleep in the stable.”

“Maybe,” Ayre said, but not to Brydin. He was a witch, after all, and his mind too taken with loftier things to notice how forward she was being. “Maybe I can find a different way,” he said. 

And that is why, when we walked into the inn, the landlord saw rich merchants, the table of guards saw four of their own, and all the old men saw enemies. I thought it was very clever of Ayre, to disguise us as what folks wanted most to see. 

The landlord beamed, and wiped down a table for us. “Alice,” he called to his wife, “bring out the good wine!”

“I believe I shall get very drunk,” the fairy said.

Alice came out from the kitchen. She was a large woman, and pretty, with little white daisies in her hair. She looked at me, and the fairy in mine. “You’re a witch,” she said, putting down a jug of wine.

“No,” I said, and started to explain that Ayre was the witch, but I remembered we were in disguise. “No witches here,” I said instead. “I like your daisies.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I like your honeysuckle black rose.”

“No,” I started, but the fairy made a pleased sound, and Alice took my arm. I felt for Smith, but he’d fallen asleep. He’d had a big day. 

“We’ll be right back,” Alice told Ayre, Brydin and Cass, tugging me away. The fairy hopped onto the table, and Alice tucked her arm in mine like we were old friends. I thought that was rather nice, so I let her lead me from the table, through the inn’s large common room. “You needn’t keep up the ruse before me,” she whispered as we walked. “My mum was a witch. I recognize the signs. You have—had―a black flower in your hair, an enchanted sword on your back, and none of you is who you claim to be. Witch, hero, tailor, captain, and king.”

As she pulled me through the kitchen door, I turned back for another look at our table. I counted, but there were only four of us, and Alice had listed five things. 

“Are you a witch?” I asked her.

“Heavens, no!” She peered through the open space between the kitchen and the bar and smiled to her husband, who was coming back our way. 

“Some food for our honored guests, my love,” he said.

“Right away.” She hurried about, not quite a cook’s bustle, but near enough. She ladled stew into bowls but left a lovely chicken roasting on its spit. She could see we weren’t the rich merchants her husband’s hopes showed him. She put a fat, brown, round of bread onto a board with a knife and handed it all through to him. Then she turned back to me. “Please!” She took my arms in her hands and almost shook me. And still not a peep from Smith. “Please don’t change him back again!”

“What?” I said. “Who?”

“My husband. Please!” Her dark, lively eyes were full of fear. “I’ll give you anything you ask of me!”

Well, my darlings, I’m no fool. I was offered “anything”. All I had to do was not do something that I didn’t know how to do anyway. Of course, I took advantage. “I’ll have half that chicken, please,” I said.

She took the bird off the grate and whacked it neatly with a cleaver that could have halved me, and still Smith slept. Alice set me a stool by the fire and put the chicken on a plate. “Will you swear it?” she pleaded. “Please. I know it is the false king’s spell that makes him love me.”

The chicken was boot-leather brown, but crisp as an onion’s skin, and the meat came off the bone in bites dripping rich juice. “Umph-hum,” I said. 

She sat on the hearth in relief, and the words poured out of her like wine from an upended barrel. 

“He’s from some exotic, distant land—I’m sure you can tell that just to look at him—but he was stopping here, at my father’s inn, that fateful night. I was young, about your age—” She squinted at me, and I tried to chew more maturely. “A little older than you I was, on that night the true king died, and the new king’s magic washed our town. But my mother was a witch, and you know how it goes. Children are contrary things. If a mother sings, a child’s ear grows tin. If a mother drinks, the child abstains. My mother was a witch. Magic bounced off me. 

“So, I knew the truth. I know it still. But it’s no use being the only person in a village who says things aren’t the way they seem. None believed. The morning after the spell was worked, I asked the handsome stranger whence he came. ‘Where is your home, sir?’ said I to him. ‘Tis here,’ says he. ‘And ever has been.’ And then he asked to marry me! And I’m the only one who knows it’s all a spell. Things are not what they appear, and the magic serves to make us believe things have always been this way.”

I swallowed my chicken. “The whole village has been bewitched into forgetting the true king died?”

“I know!” she wailed. “My mother told me the queen fled that night, taking her infant son away to grow in secret, and to one day return and set things right. Don’t do it, please!” Alice began to cry. “I know it’s selfish of me. I know the false king’s spell must have made orphans of children whose parents were away, and drunks of folks who’d had their first drink that night. I know people who dreamed they were monsters woke up that way, and people who were ill believe they’d never known health. But my husband believes he’s always loved me.”

“I—” I said.

“I know you are!” Alice said. “My mother warned me of this day. She said travelers would come.”

“Well,” I said. “This is an inn.”

“And that the old men would scowl.”

“A bold prediction.”

“And that my husband would see them as better than they are.”

Well, she had me there. He’d called us ‘honored,’ which we clearly weren’t. Not yet anyway. 

“Alice!” The innkeeper put his head in at door. “Oh, love, you’re crying again?” He came to her, and she clung to him. Smith woke up at last and stirred between my shoulder blades. The innkeeper looked at me and bowed his head. “I beg your pardon, ma’am.” 

I turned to see who he was speaking to, but in the rest of the kitchen, there was only me on the stool with the chicken in my hands.

“My wife is full of fancies. It’s part of her charm—her lively imagination—she sees magic everywhere. But sometimes it makes her feel alone in the world, and weep. Forgive us, please.”

I stood up. “I’ll just go back to my friends,” I said, pleased to realize it was a thing I could claim, and none to say otherwise.

He rose and put the chicken’s other half onto my plate. “For your kindness to my wife,” he said. 

“Thank you,” I said and left them kneeling there, his arms around her. I wondered, as Alice had no children of her own, if she might like a girl to help in the kitchen and with the guests. They were a handsome couple, and kind. And the chicken was wonderful. Grand as my day’s adventuring had been, I could stay behind with them, if they needed me. 

I was nearing our table when the door to the inn burst open and a huge red-headed, red-bearded, red-coated man strode in. He stopped where he stood and stared at me, and then at my friends. The he gave a roar that shook the rafters and made bits of thatch fall into his hair.

“Troubadours!” he cried. “Chip, Bob, Neil, come see! It’s the great bard himself!” He pointed a finger the size of a chicken leg at Ayre. 

Smith kicked against my spine, and the tower of sinew and ginger turned my way. “The great bard and his clown!” he cried.

I held my hand out for Smith, and it leapt into it. Then slid back out again through fingers slick with chicken fat. I lunged to catch it, and the chicken fell from my plate. I snatched the sword by its blade, and the chicken by its leg, but the chicken was hot, and the blade sharp. I threw both into the air with a yelp of pain. 

The men roared, “A juggler!” 

I rounded on them, but it was raining swords and birds, and I dove, tripped, and caught Smith by the hilt. I sprawled on my belly and caught the chicken on its plate. The men cheered and clapped and helped me to my feet. 

“More wine for the players!” they cried. “And more meat!”

The innkeeper appeared from the kitchen, with Alice, a bright, if tear-smudged, smile on her face. “I’ll run tell the village we have entertainment here!” She darted for the door, and her husband took his place behind the bar, grinning.

Even the old men smiled. The whole room turned to Ayre. “A song! A song!” every mouth cried.

Brydin turned to Ayre. “You can sing, can’t you? Or at least tell a good tale?” Ayre’s face was blank, and I hoped his mind was working. 








  
  
  A Tale Within A Tale.

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




[image: Image]

I couldn’t sing, but, I thought, how hard can it be to tell a story? I opened my mouth, then closed it. I wondered if there was magic to make it seem as if I’d told a story.

The bat fluttered over to my head. “Once upon a time,” it whispered.

“Once upon a time,” I said.

They were all listening to me then, with looks on their faces as if they expected to be entertained. By me. I waited for the bat to say something more, but it didn’t. There was a horrible silence.

“Storytelling,” it whispered in my ear, “is just another kind of magic.”

That may be true, but it didn’t help, and standing there while an entire inn waited for me to say something, well, it was a few seconds that felt like hours, and I’d rather not go through that again, ever. I looked around, desperate for inspiration, and my eyes fell on Wut with the sword through her belt.

“There was a sword,” I said. “It had two edges and one edge at the same time. And was both straight and curved.” Some of the men leaned closer.

“Now, I know you’re asking how a sword can have two edges and one edge, and be both straight and curved, and still be the same sword? Because it was a magical sword, and that’s how magic is, it is one thing and another at the same time. And who had this sword? A girl who saw magic for what it was, and everything else for what it wasn’t. And she set out to overthrow a tyrant who was sowing misery throughout the land.”

I could see they didn’t understand, but I had their attention. And that is part of a story telling. If people already know how everything is going to be explained, they’ve no reason to listen. It got a little easier for me to talk once I knew they were interested. I wasn’t afraid of them anymore. In fact, the more they listened to me, and the more they showed me how excited they were, the more I fell into my story. Just like you kids, you know, the way you’re listening to your grandmother and me tell our story.

“The kingdom was in danger,” I told them. “And the cause of that danger was illusion, for magic had planted in the minds of the people the idea that things were just as they should be, that suffering was a natural part of life, and that nothing could be done to change it.”

I spun them a tale of a girl with a sword that wasn’t how she saw it collecting a rag-tag group of kids, and how she saw each of them for something they weren’t, and of how she somehow brought them all together anyway to do things they couldn’t and become what she thought they were. Wut had a bit of a disagreement with the bat, which they all enjoyed, and I told them of a great battle, where the companions fought an army, and scaled the walls of a castle to confront the king. “Her sword,” I told them. “Could cut through illusion, for embedded in it was a jewel which knew that truth is cruelty. But the girl also gave to a boy a magic pendant which knew that truth is kindness. And together, with their friends, they found absurd truths and told true lies and saved the kingdom.

“Unless,” I said. “The kingdom wasn’t saved, but there was only a new illusion that was better than the old one. Now, some of you will ask if it matters, and I say it does, because truth always matters. Sometimes truth is cruel, and sometimes truth is kind, and sometimes it’s hard to know which is which. This is how you know it’s true, but also how you know something is a lie.”

Yes, I understand, it can be confusing. I’m still confused by it myself most of the time. 

The crowd was pleased. Cassandra and Brydin were the only ones of us who knew what to do next: as if they’d planned it, they took off their hats and went to the listeners, holding the hats out for coins. I heard clinking, and realized I was being paid for my story. In spite of fighting and casting spells and meeting talking bats, it felt like the most amazing thing that had ever happened to me.

When they brought the hats back, we found that, put together, we’d collected more than four silver pieces.

We sat down at the table and Wut asked me, “Now what?”

“We could buy some beer,” said Brydin.

Before anyone could answer us, Alice brought us each a cup. “They liked your story,” she said.

When she’d gone Wut asked me again, “What now?”

“I . . . .”

“Are you all right, Ayre?”

“I don’t know.”

“He needs some time,” said the bat. “And maybe more beer.”

I managed a nod and had a drink. I’d had beer before, though not often. It had never tasted so good.

By the time I was finished, I was thinking again. “All right,” I said. “Dav—the Question—is going to be looking for us. We need to get out of here.”

“And go where?” said Wut.

“The high king’s castle,” I said. 

“I have to say good-bye to Alice, first. She’s been so nice.”

“All right,” I said. “You do that while Cassandra gets the horses. Brydin, gather up some supplies. I’m going to work on our next spell.”

“What about me?” said the bat.

“You provide atmosphere and keep everybody guessing.”

“A fair division of labor,” said the bat. “I like it.”
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     Alice’s husband offered us beds in thanks for all the beer and stew he’d sold to his guests. They’d arrived steadily and grown thirstier in the hours Ayre spun his tale. It was a wonderful fantasy, and he told it well—full of Questions and challenges, fairies and kings. And worked a kind of spell over the whole inn, until Ayre himself was changed. His tale of heroes made one of him. It made me a fool, but sometimes stories do that, and it may not have been a far journey.

Or the fairy did it. She’d gotten quite drunk, and in the middle of Ayre’s story, she’d tried to take her bath in a pail. She slipped, and I caught her. She flew and fell. I snatched her from the air, but she bit my hand. I shook my fingers, and it flung her free. She soared for the rafters but was too drunk to fly. I darted and plunged to keep her from harm. She careened and tumbled. I followed and fell. I caught her at last and tried to wash her myself. But the soap made her slippery. I had to chase after her again with a dry napkin, and the whole room cheered. The red man roared he’d seen other clowns juggle scarves, but never wet ones. Then he shouted for the rest of Ayre’s tale.

Ayre picked up his story again and carried it along to its end. Since it was sober, you’d think the story, at least, might’ve stayed where we left it. But no, it went home with every one of those men. Each of the women too. And who knows what it did with them then? 

Yes, of course I do. 

No, I won’t.

Well yes, when it’s time. 

The time then was quite late, or near early. But Ayre had said that time was moving on, and we must do likewise. I didn’t want to. I liked it there at Alice’s inn. But Ayre seemed so certain—not forgetful and fuddled like a proper witch—but practical and wise, like a bard. And I wondered, did the different magics he worked work on him?

But I had not time for such wondering. Brydin went with the innkeeper to turn our night’s earnings into things we might need, and Ayre left the opposite way. He’d said the fairy was to provide atmosphere. She was quite drunk and provided a great deal of vomit instead. It made Cassandra cross with me. “Take your trained fleas out of here,” she scolded, and left for the stable yard.

I tidied up the fairy, and then other things, carrying tankards and plates into the kitchen where I thought Alice would be. But she wasn’t. I got the tables cleared, and when my apron started to snore, I bedded the fairy down by the fire, wrapped in a napkin and tucked into a pan. Alice found her there. “You press flowers!” she said. “Me too!”

Truth be told, the fairy did look a bit crisp. 

“I didn’t mean to,” I said. 

Alice examined the fairy. “Every time I see a black rose,” she said, “I’ll be reminded of you,” which I thought was a kind way of saying she’d never think of me again. 

That thought didn’t feel like mine, and I wondered whose it was. Then I wondered that I was wondering.

The fairy groaned. “Oh, my aching head.” She tried to sit up, but wilted straight away.

Alice’s eyes went quite wide. “You must be a powerful witch,” she said, “To make pressed flowers speak!”

“After a fashion,” I said, feeling a bit better about things because she was impressed.

I unwrapped the fairy, who looked a little less dead that way. Besides, Alice and her husband had been so generous with their food, and drink, and praise, that I didn’t want to leave with anything we hadn’t earned, or Brydin bartered for. I shook out the napkin I’d wrapped the fairy in and folded it neatly as Cook had taught me. “This is yours,” I said.

“What is it?”

I started to say it was just a cloth, but it reminded me of the silk I’d kept my mother’s necklace in, of my apron bundled around Smith the night I reclaimed him from Argaine, and of the bright golden cloth that had robed the witch’s egg-book-box thing. “It isn’t magic,” I said, thinking of Ayre’s new resoluteness whilst I juggled swords, fairies, and realities. 

I thought perhaps he’d found the confidence I’d lost when Alice took me into hers. Then I thought her fear was as misplaced. Her husband’s love had nothing to do with what he’d forgotten. Love is what remembers things. It remembers rabbit roasted on pepperberry twigs and being rescued from a spell. It remembers how you’ve changed because it’s changed with you, and who you truly are when you forget. Love isn’t the same as confidence, but they lend each other things. So, I borrowed a bit. 

“Here,” I told Alice, handing her the folded napkin.

She took it from my hands with ones that trembled. “If you break the high king’s magic, and the truth leaks out,” she whispered. “Will this wipe it all away again, at least from him?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“What is it then?”

“A secret.”

“But you said it was mine.”

“It must be. I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s a napkin,” the fairy said.

Alice started to unfold the cloth, but I stopped her hand. “If you open it up, it won’t be what it is.”

“What would it be then?” she asked.

Well, do you children know what a shared secret is? 

No, I won’t tell you because I didn’t tell her. But much later, she told me. 

Before I could say another word, Cassandra crashed into the kitchen, splattered in mud. “A rider,” she panted. “From Greenmere! He took your horse and left his in its place, but it’s lathered, and stumbling, and may be lame.”

“I’ll do what I can for it,” Brydin said, coming in and leaving again.

I didn’t want to tell Cassandra what I understood from this—that however long the castle witch and Question might have argued, now they’d made a plan and dispatched a rider to the duke. And the high king, if he didn’t yet, would soon know all our names. And the guards from the castle would be not much behind him. Ayre had been right. It was past time to leave.

I left Alice with her secret and went out to find Ayre. He was on the front porch looking well fed, and better pleased. “Our next spell is ready,” he said to me.

“A rider from Beltham has taken my horse, and left one too tired to ride,” I told him.

“I saw them go by,” he said. “I’ve written a song, I think.” He frowned a little. “Or a poem.” His frown deepened. “No,” he said at last. “It’s a sonnet.”

“Gesundheit,” slurred the fairy. 

“Two kids, one sword,” Ayre muttered and followed me around to where Cassandra had the horses ready. Standing in the stable yard, he must still have been working on his composition, because I heard him say, “If it be chance or fate, we curse the twain.” 
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     Brydin and Cassandra each had their horses, so I put Wut in front of me, the bat on her head. “You guide the horse,” I said.

“All right,” said Wut. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to do two spells at once, and it isn’t easy. One to keep us concealed and one to direct us to the High King’s castle.”

“That sounds hard.”

“It is. Otherwise I’d try to do a third spell to keep it from hurting so much every time this horse bounces.”

“You could share my saddle,” Brydin offered. “It’d be a gentler ride.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” said the bat. Riding horseback hadn’t bothered her so much before. 

There wasn’t a lot of talk as we continued. When we came to a fork, I chose the way. After a bit we stopped near a shallow stream and had the breakfast of dried meat and fruit that Alice had packed for us.

For most of the meal we were as quiet as the horses, who ate grass and drank from the stream and swished their tails. Then Cassandra said, “What are we going to do when we get there?”

I glanced at Wut, but she was looking at me as if she expected me to know.

“I have a plan,” I said, which wasn’t strictly true.

“Good,” said Cass. “Let’s hear it.”

“There are few details that I won’t know until I see the castle,” I said.

“A few details…” repeated the bat.

“Hush,” said Wut, sounding a little cross.

Cassandra didn’t look entirely satisfied with my answer, but she didn’t say anything. Brydin said, “Can someone explain why we’re doing all of this?”

“Wut can you explain please,” I said, “I need to focus on my magic for a moment.”

Wut turned from one of us to the other, then said, “We’ve rested long enough, haven’t we? We should be going.”

Cassandra glowered as we saddled the horses—or, more precisely, as she saddled the horses. She’d been trying to show us how, and we were all sort of learning, but she had to tighten our cinches and check the seating for us, and even stop one of us from putting the saddle on backward. I won’t say who that was, but I will say that harnessing mules is completely different, and it isn’t all that obvious the first time you look at a saddle which way it should go.

After an hour or so, Cassandra said, “Hold up a minute.” We all stopped, and she said, “Listen.”

There was the sound of horses coming our way. Fortunately, we were still passing through a land of rolling hills and farmland, so we just pulled off to the side of the road and trusted my spell to keep us hidden.

There were a dozen of them, with Dav in the lead. I trusted my spell, but when I saw him, I still had an odd, uncomfortable worried feeling. We waited as they rode past us and continued waiting until they were out of sight.

After a few more hours, though I was still sore, I found I was enjoying riding more than I had. I suppose it may have been because I liked having my arm around Wut’s waist. And I can’t complain of the weather, either: we thought we were going to be rained on after lunch, but after only a few drops it cleared, and warmed up. It would have been altogether pleasant if I hadn’t been worried about what we were going to do once we got there.

You see, I was pretty sure Wut thought I had a plan. And if she thought I had a plan, that meant she didn’t. But here’s something you kids should know: sometimes you can’t make a plan until you know what you’re up against, and sometimes you can’t know what you’re up against until you start acting on a plan.

Wut was certain I knew what to do, and that made me want to. Just like when she’d been certain I could use magic to hide us, and I had.

We reached another crossroads, and after that the road was busier, with paths and cart-trails going off to the side, and people drawing empty wagons coming toward us, while we overtook a few who were walking. I led to the side, and, except for a couple of people who looked around with puzzled expressions at the sound of our horses, we had no trouble.

“I think we’re getting close,” I said.

“Should we stop here for the night,” said Wut. “Or keep going?”

“Uh….” I said emphatically.

“Look during the day, invade at night,” said the bat.

“Is that a rule of castle invasion?”

“I don’t know,” said the bat. “I just made it up.”

“It’s not bad, as rules of castle invasions go,” said Cassandra. “And it’s the only one we have so far.” 

“Well, if both of you think it’s a good idea, I won’t argue. Let’s find a place to make camp while we still have a little daylight.”

“Can you keep your concealment spell working while we sleep?” said Cassandra.

“I don’t think so.”

“Then let’s find a good hiding place,” she said. 

Your grandmother can take the reigns here children, I’ve an ale cup to fill. 
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Ayre still had the air of a hero that he’d had since he told our story at the inn. He shone with confidence. At every forking of the road, he knew the way. When it started to rain, he magicked it away. All day while we rode, he sat behind me. His presence there steadied Smith so much that I started to wonder if the sword were rightly his. 

Smith couldn’t still be resting; it was the only one amongst us who’d slept at all last night. It was just at peace, but peace isn’t a way you stay. It’s more like standing on the back of a sheep. You may not fall off, but you’re always teetering, knowing if you tumble, you’re in sheep shit. Still, Smith seemed content wedged between my back and Ayre’s chest, until Dav the Question rode by. Then he came wide awake. We all did, tired though we had just been, tense with the work of staying quiet and unseen. My hand went to Smith’s hilt and had nearly pulled it free when my head caught up. I stuck my hand under my rump so it wouldn’t be tempted again. 

Kill him now! Smith spoke into my mind. Take him unawares! 

He twisted against my back, trying to work himself free, and I was glad he had but the one sharp edge.

He means you harm!

“Shhh!” I hissed and Cassandra scowled at me. 

I think if Ayre hadn’t had his arm about me, Smith would have been in my hand, and we would have been racing, fast and low, hidden by Ayre’s spell, running up on the Question. Smith desperately wanted to. And I felt its need to hunt, to pounce and strike, to bite fast and hard through Dav’s kidney, under his ribs, and up to where the heart lies. 

Strike now! Smith urged me. Why do we hide like rabbits? Are we not men?

We weren’t. We were a boy, an almost-guard, two scullery maids, a fairy, and a talking sword. Not a man among us.

“We avoid death,” I explained.

But so does he!

“Not for long,” Cassandra whispered. “If you don’t stop talking.” Her hand was on her sword’s hilt.

“He’s a witch!” Ayre whispered to me.

“Who? Dav?”

“Yes. I didn’t realize it at first. He has power. He—”

“But he can’t be,” I explained. “Because then the duchy would have three witches, four counting you, and that’s way too many.”

Ayre didn’t answer, so I guess I’d convinced him. I didn’t want him worrying. 

We went on, and at the outskirts of the capital, we found a hiding place so perfect it must have been part of Ayre’s plan. It was but a few hours’ walk from the castle gates, but densely wooded to give us cover, with a grassy clearing large enough for us and our horses, and a little spring-fed brook. It was so ideally suited to a night’s rest before a day of scouting and a regicide that I half-expected to find another band of heroes already camped there. Perhaps they’d been delayed.

I set out food from our stores while Cassandra tended the horses, and Ayre collected wood for a fire. Brydin went for water from the stream and came back with a plant she said was Staunchweed that we might need. I wished again that I could sing or whistle. It seemed like someone ought to be whistling while we worked that way. It felt like what a family must be. Everyone with a job to do for the benefit of all. 

After we ate, Cassandra stood to check on the horses again, and I finally unstrapped Smith from my back. He didn’t say anything, sulking from the day’s lack of fighting.

“You shouldn’t leave blood on your blade,” Cassandra told me. 

“I know that,” I said, looking about for a rag.

Ayre handed me his bright golden hanky and Brydin gazed at him admiringly. “That’s too beautiful to use!” she exclaimed. She traded me a cloth she had handy and smoothed the golden one out on her knees. I thought it looked a bit changed, faded maybe, but it was twilight, and I’d been wrong enough for one day.

“It’s very fine,” Brydin said. “How’d you come by it?”

Ayre had my mother’s amulet in his hands and a distant look in his eyes. “I don’t know really,” he said.

“I do,” I told him, clearing my blood from Smith’s sharp side. “You took it from the castle. It was what inside the witch’s egg.”

“Her book?”

“Yes. That thing that changed things.”

“I wonder what you would have seen it as,” Ayre said to Brydin, taking it back from her. He didn’t look at it though, as he tucked it away.

Brydin turned to me. “Why are you only polishing half your sword?” she asked.

“Because it only has the one sharp side,” I explained.

“It’s t’other way round,” she said. “It’s only bright on that side because it’s the one you’re polishing.”

I held the sword out before me. Its blade curved and pointed, and its outside edge shone cold in the failing light.

“Can I hold it?” she asked.

I knew Smith wouldn’t like it, but I was still cross with it for cutting me, and it was pouting too hard to speak up, so I gave it to Brydin.

She giggled and leapt to her feet with it. She swooshed it over her head and hacked at the air. “I could be a great warrior with a sword like this!” she cried. “I would fight dragons!”

The fairy darted about trying to stay out of Smith’s way.

At least she has spirit! the sword mocked me.

“Brydin,” Ayre said looking up from the amulet finally, which I think was rather what Brydin was hoping for, hopping about like a mad thing. “That sword you’re holding,” Ayre said. “How many sides does it have?”

“Four.”

“Four?” Ayre and I said together.

“Of course four,” she said. “Top and bottom, left and right.” She handed it back to me. “Everything has four sides,” she said. “It’s called geometry.” She had a point… 

I took Smith back from her and put it across my knees.

Ayre tried a different way. “How many sharp edges on the blade?” 

“Two,” she said sitting down closer to him than she had been. “You told us so in the prison wagon.”

He shook his head. “But how many do you see if you look with your own eyes.”

“Two.” Her eyes never left Ayre’s face. 

Cassandra came back to the campfire. She hadn’t been with us in the prison wagon, so I thought to give Ayre’s game a try. “Cassandra,” I said. “What do you think of Smith?

“He died,” she said. “I was the one who brought the news of it to the castle witch. You were there.”

“No, this!” I held the sword up to her. “Smith is its name.”

“That’s stupid,” she said. “Swords aren’t called by people names.”

“Oh, what do you know,” I snapped.

“More than you! I know that sword was made for the Lady Argaine.”

I chose to correct just one mistake. “It was made for the false high king.”

“Same thing,” Cassandra said with a wave. “He was to wed her to win it. Then she’d kill him with it on their wedding night.”

I opened my mouth and closed it again.

“That was the castle witch’s plan?” Ayre asked her.

“Yes, but not her first one,” Cassandra said. “She didn’t want an invincible sword around in the first place. It’s harder to kill a king if he has a sword that makes him unkillable. That would be a terrible strategy.”

“True,” I agreed, for how could I not? Cassandra had a mind for such things. She’d always wanted to be captain of the guards, like I’d wanted to be a witch, but we’d both gotten dull destinies.

“Why does everyone want the high king to die?” Brydin asked. “I mean beyond all the cruelty and wars?”

“And the new taxes and the seizures of land,” Ayre said.

“And the inherent antagonism between the ones who own land and the ones who have to work it,” Cassandra put in.

“Yes, aside from those things,” the fairy said. 

“And don’t forget,” I said, pleased to have something to add. “The spell he laid over Lynchburg to make everyone believe things weren’t as they were.”

“That’s not him,” Cassandra said. “That’s you. You’re the one forever making up things and expecting everyone to just go along with them. Having all the kitchen girls call that old privy your chamber, when it’s no more than a hole. Insisting your fleas are fairies. Giving yourself airs.”

I started to say that I wasn’t Ayre’s, but then I understood. She meant I gave him the name. 

“Don’t be cruel, Cassandra,” said Ayre, then continued before anyone could respond, “But why does the castle witch want the high king to die?”

“To restore the true king’s son to the throne,” Cassandra said, and my heart leapt. “She has him hidden in the woods, disguised as a witch.”

“No!” I cried. “That witch is a witch! Ayre’s the heir!”

“My, what a grip you have on things!” Cassandra sneered, although I held nothing but Smith. Then she made her voice low like mine. She was a master of mockery. “The air’s the air, and the sun’s the sun. It’s gone down now,” she said. “Go to sleep.”

Now, I knew perfectly well, as you children do, that the sun is a girl. She and her sister, the moon, take turns every day climbing up the round belly of the pregnant sky, and sliding down again. 

“How many sharp sides do you see on Smith?” I asked. It was where the conversation had started, and I would take it back there, by its hair if need be.

Cassandra stared at me and shook her head. 

“Look at it!” I said, holding Smith before me. “What do you see?”

“Nothing,” she said. “It’s so dark I can barely see your fleas.”

The fairy flew a loop over Cassandra’s head. 

“Yuck!” she cried. “Some of them died on me!” 

She tried to wipe the fairy dust away, but she fell asleep immediately. 

“Thank you,” I told the fairy. 

“I am not fleas,” she said. 

“I know that,” I said. “You’re a fairy.”

“I am not a fairy. Or a bat or flowers or a hat.” She perched on my head.

“What are you then?” Ayre asked.

“Magic,” she said.

“Yes, of course,” he agreed. “And we all see magicked things differently. As we are, not as they are.”

“Reality?” the fairy snorted. 

“Reality’s important,” Ayre said. “It’s what everyone agrees on.”

“Not everyone,” the fairy said, bedding down in my hair.

“Reality is what’s true whether everyone agrees or not,” Ayre insisted.

“You think there’s anything like that?”

“I think everything’s like that.” 

“Well,” said the fairy. “Maybe you’re a witch after all.”

“Look,” Ayre pointed into the darkness. “If I see a tree standing there, and you see a tree, and Wut charges off that direction, and runs into a tree, then there’s a real tree.”

The fairy yawned. “You think I’m a bat; Wut thinks I’m a fairy; and you’re both right. Every one of you thinks Smith is a sword, and you’re all wrong. That’s reality.” 

I lay down with a smile on my face, and Smith at my side, to sleep under the stars like a knight errant. Which is more than witches ever get to do. I still wished I could have been one, mind you, but I quite liked adventuring. Then I thought that, in a day or two, once Ayre was high king, our brave band would have nothing left of our quest, and I fell asleep without my smile. I slept longer than Smith did.

At first, I thought I was dreaming. Smith was in my hand and we were racing, fast and low, hidden by night and the thick trees, running toward—what? I didn’t know. I only knew we were hunting, ready to pounce and strike.

I ran into a tree.

I sat up, awake, and my first thought was that Ayre had magicked me into making his point about reality. Then Smith left my hands. I didn’t drop it, mind you. It jumped. It flung itself from my grip, up and into the branches.

“Ouch!” one of them cried.

Smith tumbled back to the ground. I’m so embarrassed! it said. Don’t look at me!

I picked it up. 

No, don’t touch me! it cried. I’m too ashamed!

Then, with a terrible howl, it launched itself into the tree again. 

“Stop throwing your sword at me!” the branch said. “I’ll come down.”

Smith clattered back to earth at my feet. I did it again! it wailed in my head. I didn’t mean to. I can’t help myself!

A person climbed down from the tree.

Sheath me! Smith urged. Lest I betray us again! 

Despite having told me to do it, the sword struggled mightily against being put away. By the time I’d gotten it back into my belt, the voice from the branches was down on the ground. It was barely morning, but I knew him at once, although I’d never seen him before in breeches and boots.

“Lord Argaine.” I made a curtsy. It wasn’t a very good one, but it was the best I had.

“I know you,” he said. “You’re that dotty kitchen maid.” He looked around in the pale light, confused. “How did you recognize me?”

Cassandra came galumphing up, heedless of the noise she made, and Argaine cowered behind his tree.

“What are you doing this far from camp?” Cassandra scolded. “We thought you’d been kidnapped! This wood is thick with thieves. Who’s this?” She drew her sword. 

I was so pleased Cass had feared for me that I nearly forgot where I was. “It’s Argaine,” I explained, and he stepped into view.

“My lady!” Cassandra went to one knee. 

“But,” Argaine looked between us, frowning. “But I’m disguised!”

“Yes, my lady.” Cassandra said.

“As a boy!”

“Yes, my lord!”

And Cass says I’m the one who bends around reality.

Argaine brushed twigs from his newly shorn hair. “I require breakfast,” he said.

“Yes my, er . . .” Cassie faltered. “My Llll—”

“Lady,” Argaine supplied. 

“But you aren’t a lady,” I said.

Cassandra gave me an evil glare. “She’s more of a lady than you’ll ever be!”

Which was true, but I explained. “No, she’s a boy.”

“Well!” Argaine sniffed, drawing himself up haughtily. “At least the duchy lunatic is fooled by my disguise.” He swept off in the wrong direction.

Cassandra trotted after him, and made another bow, and said, “My lady, if you would care to follow me?”

He did, and I followed too, with Smith twisting against my back and groaning. I was sure Brydin and Ayre would be relieved and delighted to see me safe, but Brydin’s expressions of joy and concern were lost in her confusion over Argaine’s appearance, and Ayre had gone fishing.

I’d thought his plan for the day was to go about the city finding out things, work our way into the castle, and kill the high king. But it was the fairy, I remembered, who’d said we ought to look during the day and invade at night. Ayre must have made a better plan. Maybe he’d magicked Argaine to us. But why had he stuck him up in a tree? Probably to make some point about the nature of reality. Argaine had been way up there, well over my head, and I knew how the fairy felt about philosophy.

“Hand over your sword to the lady,” Cassandra told me. “So that she can return with it to court, marry the king, cut off his head and give the throne to someone reasonable. And we can get on home.”

I started to explain that Ayre didn’t really have a home anymore, and that it wasn’t his destiny, but Argaine interrupted me, as the nobility may.

“I’m not going back there!” he cried. “I’m running away.”

I was made to be mastered by one who flees? Smith moaned into my brain. Kill me!

I couldn’t bring myself to tell Smith he was already dead. He was already upset. 

Brydin was cutting an apple up for Argaine. “What’s the castle like?” she asked. “Are the floors made of gold? Did you meet the High King?”

Argaine ate an apple slice and squinted at me. “There’s a tiny kitten in your hair.” He plucked the fairy from my head. “Oh, isn’t it the sweetest thing?” He cradled the fairy in the broad palm of his hand. The fairy cozied in, looking very pleased.

“The lady’s kind even to insects!” Cassandra murmured to Brydin.

“You didn’t tell me your hat was fashionable,” Brydin hissed at me. “I heard peasant-chic was in, but I didn’t believe it!”

“Why did you run away?” I asked Argaine. But just then Ayre walked back into camp with a fish, so we had to stop and explain everything to him. It didn’t work, and he asked Argaine to start at the beginning. 

“The latest beginning,” Argaine said, “Started yesterday. A rider came to the high court from Greenmere in the early morning and met with the Duke, my uncle, and told him the Sword of Destiny had been found and was on its way. So, when Dav arrived, of course we all thought he’d brought it with him, but he said he’d found a cleverer way.”

That cleverer way was us, but the news didn’t please me.

“Then the Question met with the high king,” Argaine went on. “They did some kind of magic, because it had been raining all day, and suddenly the clouds whisked away.”

“That was Ayre!” I said.

Argaine frowned at me. “Yes, I suppose the wizard used air to blow the clouds away. Either way, once the sun was shining brightly the king went out on his balcony and made a proclamation. He would find his wife at the ball the next night, and the royal wedding would be the following day.”

“That’s tomorrow!” Brydin exclaimed. “Can we stay for the wedding?” she asked Ayre. “Please!”

“I don’t really see how there can be a wedding,” Cassandra said, “If Argaine kills the groom the night before.”

Brydin waved those concerns away. “Weddings are all about the bride.”

“I can’t marry the high king!” Argaine cried.

“No of course not,” I said. “You wouldn’t want to marry a man.”

“No, I do!” he exclaimed. “But one who loves me! Not one who simply lusts for my sword.”

“Er,” I said.

“You don’t understand!” cried Argaine.

“It’s all right, my lady.” Ayre patted Argaine’s hand. “We’re all in a bit over our heads.”

Or soon to be separated from them, Smith growled to me.

“I understand,” Cassandra told Argaine. “You’re going to be king.”

“I don’t want to!” Argaine wailed, clutching the fairy. 

Ayre had born it much more bravely when I’d handed the same sentence to him.

“But that’s the plan,” Cassandra explained. “And plans are for following. They’re useless otherwise.”

“Oh,” said I. “new plans are easily made.”

“You don’t make things,” Cassandra snapped. “You make them up. I should have known anything you were a part of would get hopelessly snarled and twisted around. We should stick with the plan.”

“Or Ayre could magic us all dresses, and we could go to the ball,” Brydin suggested.

“Why would we do that?” I said.

“Um. Spying?” Brydin tried.

“Ayre will know what to do,” I told them all. 

“I caught a nice fish,” he said. “How about breakfast?”

Which, I thought, was the reason we all listened to him, and why he would be king one day. Isn’t that right dear? 








  
  
  If It Be Chance Or Fate, We Curse The Twain.

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




[image: Image]

At least I wasn’t going to be king. That was a relief.

“Don’t worry,” said Wut. “You’ll still be king.”

I looked at Argaine, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention. I couldn’t decide about her; she was wearing boy’s clothes, but she still looked like a girl, only Wut had said she was a boy. When are you what you were made, and when are you what you want to be, and when are you what it feels like you ought to be? I didn’t know, but if Argaine said she was a girl, I wasn’t going to argue. I liked looking at her either way.

We got a fire going for the fish, and I spread our concealment spell so no one would see the flames or the smoke. I realized I was getting good at it and felt a sort of stirring of pride. I tried to remember if I’d ever before gotten good at something and couldn’t think of it. Maybe fishing, but that was easy. I’d managed to catch a flutterfish, a good five stone, so it could feed all of us. Brydin and I decided to cook it over a spit with juice from the pears Alice had given us, then roast the pears in the coals for sweetness. 

We sat and ate, not talking. Or maybe they did, I don’t know, I was busy with my own thoughts. I kept thinking, it doesn’t make sense, followed by, of course not, it’s magic. But that wasn’t a very satisfying answer.

As we were finishing up the pears, I said, “Cassandra.”

“Yes?”

“You never answered Wut’s question. How many sharpened edges do you see on her sword? What does it look like?”

“Two edges, a straight sword.”

“So that’s something only Wut sees different.”

“Because she’s crazy,” said Cassandra, shrugging.

“No,” I said before Wut could reply. “She isn’t.” I looked over at her. She was wearing that expression that says, I know things along with the one that says, I trust you. “I’m not sure what she is,” I said to Cassandra while still looking at Wut. “But she isn’t crazy.” Wut smiled a little at that.

“What’s this about?” said Argaine.

“It’s about the—” It took me a moment to remember, then I finished, “the kitten, my lady.”

“The kitten? The one on her head?”

“Yes.”

“What about it?”

Suddenly, the idea of explaining it all was just too much. I shook my head. The bat fluttered over and whispered in my ear, “Don’t worry too much. You just need a little wisdom.”

“Do you see any lying around?”

“You’ll get there, I know that much. All you have to do is reach the place where you can’t move forward, then take the next step.”

“Oh, well, that’s good.”

“I mean it, you know. It’s advice that’s a lot more practical than you think it is.”

“If there’s something I need to figure out, why don’t you just tell me and save us all some trouble?”

“If I knew what it was, I’d tell you.”

“Okay,” I said. “I trust you.”

“And that is a small step toward wisdom.”

“I’ll bet that by the time I figure out what your advice means, I’ll either have already taken it, or already missed the chance.”

“And there’s another step.”

Wut said, “Should we get started?”

We all agreed that we should, but then we just sat there. Maybe we were all a bit drowsy from eating a big breakfast, but it seemed like no one felt like jumping up and getting started. Not even Wut.

I thought about lying down. Then I thought about how nice it would be put my head on Lady Argaine’s lap. I knew that could never happen, but I could think about it. She seemed so sad and kind. I did stretch out in the grass for a while and looked up at the sky.

My thoughts went in circles. They kept coming back to this: if you saw magicked things as you were, then who was Wut? I could have just said she was crazy, like Cassandra said, but there was more to it than that. I thought about the way she talked, and how her brows came together when she was thinking, and the way she’d put her hands on her hips when she got impatient, and how it had felt with my arm around her when we were riding together, but those thoughts didn’t bring me any closer to understanding anything.

She thought the sword had a single edge.

She thought the bat-hat-mite cloud-kitten was a fairy.

She thought I was the lost heir.

She saw magicked things as she was, but she also saw other people as she was. How did that make sense? Was I trying to make sense of things that weren’t supposed to make sense? Should I just accept them? But I was supposed to be a witch, and even if I was just channeling the magic of the amulet, I still had to understand things to make them do what I wanted. Didn’t I?

Wut was as kind as Argaine, but instead of kind and sad, she was kind and joyful. Mum said that the world was made for the hard, not the happy, but I didn’t want that to be true.

I took out the amulet and studied it. I felt the others watching me, but no one said anything. The bands, that I remembered as white, blue, and dark blue, looked different held against the sky. The white was still white, but now the others had changed, one to black, the other to yellow, or maybe gold. Was that more of my eyes playing tricks, or did it mean something? I kept watching, and as I did, the colors seemed to flow through and into each other. I blinked and rubbed a hand over my eyes, but the effect continued.

Well, it was magic; what did I expect?

I watched it little longer, then gave up and closed my eyes. I didn’t expect to have a dream in which everything became clear, so I wasn’t disappointed at the silly dream I got. There was something about riding on a horse and then walking toward a castle that kept getting further away—but it wasn’t useful for anything.

It was Cassandra, finally, who said we’d wasted enough of the morning and should get going, and Brydin was eager to get to exploring the castle. I was just as glad to delay. Lady Argaine seemed to agree with me, and Wut just kept herself busy polishing half of her sword and packing away Alice’s supplies. 

It was just an hour later, I think, we came over the hill and saw the castle. At first, I couldn’t tell how big it was, until I saw the little dots on the walls and realized they were people.

The walls were huge, and I could only imagine how thick. There was a massive door facing me, and it was closed. Castle Greenmere seemed like a child’s toy by comparison. The tiny dots at the top of the wall were in constant movement, and there were a lot of them. There was also nothing except a road and wide-open spaces between us and the gate.

We all stopped to look at it.

“Well,” I said after what seemed like a long time. “I think we’re in trouble.” 
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     As your grandfather lost his confidence, so did the group. We stood at the rise of a hill looking out over a plain with the castle before us—huge and menacing—the guards atop the wall small as beetles and as scuttling. And from within those high, thick walls, like a worm in the pit of a fruit, poisoning us all, was the false king.

The road here was wide enough for the horses to go three abreast. Brydin had managed to get into the saddle with Ayre, so I rode behind Cassandra to let Argaine ride alone with his tears. He didn’t want to return to the capital, but he wouldn’t go off on his own because he’d already fallen in love with your grandfather by then.

Yes, I think everyone who met him did, at least a little, except maybe Cassandra.

Well, because he was kind and brave, and he thought about things. And because he was uncertain. It’s a strange thing, isn’t it? I loved Ayre for his courage, but also for his doubt. For his daring-do and also his do-what?

I knew he didn’t have a plan. The bardic confidence he’d had since we left Alice’s inn was gone, and I’d seen him staring into my mother’s necklace more. Every time he used it, it seemed to tug him from reality. But he was well-rooted in the stuff, and mostly stuck to it. So, when he said we were in trouble, I believed him, although we didn’t seem to be in anything to me, only outside of things―like the castle wall and history.

Argaine drew a breath that shuddered like a loose pot lid. “Must we really return?” he sighed, turning to Ayre. “What’s the plan?”

“I don’t have one.”

“Where’d it go?” Brydin looked about.

“The way of all things,” the fairy said.

Ayre shook his head. “Things are changing.”

“Like I said,” the fairy agreed.

“What’s changed?” I asked Ayre.

“The necklace, the way magic feels, our lives.” He shrugged heavily. “Everything.”

“Let me see?” I held out my hand for the necklace, and Ayre reached across the space between our horses to put it in my hand. 

It had been several days since I’d held it, and I felt the same hungry sadness I always did. Not that I cried looking at it. The place where tears come from was dry as an old bruise. “It looks the same to me,” I said.

“But that’s you, isn’t it?” Cassandra said. “You see everything differently.”

I was going to explain that I didn’t, I saw it the same, but it’s awkward arguing with someone you’re behind. Instead, I said, “We need a way to get close to the king.”

“His engagement ball is tonight.” Brydin tried to say it casually. “We could sell the horses to buy fine clothes. We can’t go to a castle ball dressed as we are.”

“You can’t go to a castle ball as you are,” Argaine said. “No matter how you’re dressed.” 

“We could wash, too,” Brydin offered.

“Wouldn’t help,” Argaine said. “Where you come from sticks to you.”

“But we have magic!” Brydin pleaded. “Ayre, can’t you do that thing you did at the inn? Make us look like whatever people want to see?”

“Wouldn’t work.” Argaine shook his head. “The guards would see threats, and the gentry, underlings.”

Brydin deflated. “How are we even going to get inside the gates then?”

“We shouldn’t,” Argaine said. “It’s a terrible place—the king, his dukes and their ladies, the power and fear, intrigue and lies.”

“That’s why we’re going,” I said. “We can’t fix that from here.”

“You can’t fix anything.”

“I can fix a nice pie,” I said. “And corn fritters and tea. And Ayre can fix razors and sharpen knives. Cassandra’s good with horses. We’ll get into the castle like we did back home, by being—“

“Invisible!” Brydin exclaimed.

“Useful,” I corrected.

“Unlikely,” said the fairy. 

“I can read and write,” said Argaine.

“Not much call for that in the scullery.” Brydin was cross with Argaine.

“I can play the lute.”

“Kitchens are no place for play.”

“You can help me,” Ayre said. “Apprentice knife sharpener.”

“Oh!” said Brydin. 

Argaine said nothing, and we all waited to see if he’d accept the new title. It wasn’t grand as “lady,” but it said what it did, and I thought that a good sign. I like titles with verbs implied. Argaine looked at Ayre. “Will you really teach me?”

“I’ll try,” he said. “Mum said I had no knack for it, but maybe you will.”

“I’d like that,” Argaine said.

“What I’d like,” Cassandra interrupted. “Is a better plan.”

“And I suppose you have a spare one lying about?” I asked.

“I do,” Cassandra said. “We return the Duke Beltham’s sword and niece to him and go home to our families.”

There were so many things wrong with that we all spoke at once. The only one who stayed silent was Smith who, I realized, hadn’t had much to say since he’d thrown himself at Argaine. 

Smith! I thought in my mind, but he didn’t answer, distraught, I sensed, over having been destined for Argaine. Out loud I said, “Argaine doesn’t want to be king.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Cassandra insisted. “It’s destiny.”

“Kings are men,” said Brydin. “Everyone knows that.”

I said, “But Argaine is a—” Then I stopped, thinking of Smith again. “Ayre told me destiny is what you want things to be,” I said. “And besides, being king is Ayre’s destiny.”

“I don’t want to be king either,” said Ayre.

“That’s different,” I explained, because it was, and besides, someone had to be king. 

We’d been riding while we argued and were nearly to the castle wall. And still not resolved as heroes should be. I stuck Smith in my belt and tied my underskirt about my shoulders like a fine cape. I marshaled my wits. “There are three things I’ve known all my life,” I said.

“Oh, Six Mountains save us,” Cassandra groaned. “Not this again.”

“Three things,” I said. “That nothing is an accident, that the false king used magic to make truth disappear in Lynchburg, and that the true king’s destiny belongs to one man. You two are two. You can’t both be king, and since Ayre is the heir, he should be.”

Everyone, except Smith again, had things to say about this, and we reached the castle gates before we’d agreed on what to do when we got there. And even if we had, it wouldn’t have helped. Say what you like about there being only one reality, the one that turns up is never there in your plans.

As we neared the castle wall, the guards all dropped to one knee before Argaine. “My lady,” they said, and they rose to return him to everything he’d been trying to flee. I knew Ayre didn’t have a plan, but I also hoped this fit into it. 
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     The walls I’d first seen were the outer walls, and there was a vast space between them and one even higher. The space was filled with tents and wagons and makeshift stalls: a market. We got curious looks as we went past, and within the inner wall, where we stood in the courtyard with the guards bowing to Argaine. She looked so sad. 

I tried to look like I belonged where I was as a young man approached me, looking humble, like he was waiting for something. I looked around, hoping someone could give me a clue. There was a boy by each horse, and Cassandra was giving her reins to one of them. Wut did the same. I gave the lad next to my horse its reins, acting as if I expected nothing less, and he promptly led the beast away. 

I looked around to see where everyone was going, but they were all looking at me. I swallowed, then nodded solemnly to Lady Argaine, hoping she’d know what I meant. What did I mean? I had no idea. I was hoping she would know. 

She handled it perfectly, setting off toward the keep with an air of royalty. We fell into line behind her. A man came toward us, flanked by two guards in shiny clean gear. The guy himself looked like a dandelion: tall and skinny with a huge mop of fair hair under a tiny yellow cap. He wore green pantaloons and a white shirt trimmed in red, and his outfit must have taken seven spinners and ten tailors working for a week just to make. He looked like an idiot.

“Welcome back, my lady,” he said to Argaine. I tried to read his expression. He seemed sincere, and I didn’t detect any triumph, or worry, or anything else. I decided the closer you got to the king, the better you were at not letting anyone know what you think, so I guessed this guy must be pretty close.

“Thank you, Lord Batanoi,” Argaine said. The nod of her head told me she was of higher status than he was. You learn a lot about a hierarchy when you’re at the bottom of one. He turned and gestured toward the castle. She gave a haughty toss of her head, allowed the guards to flank her, and Batanoi to fall in behind, as she stepped imperiously inside. Knowing how little she wanted to be there, I was impressed with how well she carried it off.

We entered the castle beneath a high stone archway, wide enough that we could have all walked abreast. I didn’t see any sort of door, but there probably was one up above or something. I didn’t want to look around too much, because I’d have appeared like, well, like I was: a boy from a tiny town in a minor duchy visiting the high king’s castle for the first time.

We continued down a short hallway to a room the entire village of Greenmere could have fit into. And all around it were tapestries showing hunts, and fights, and things I didn’t understand. They were full of golds and silvers and reds and yellows and purples, so much color that I couldn’t even imagine how much work it would have taken to spin all that cloth. Batanoi said, “His Grace and his Majesty are both anxious to see you, lady. We were worried about you.”

She sniffed. “As you can see, I was in no danger. I had my guard with me at all times.”

“Your guard?” he said looking at us.

I should have magicked us all to look like guardsmen, but it was too late now.

“Do not judge by appearances,” said Argaine.

Wut leaned close to me and said, “What are we going to do?”

“Follow Argaine,” I whispered back. “If she brings us to the king, we’ll be able to end it right now.”

“Um, there may be a problem.”

“Of course, there is,” I whispered back. 

“Smith isn’t talking to me.”

Well, wasn’t that just a fine notch in the razor! I didn’t answer. The only thing I’d come up with for a plan was get to the false king, and then fight, and hope maybe I could cast a spell or something that would break his. But without Smith in the fight, what chance did we have?

At the end of the hall was a long, curving stairway that split in two. Both sides led to the same place, another large hall, overlooking the stairway and the room we’d left. Why would you have a stairway split in two just in order to come back to the same place? It’s stupid.

As we continued through the hall, still following Argaine like a procession, the bat fluttered over to me. Lord Batanoi, his eye caught by the motion, turned and looked at it, then he frowned and went back to following Argaine. I wondered what it looked like to him.

“Don’t worry about the sword,” said the bat into my ear. “You have bigger problems.”

“Oh, good,” I said. “What problems are those?”

“That’s the Question,” it said, and at that moment Dav appeared, stepping out from somewhere off to the side. He gave me a nod of greeting.

“Thanks for the warning,” I told the bat.
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Lord Batanoi bowed to the Question. Even Argaine lowered his head, but then his eyes snuck over to look at Ayre who was looking at me while I was looking at Argaine.  

“Carry on.” The Question dismissed Argaine with a wave of his hand. “Come along,” he said to us.

“But—” Argaine protested. “My personal guard!”

“No, no.” The Question waved again. “You have the king’s guard to protect you now. Believe me, they will not leave your side.”

“These—” Argaine started.

The Question cut him off. “Your guard is travel-worn and weary. I’ll see to them personally. And you have the ball to prepare for, my lady. Peasant chic will not be appropriate for the festivities this evening.”

Even without Smith whispering murder in my ear, I considered it. I was terrified of the Question, and felt terrible for poor Lady Argaine, who looked like he was about to start crying again. He’d been so elegant and proud just minutes ago, but I could see it crumbling. He didn’t want to be separated from us, but what could he say? Ladies aren’t supposed to cause a scene. Batanoi took Argaine’s elbow and with one last, tragic glance over his shoulder at Ayre, the lady Argaine allowed herself to be led away. 

I thought it would be grand to be glanced at that way, but Ayre didn’t seem to enjoy it. He looked miserable with the fairy perched on his shoulder like a gargoyle of sorrow. But he lifted his chin and gave the Question such a glare that I thought Dav would burst into flames. He didn’t. Instead, he gave another wave, and six soldiers materialized from somewhere to surround us. The Question turned, and led us up a flight of stairs, down a hall, along a balcony, and into a small, dark room where five chairs were drawn up to a round table beside a smoky fireplace. 

Won’t you please have a seat?” The Question waved at the table, and the guards stepped forward to pull out the chairs.

The guard closest to me gave a yelp, spotting Smith beneath my cape. He moved to disarm me, but the Question shouted, “Stop! That sword’s invincible,” he told the soldier. “Fight the wench for it, and you’ll die.”

I was a wench? I tried to decide if I liked that. What if I did?

The soldier took a step away.

“Have no fear,” the Question told him. “I’ll get it from her another way.”

“Sit,” he said.

Ayre didn’t. No one did.

The Question sighed. “Please,” he said. “I have a task I must accomplish. It is my sworn duty to the High King. I—“

“The false king!” I said.

“If you like. It is, nevertheless, my true duty. I have both the need and the ability to carry it out with or without your cooperation. If I have to, I will hurt you. That I take no pleasure in hurting you, and, indeed, would rather not, makes no difference. I will do what I must. If you cooperate, you’ll go unscathed and I think we’d all prefer that.”

We all just stood there instead.

The Question sighed again. “You have my admiration,” he said. “But that is the best I can give you. Now sit.”

He raised his hand as if to wave us into sitting. Ayre, who was standing on the opposite side of the table from the Question moved his arm like he was blocking a punch. The Question’s hand stopped midway. He looked at Ayre, and I think really saw him for the first time. Ayre shrugged. 

“I admit,” Dav said. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Then his eyes narrowed, and he seemed to be gritting his teeth. He raised his hand again, his eyes fixed on Ayre, and for the first time I felt afraid.

I thought of what Smith would say. He’d tell me to look for weaknesses, so I did. But I didn’t see much that looked wobbly. The six guards were sturdy and well-armed, standing evenly spaced behind us as we stood around the circular table. It was too heavy to flip up or knock down, and so were they. I was on the opposite side of the table from a fireplace, which would have been poor planning if I’d planned it that way. 

I kept looking. The rest of the room was shadowy. A private chamber, wood-paneled, with shelves of books. More than the castle witch had had. A cold thrill seized me. This room could be the king’s. He’d been in here. The man I’d come to kill.

“Brydin, duck!” Ayre shouted.

She did, and a shelf of books exploded behind her like it’d been shot with a cannon.

Ayre closed his eyes, and the Question went so still I thought Ayre had killed him, and we’d won. But dead people fall down. At least I thought they ought to. 

“Sir?” one of the soldiers said.

“Yes!” The Question roared, shrugging off Ayre’s spell like a wolf pelt. His arms flew out, and Ayre moaned. 

An arrow of flame shot from the Question, puffed into smoke, and blew away. He and Ayre stared at each other, deadlocked. Any spell the Question could work, Ayre could block, and the other way around. “Curses take you all,” said the Question. “I didn’t want to do it this way.” To the guards, he said, “Kill the tall one.” 

The two guards closest to Cassandra reached for her.

“Don’t!” shouted Ayre. 

The soldiers hesitated, but only for a moment. The Question’s command had no magic. Just authority. But they mostly work the same, and Ayre had neither. Cassandra pulled her knife, and I drew Smith. Or I tried to anyway. He’d always leapt into my hand before. Now I struggled to get him free. 

When I did, he felt heavy and unwieldy. I swung him anyway. I imagined what he’d say, how he’d watch shoulders not blades. I swung, and missed, and parried a strike that would have taken off my head. 

I pretended I was Smith, with his rage and blood thirst. I gave a horrible scream and struck overhand twice, the first blow light, the second one thundering. The soldier blocked the first, looking surprised it hadn’t been stronger. He over-balanced, and my second stroke connected with the side of his head. The metal of his helmet rang beneath Smith, and the shock of it ran up my arm.

The soldier fell, and the next took his place. I fought as well as I could. Ayre did the same. But Smith had killed himself or was asleep, and the Question was older and trained. By the time the third soldier sliced off my ear, and took Smith away—

Yes, that’s what happened. No, I won’t take off my cap. You’ve seen me without it a thousand times. 

No, you’ll understand later.

Where was I? Oh, yes. Smithless and bleeding in a chair at the table where Brydin and Cassandra had already been seated forcibly, with Ayre and the Question still standing, locked in battle, staring into each other’s eyes. Brydin looked up and saw me and screamed, “Wut’s headless!” Which was a gross exaggeration. 

No, that means it was big.

Yes, it was gross too.

No, I’m not sure what it’s called when a thing is true twice. 

But Brydin’s scream distracted Ayre, and he forgot to keep fighting. He ran to me, but the Question got there first, and when Ayre reached for my shoulders, Dav reached for him. He tore my mother’s amulet right off its chain and the loose strand of it landed on the arm of my chair. I think I fainted then.

I didn’t stay that way. When I opened my eyes again, Ayre was holding his golden hanky to the side of my head, or trying to. Mostly he was being dragged back to his chair by the only guard who wasn’t guarding Brydin or Cassandra or bleeding. 

The Question turned my necklace over in his hand. “Which of Greenmere’s witches gave you this?” he asked Ayre.

“A duchy can have only one witch,” I spat out. “Everyone knows that.”

The Question turned his eyes to me. “You really are batty, aren’t you?”

“It’s a fairy,” I said.

“What?”

“Yes?”

He just stared at me. It was the first time I’d ever seen him wrong-footed, and I liked it.

“Foolishness,” he muttered, turning back to Ayre.

“It’s not foolishness, you ligelfish,” I said. “And until you can see what it truly is, you can’t do anything.”

“Do not test me,” said the Question. “You cannot imagine what I’m capable of.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I told him. “I have a powerful imagination.”

“You have no power at all.” His eyes went back to Ayre. “Power, like magic, is not for the likes of you.” 

“It likes me just fine,” I said. 

“Who’s it for, then?” Ayre asked, and I really wished he hadn’t. I’d been trying to keep the Question’s attention off him.

He was doing the same for me. “If I can do magic,” he said, “who are you to say it’s not for me?”

The Question dismissed him with a wave. “Anyone can use a charmed necklace.”

I knew that wasn’t true. I’d never been able to use it. Not even as jewelry.

“Do you know what magic is?” the Question asked Ayre.

“It’s one thing and another at the same time,” I said, trying again to draw his eye.

The Question didn’t even glance my way. “Magic is the power to make things other than they are. It’s a not a power for people, but for kings.  Kings create stability, but not even the truest could rule a kingdom where kitchen maids and barber’s sons change the world. What sort of kingdom would that be?”

“A nicer one,” Brydin mumbled. 

“That kind of power should be shared,” Ayre said.

“But not everyone has magic, do they?” The Question’s voice was like a cat’s. He looked at Brydin. “You don’t, do you?”

She shook her head.

“And that’s not fair, is it?” he said.

“No.” Brydin lowered her eyes.

“It’s not fair for it all to belong to the king either,” Ayre said.

“But that’s perfect equality. You and he,” the Question gestured between Brydin and Ayre, “Would have exactly the same—absolutely equal amounts of nothing. It’s infinitely divisible.”

“You have magic,” said Ayre.

“In service to the king. Otherwise, like you, I’d have nothing.”

“But I don’t want nothing!” Brydin whimpered.

“Not even proper grammar,” the fairy said.

“You want something?” the Question asked. “Tell me what it is.”

Brydin sniffed and glanced at Ayre. “I’ll not say,” she said.

“All of you want something,” the Question said. “Come, tell me what it is.” There was something about how he spoke that reminded me of the woods witch performing an incantation. I was about to warn everyone that it was a spell, but Cassandra spoke before I could, saying, “I want something! I want to be captain of the guard, and I want to—“

“Done!” The Questions waved his hand, and Cassie sat up straighter in her chair. Her new uniform gleamed. The soldiers all snapped to attention and saluted. The fairy sidled away. The Question’s eyes darted towards it, and he frowned. 

“I want to go to the ball!” Brydin clapped her hand over her mouth.

The Question smiled. “Bippity boppity boo!” And Brydin was stunning and covered in finery.  

The fairy by now had worked her way over to Ayre. 

“I want a family.” I barely whispered it. Really, it was just a thought, only out loud. I should have wished to have Smith back, but I guessed he was destined for Argaine and had abandoned me.

The Question glanced toward the fairy, made a strange gesture using both hands, and pointed at my belly. 

“Oh,” I said. “No!” I cried.

“I want the truth,” Ayre said.

“You won’t like it,” the Question replied.

“I want it anyway.”

The Question turned over his shoulder and frowned at the fairy, who had worked her way almost halfway around the table.

“How are you doing that?” he asked Ayre.

“What?”

“Throwing your shadow across the room.”

“My shadow?”

The Question growled low in his throat like a hoarse frog. “You think I’m fool enough not to recognize a fellow magician’s dark shadow?” he asked. “Answer my question, and I’ll tell you the truth.”

“I don’t need the truth anymore,” said Ayre, smiling. “I have a plan.”
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Dav glared at me. “What’s the plan, then?”

“It would be stupid for me to tell you. You might stop it.”

“You know that I can make you tell me. It won’t be pleasant, boy, and when I’m done, you may never be the same again.”

I pretended to think about it, although I knew what I was going to say. The instant he’d said what he did about thinking the bat was a shadow, I’d known. I wasn’t sure I could do it, mind, but I knew. Dav had seen the bat as the shadow of a sorcerer, and you see magic as you are. The pendant had been taken from me, but Dav was a witch himself. So—

What’s that? What do you mean, boy?

Oh, yes. Sometimes I say witch, sometimes sorcerer. Your other grandmother says wizard. It’s the same thing, after all. Magic is magic. What fool would imagine there could be two different kinds? As I was saying, Dav was a witch, and if he knew I was a witch, that meant I really was one. The pendant had found magic in me, and while I wore it, I was more powerful. But I really was a witch all the same, that’s what I realized.

But I had to play the part, so I said, “No, I think it’s best if you don’t know what I have planned.”

He glared at me, and I felt a pressure start up around my head. I was hoping that he couldn’t tell how strong my resistance was, and I was hoping my resistance was strong enough. But I didn’t let it go on too long before I screamed and said, “All right! I’ll tell you! Stop!” I wanted to give Wut a reassuring wink, but I didn’t dare.

Dav nodded and said, “I’m sorry to have to have done that to you, boy. Let’s hear it, then. And don’t think to lie to me.”

I nodded, pretending I needed a couple of deep breaths, then I said, “All right. As soon as you left, I was going to use my mark.”

“What mark?”

“My witch’s mark.”

He scoffed. “There’s no such thing.”

“Well, I have one, I thought all witches did. Whenever I concentrate on it, it glows, and it puts people to sleep.”

He scoffed again. “Where is this mark?”

“Here, on my shoulder. It’s small, but it’s there, it starts glowing whenever I focus on it.”

“Show me.”

I pulled my shirt down over my shoulder.

“I don’t see it.”

“It’s not easy to see. It isn’t dark or anything. I mean, it’s just like a tracing in my skin.”

He leaned closer, and, as he was holding the pendant, he brought that closer, too.

I concentrated on it, feeling the connection to it in his hand and thought, hot!

Dav cried out, opened his hand, and the pendant fell. I wanted to grab it, but I knew it was too hot to touch. I kept my eyes on Dav, who spread his hands, and, as I’d hoped, his first reaction was defensive; he expected me to continue our battle.

I took half a step forward and stood on the pendant—it wasn’t so hot that it burned through my boot, and now I could feel it; my senses expanded.

He expected me to attack him, and who was I to disappoint him? In our previous battle, it had been close until I’d gotten distracted. I hoped this time I could strike before his defenses were up. I focused on him and struck—

And he blocked me.

I thought, well, it had been worth a try.

Then Wut hit him in the back of the head with a chair, and he went down in a heap.

The bat had taken its cue and put the guards to sleep. Cassandra walked to each one, cracking their heads against the ground to keep them that way.

“Good job,” I told Wut. Then I turned to the other two. “Are you still with us, or have all of your dreams come true?”

“With you,” said Brydin.

Captain Cassandra straightened from the last guard, dusting her hands. “All right. What are we doing?”

“We need to rescue Argaine,” I said.

“She seemed safe enough,” said Brydin.

“We’re not leaving her here,” I said.

“I can’t hear you!” Wut said.

I turned back to her.

She was frowning. “I was talking to Smith.”

“Let me see your ear.”

“It’s right there,” she said, pointing to it on the floor.

“I mean, let me see where it’s meant to be.”

I picked up the pendant, which had cooled down enough to not burn me, fixed the chain, and put it around my neck again. Then I went to look at Wut’s head. It was still bleeding badly, and she was pale.

“Brydin,” I said. “Get me—“

She was already holding the ear. I nodded and took it, trying not to think about—

Yes, honey, it was disgusting. That’s what I was trying not to think about.

But the bigger problem was that I’d never tried healing magic before. It was scary.

I touched Wut’s head just above the wound. She flinched. I walked around so I was in front of her. She looked at me, steadily, trusting. I reached out slowly and again touched her head above the wound. This time she didn’t move.

“Close your eyes,” I said, and she did without hesitation.

I thought about the pendant as I brought the detached ear back to her head, and I stared at the wound, and at the place where an ear should connect to a head. I moved closer, back around to the side, with the feeling I was sinking into the pendant, and my fingers, no, it wasn’t like they were sinking into her head, but like my sense of touch extended. And I still didn’t know what to do.

Help me, I told the pendant, but there was nothing there to talk to, it was just a thing. I fell into it deeper though, and deeper. It felt as if I could just go deep enough, I’d understand what to do—

Wut, Brydin, and Cassandra were looking up at me.

“Are you all right?” said Wut.

“What happened?”

“You passed out.”

“Oh . . .your ear!”

She touched it. “Good as new. Are you all right?”

“A little dizzy, but fine other than that, I think. Help me stand.”

They did, and I wobbled a bit, then nodded. I thought about Argaine, stuck in this castle she hated, and I was suddenly angry with myself for having brought her back to a place she had already escaped. I remembered the way she’d looked at me, and how Wut had kissed me when I’d rescued her, and I decided I would do the same for Argaine no matter what. I touched the pendant and tried to feel outside the door. As far as I could tell, there was no one there, so I opened it. I nodded to the others, and we started down the hall. After about a hundred feet, we saw a pair of guards flanking a door, and I tensed, but they ignored us. We continued and came across a child dressed as a princess in black and silver.

“Hello,” I said. “Do you know where the ball is being held?”

She pointed further up. “The room with the double doors with gold around the edges,” she said.

“Thank you.”

She nodded regally.

I turned to the others. “Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”

As we walked, Wut said, “Smith still isn’t himself.” She had him back hidden under the skirt tied to her back. “If we have to fight to free Argaine, I won’t be very good at it.”

“You’re better than you think,” I said. “That’s what I learned. The power, the magic, they come from me. The pendant is a teacher, it helps me understand how to use it. Smith’s the same way. Everything you’ve done has been you. Because the magic always turns out to have been inside you all along, that’s how these things work. Even I know that.” I wasn’t sure that she believed me. 
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     I didn’t have time to think about whether I believed him. The tiny princess, in her beautiful black and silver gown, walked along with us as though she’d always been going our way, singing a little song to herself in a voice so pure, so ancient and innocent, it made my belly ache. But even with her easy manner in her formal dress, the closer we got to the black doors with their gold trim, the larger they loomed, and the worse I felt. Way back at Castle Greenmere, Ayre had said I was the one who had to charge into wherever we were going, but here we were, and I was not in a charging mood. Perhaps I needed different shoes. 

My feet slowed. My courage ran away. Ayre had defeated the Question, who was the scariest person I’d ever even heard about, but I couldn’t stop thinking there was much worse behind those doors. But why was I the only person doubting? Brydin and Cassandra had gotten what they wanted most in the world, and really, so had I. I had a family. I could tell because I was afraid for them, walking so bravely. And the doors kept getting closer and larger and more forbidding. Dread dragged at me like an ox yoke until I stopped, unable to pull the freight of fright I hauled. 

“What is it?” Ayre asked.

“We can’t just waltz in there!” I said. “We don’t know how to dance!”

“I do!” Brydin spun herself. “It comes with the dress!” Her travel-stained skirt poofed out around her like straws from an old broom. 

“You’re not wearing a dress.” I looked at Ayre. “She isn’t, is she?”

He frowned. “I don’t know.” He made an it-isn’t-trousers gesture at her legs. “Maybe?”

“But there’re guards on either side of those doors,” I said. “Eight deep.”

“I’ll order them aside,” Cassandra said. “They’ll obey their captain.”

Something inside me lurched and kicked. More family. 

“I think the Question’s magic is backwards of yours,” I told Ayre. “It’s dangerous.”

“I know,” he said. “I’m the one who fought him, remember?”

I thought I’d fought the Question too, only with a chair instead of magic, or even a sword, so maybe it didn’t count. Still, I was pleased to have defeated such a foe without Smith’s help.

“Besides,” he said. “We have to. Argaine’s in there.”

His eyes shone with certainty, and maybe something else besides, and he was right. We started walking again. Or Ayre and the little princess did. Brydin minced, Cassandra strode, and I hauled myself and my fear. 

The castle of the high king glittered spotless, the least magical place I’ve ever seen. But fear is its own kind of spell. That’s why Questions are so powerful. Argaine, who knew this world better than any of us, had gone off with Lord Batanoi even though she outranked him and hadn’t wanted to, because here, you disbelieve and obey. But you children know me. I’m forever putting things in the wrong spot and believing silly things. My “dis” got misplaced, so I believed and disobeyed. “Cassandra’s not a captain,” I told Ayre. “And Brydin’s not a princess, and I won’t act otherwise. I won’t follow those rules. We can’t just pretend things are as we wish them to be.” 

He stopped and stared at me. “Who said that?”

It took a moment before I got his point, but everything was different now, and I couldn’t think why. Because there’s a difference between what I want and what should be? Because the Question hadn’t questioned anything? He’d told us magic was the power to make things other than they were. And back at our campsite, Cassandra had said I was just like the king, trying to force the world to be something it wasn’t, and expecting everyone to just go along with my fantasy. And then I thought of Alice, and of how magic wasn’t the only way things change.

“Wait,” I said. “I need to wash the blood off my face.”

Ayre, Cassandra and Brydin looked at me. They all saw the same thing and agreed.

“Princess?” I called to the girl. 

She stopped, and her huge brown eyes blinked up at me. She was the most magical thing I’d ever seen, and I’ve seen quite a lot of them, and I thought maybe the Question was right about magic not being for the likes of us.

“You are a princess, aren’t you?” I asked.

“No.” She smiled. “Not today.”

Ayre pointed at me. “Our friend needs to wash her face.” 

“That is the truth,” the girl said. “Come this way.” 

She led us up spiraling stairs that reminded me of the witch’s tower back home, and of all the times I’d run up or down with a message to or from one or the other of our duchy’s two witches, which everyone knows is an impossibility. But impossibilities come in sizes, and two witches seemed quite a small one now, compared to everything else.

We stopped before we reached the top of the spiral stairs and waited for Brydin, who said they made her dizzy. Then we followed the little princess down a short hall into a musician’s gallery whose one wall was all curtain. We crossed on the lowest tier and stepped into a room where robes hung on racks, and a table held a pitcher and basin. 

“Here you go,” the girl said. 

I dropped the once golden, now blood-stained cloth Ayre had taken from the castle witch into the basin. I poured water onto it, and when I turned to thank the girl, she was gone. And so were my friends. They were back the way we’d come, each stationed at a curtain’s edge, peeping through the gaps between them. 

I’d thought to wash the blood off the cloth and then use it to clean my face, but the stain stuck in strange places. In spots, it only sunk more deeply in, forming letters beneath the runes, and the more I rinsed the blood from the gold, the more it soaked into words. I tried to make sense of what they said, but reading requires magic to hold the words still and not dance about as they like. I never took to it.

I wrung out the cloth and went to show it to Ayre where he stood at the curtains. He waved me closer and stepped away to give me room to see. I put my eye to the rich fabric and peeked. Golden candlelight and empty space met my sight. Then I looked down. Our hiding spot was above the ballroom on the far wall from the high king’s dais. He stood there, surrounded by ladies.

If he looked up, and had good eyes, he’d see ours. I froze in place. On the king’s left, three ladies stood, and furthest from him was the Lady Argaine, fear-pale and shimmering in a dress of gold. The dress was so like the cloth I held that for a moment my eyes washed him in blood. 

To the king’s right, a much longer a string of ladies in every hue stood like feathers on a bird’s wing, each angled a bit in front of the other one. Every lady held some treasure or trick which, if the king wed her, would be her dowry. For the first time in my life, I was glad not to be a lady. They didn’t cook or scrub. They slept late and went unbeaten mostly, but there they stood like a line of trout at the fishmonger’s stall to be bought and eaten or left stinking to rot.

“The Lady Loralie and the Crown of Immortality!” The king’s herald cried in a voice that rang through the hall and lingered in my ears. The lady nearest on the king’s left stepped forward holding aloft a circlet of diamonds and silver thread woven into the shape of leaves. Her gown was the green of deep forests, and she sank to her knees before him with true grace. 

Voices on the stone stairs made me step back from the curtain. 

Cassandra had done the same. “Soldiers,” she whispered. “Or the Question’s guard. Coming this way!”

A giggle echoed up the spiral and was stopped by whispered shushing louder than the laugh had been. But both sounds went on by us, up the stairs, and I put my eye to the curtain again to see what befell Argaine. She stood with her hands behind her, empty, no doubt, because I had her sword, and felt at fault for her shame. 

“The Lady Sophistrina and the Pearl of Wisdom!” the herald proclaimed. The princess mongers had dressed her to match her gift in a gown of opalescent silk that shone with blues and pinks wherever you weren’t looking. She bowed before the king, holding her hands closed like a shell. Head bowed and knees bent, she raised them, cupped, and opened them. A little whisper, then a laugh ran through the room. It was such a small thing she held. The king all but waved her away. 

“Oh, Six Mountains, Wut!” Brydin whispered.

“What?”

“You forgot to wash your face.”

“The Lady Argaine—” the herald cried.

I put my eye back to the curtain and almost fell through it to the ballroom beneath. 

“—and the Sword of Destiny!”

It was. It was Smith.

“Wut!” Ayre whispered.

“Smith,” I answered him.

“You have Smith tied to your back, you goose,” Cassandra said.

Argaine curtsied as the others had, low to the ground, holding my sword above her head. The red of the village smith’s blood glinted in the stone, and the blade gleamed with hunger.

“That looks nothing like your sword,” Brydin whispered.

“Wut,” Ayre put a hand on my elbow kindly. “It can’t be. It has only one sharp edge.”

“It is,” I said. It was. It just looked different in her hand. Ayre didn’t understand.
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     I stood close to Wut looking down into the ballroom where people were ceremoniously doing ceremonies that I’m sure were important.

“How did he do it?” I asked Wut. “How did he swap Smith?”

Cassandra said, “That isn’t Smi—“

“Wut said it is,” I said. “She’d know. How was it done?”

“Magic?” suggested Brydin.

Wut shook her head. “I took the wrong sword back from the guard. I got things wrong again.”

“That sounds right,” Cassandra said. 

“Smith will be so ashamed,” Wut said. “He wanted not to want to go to Argaine, but he did after all. And he tricked me to do it. Poor thing. What do we do now?”

“Rescue Argaine,” I said. 

“How?” Cass demanded. “Even when we had the sword it would have been hard. Now the king has it. He’ll be invincible.”

“I know, I know.” I turned to the bat, on top of Wut’s head. “Do you have any ideas?”

“You gathered a team,” said the bat. “You must have had a reason.”

“You think I know what I’m doing?”

“No, that would be ridiculous,” said the bat. “But everyone else does, so you’d best not let them down.”

It’s funny. Five minutes before I felt like I had known what I was doing. Up until Smith turned up in the false king’s hand, I thought I was in control of things. But it had thrown me. It had done something much worse to Wut though, and I had to fix it. 

I turned from the balcony and looked at all the people between us and the king. How could I dare to attempt magic with hundreds in the room? I’d be sure to hurt somebody. Wut could fight, even without Smith, but it had gone out of her. Brydin knew a lot about herbs and plants, but what could we do with that? And Cassandra—well, she was good at being mean to everything but horses. Why had I wanted her along, anyway? It isn’t like she had any useful skills, except—

“How long is the ball likely to go on?” I asked.

They looked blank, except for Brydin, who’d had a lot of experience serving at such affairs. “Hours,” she said.

“Good. Then we have time.”

Wut said, “Time for—“

“I need to make us invisible,” I said. “But they may be using magic to find us, so we’re going to have to sneak anyway. Try to stay out of sight as much as you can.”

“Doing what?” said Cassandra.

“You’re going to the stables. Brydin, you’re going to the kitchen. Wut and I will be in the hall, just around the corner from the entrance to the ballroom. That’s where we meet.”

“That’s not a strategy,” said Cassandra, looking very suspicious. “That’s barely even a plan.”

“I know,” I said. “But this is.”

After I’d explained, they—

Of course I’m leaving out what I said, Kem. Since they’re going to do what’s in the plan, why should I explain it ahead of time, and then explain it again when they carry it out?

Cheating, Dotty? Of course it’s cheating. That’s what storytelling is: cheating. Just like magic. If a great thing happens, and you just say it plain that it happened, that isn’t story telling. That is reporting. 

Of course magic is cheating. Haven’t you been listening? Every time we needed to do something, we just magicked it. Remember when we were sneaking into Castle Greenmere, and we were suddenly invisible even though I didn’t know how to do that? That was cheating.

No, of course it really happened, Kem. It’s in the story.

Because sometimes cheating really happens, in stories, and in life. It was cheating for Dav to confuse your granna’s sword with the guard’s, wasn’t it?

Of course he did. You know she’s smarter than that. And keeps her calm when things are crazy. 

And I told her that. Then I told them what I had planned, and they all just stared at me. In fact, a lot like you’re staring at me now, as if to say, “Are you serious? That’s your strategy?”

Cassandra spoke first, saying, “Are you serious? That’s your strategy?”

I nodded and said, “Can you do it?”

“Well, my part, yes. I mean, I think so. But—“

“How about you, Brydin?”

She smiled. “My part is easy, as long as I can get to the kitchens. But—“

“How about you, Wut?”

She just nodded. “And I’ll get Smith back, too.”

I said, “And I think I can do my part, so where’s the problem?”

“Just because you can make all the pieces,” said the bat. “Doesn’t mean they make a whole.”

“If we make them right, they’ll fit,” I said. 

“It’s crazy.”

“So, we shouldn’t try it?”

“I didn’t say that,” the bat said. “I’m pretty sure there’s nothing sensible would work, and it’s not your style anyway, so crazy is what’s left.”

Wut was now looking at me with an expression of trust that almost made me cry.

“This,” said Cassandra. “Is the stupidest—“

“Stop it,” I said.

She stopped.

“All you’ve done since you’ve come along is pick on Wut and belittle everything. And that’s after you snuck away from us when the Question caught us in the kitchens. Why are you here if you think so little of us, and what we’re doing?”

“Cassie just wants adventure,” Wut said. “Same as I want magic. She wants to not have everything the same day after day, knowing she isn’t going to do anything or go anywhere or be anybody. She didn’t think of it as betraying us, she thought of it as a chance to get away when it all got a little too exciting suddenly. And she came to rescue us, even though we didn’t exactly need it.”

Wut was looking at me earnestly. Cassandra was looking at the floor.

“You trust her,” I told Wut, “and I trust you.” Then I turned to Cassandra. “Well?”

“I’m in,” she said. 

“Me too,” said Brydin. 

“Cass, how long will it take?”

“I don’t know. Half an hour at least.”

“Brydin, can you be ready in half an hour?”

She nodded. “If I can find everything. And I’m pretty sure I can. Larders are larders.”

“All right. Then we’ll meet in half an hour and wait together for Cassie.”

“Is there a clock anywhere?” she asked.

“Not that I’ve seen,” said Brydin.

“Make your best estimate,” I said. “As long as we’re all there when Cassandra shows up, it should be fine.”

“If we aren’t caught,” said Cassandra.

“Yeah,” I said. “If we’re caught, we’ll use the other plan.”

“What’s the other plan?”

“The one I’ll come up with then.”

“Sounds fair,” said the bat.

I cast the invisibility spell, hoping for the best. “Let’s go,” I said.

Cassandra and Brydin left the balcony.

“What about us?” said Wut.

“We have to wait.”

“Half an hour?”

“About that.”

“How are we going to know when it’s been half an hour?”

I thought for a minute. “We’re going to cook ten hen’s eggs.”

“I don’t—“

“When we get hen’s eggs, mum always cooks them for three minutes.”

“How does she know when three minutes are up?”




I sang:




Let us let the breezes blow

Wherever they might wish to go.

Let them search on land and sea

And bring my true love back to me.

    With brass and copper, iron and tin,

    Put butter on the bread if you ask me in.




The breeze can whisper in his ear

And say that I am waiting here.

If he would rather stay away,

Then plead with him both night and day.

    With brass and copper, iron and tin,

    Put butter on the bread if you ask me in.




If my true love tarries still,

Say I’ve made a tart, he can eat his fill.

If that will not bring him here,

Say I say I’ve bought a keg of beer.

    With brass and copper, iron and tin,

    Put butter on the bread if you ask me in.




If my true love has forgot my name,

Say I love him all the same.

If my true love has forgot my face,

Say I’ve found another to take his place.

    With iron and tin, copper and brass

    That fickle boy can kiss my cheek.




What? Of course it’s a real song, I just sang it, didn’t I?

Yes, that’s right. Sometimes it’s better when you don’t say what everyone is expecting. But back to the story.

I said, “That was three minutes. Now we sing it again.”

Wut came in on the choruses that time, and the time after that she had already memorized the words if not the tune, and we sang it together, keeping our voices low so as not to attracted attention. We sang it ten times, then I said, “All right. That’s long enough. Let’s go.”

I took Wut’s hand, and we went back down the spiral stairs.

When we reached the place we’d agreed on, just around the corner from the main entrance to the ballroom, Brydin was there, holding two potato sacks. Before she could say anything about waiting for us, I said, “You have them. Good work. You’re sure of them?”

“It isn’t difficult,” she said. “Anyone taking a sniff of this powder will be too busy sneezing to do anything else for a few minutes. I used to make it for Cass to play pranks on . . . people.”

“Good. Now we just have to wait for Cassandra.”

I don’t know how long we waited. Guards and nobles and servants walked by, but none of them noticed us. It was still scary. Waiting goes on for a long time when you’re nervous, and you aren’t sure if things will work.

At last, however, there came a ruckus from down the hall: shouts and yells and commotion. My heart skipped a beat, and I strained to see. And, yes! There was Cassandra, riding a horse through the hallways of the castle, leading four others with her. The horses’ eyes were wide, and their ears were back, but Cassandra had mastered them!

As she reached us, I let the invisibility drop.

“All right, everyone,” she said. “Mount up, and then straight in. Brydin, give one of the bags to me, you keep the other. Wut, you’ll have to hold off anyone who isn’t sneezing while Ayre gets Argaine. All together now? On three!”

She counted down and we charged into the ballroom on horseback to give the court a dance like they’d never seen.
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     Ayre magicked the huge black and gold-trimmed doors open, and we charged into the ballroom, four abreast like snowball-wielding hell demons with similar odds. Ayre and I rode in the center, flanked by Brydin and Cassandra with their powder bombs―ground pepper, tobacco, and sneezeweed tied into cheesecloth sacks, and the fairy, flying high above it all. 

The room was even bigger than it’d looked from the musician’s balcony. The high king stood on the dais at the hall’s far end, holding Argaine by the wrist, my Smith in his other hand. They seemed leagues away, and between the dais and us, an ocean of silks and feathers, ladies and lords, lapped and eddied. We dove in and made quite the wave.

Cassandra very cleverly ignored the people nearest us, who tried to be farthest, and targeted the court guards stationed along the walls. They were dressed to suit the dignity of the king, complete with big ruffs and poofy hats which collected the sneeze powder and showered it about. But real guards, too useful and plain to be allowed into the ballroom, would get there soon, and we were a long distance from Argaine. 

Panic radiated from us like a field fire, hopping over some spots and blazing bright in others, and it drove the mice and rabbits of the court ahead of it. Or it should have. But common sense is for commoners, I guess. Courtiers are too well-bred for it. Lords and their ladies ran into us or stopped, still as sneezing trees. Those who tried to flee found their finery ill-fit for running. Formal dress is for showing off how you can’t even trot after something or bend down if you drop it because you have people for that. People like Brydin and me. But we were doing the trotting and dropping today! On horseback in a ballroom and with sneeze bombs. It was glorious.

Only Cassandra’s horse readily obeyed her commands and, even with one arm throwing cheese cloth sneeze balls, she was making the best speed. I hoped she’d reach the dais first, swing Argaine onto her horse and gallop her away. I thought that would be grand, although I imagined Argaine would prefer Ayre be the one to rescue her. He’d rescued me once, so I could understand. 

As we waded deeper into the crowd, Cassandra and Brydin lobbed sneeze bombs over the wigs and fancy hats. Cassandra landed one right in the face of Lord Batanoi, who held his position though his face went from tan to tomato in seconds. I thought his brains would squeeze out his eyes with the force of his held-back sneeze. Some things you just can’t fight, and sneezing is like falling in love. There’s little you can do about it, and it makes you look ridiculous and sometimes makes your eyes water.

Over the shrieks of ladies, a soldier’s voice shouted orders. Cassandra hurled a sneeze bomb high into the air between us and the new troops, but a volley of arrows flew back the other way. Ayre stopped them with the same shielding magic he’d used on the road, but not before one caught Cassandra’s bomb, exploding it. Powder rained down on a clump of clustered courtiers. It stuck to their wigs and lace, and the more they tried to dust it off, the more they kicked it up. And the more they sneezed. Some sneezes wracked, some tickled, some took by stealth, others froze, teetering on the tip of a nose. But all of them locked their victims still, right in our way.

We didn’t trample them. We split and rode around on either side. Like the staircase, but sensible. The crowd was thinner on Brydin’s and mine, and we pressed on toward the dais and Argaine. The guards must have had the same idea. Or they’d been trained and didn’t need to think. Either way, while some kept the arrows bouncing off Ayre’s spell, others formed up in a line, making a wall of themselves between us and the false king who still held to his lady and my blade. I started to call to Smith but thought better of it. We floundered on through the sneezing, shrieking churn, and found the duke of Greenmere stopped, dumbstruck before us. “You?” he said, gaping at Brydin.

“Beg pardon, sir.” Brydin curtsied as best as she could from her horse. Then she screamed and fell off it. I jumped from my mine, and Lord Beltham seized its reins, swung himself into my seat, and rode away. I ran to Brydin. She lay on the ground, bleeding and curled into a ball, with a long cut from an arrow cut through her sleeve and up her arm. “Go on,” she whispered to me. “Rescue Argaine. It’s what Ayre would want.”

“Oh, hush up,” I told her. “I’ll take care of you.” But I didn’t know what to do.

“Tear some of the bottom from my skirt and wrap it tight around my arm to stop the bleeding and hold it still,” she told me, so I did. She tried to stand, but couldn’t. 

Another fleeing noble jumped on her horse and almost trampled us. We scrambled back from him, and he caught an arrow with his head. 

“Good thinking,” I told Brydin. “We’re much safer down here. Come on.”

Brydin looked at me and sneezed. 

“Excellent camouflage,” I said, and did the same. “Let’s rescue Argaine.”

Brydin was pale, but she nodded, and off we crawled. In the dusty, sneezing crowd, we were just two more victims, dazed and aimless. For added authenticity, when anything bumped her arm, Brydin screamed. We worked our way toward the dais, and without our horses, no one noticed us. Brydin beamed. “I knew we’d fit in!” she said. “And this almost like dancing.”

It was a little. Like dancing in a tavern overfull of drunks with short legs and bad allergies.

A mighty crack of thunder split the air, and the room started to rain, which I have never seen in a tavern, but maybe court is different. 

Rain poured from the high-beamed ceiling and washed the powder from the air into a slippery paste underfoot and hoof. I saw Ayre’s horse almost go down as he wheeled it suddenly. I turned too and stopped crawling. I sneezed and shivered with dread.

The Question stood in the musician’s balcony, his wand raised, a bandage strapped to his head like a bad hat or a flattened fairy. “Depart!” he cried. 

I started to shout back that we weren’t leaving without Smith and Argaine, but I realized he wasn’t talking to me. I don’t think he’d even noticed us. Covered with the powder, turning now to a spicy mud in the rain, even the highest born looked like one of us. I guess they started thinking the same, for they made a run at the servant doors. That, or the fear the Question wielded was more pointed than ours had been. A wall of soldiers folded in on itself neatly around the high king and Argaine and now, more a square than line, began marching away. 

Brydin and I got back to our jostling. We were moving against the crowd to keep from being washed out the doors with the torrent of them and working our way free to follow the guards.

“Seize him!” the Question screamed, pointing at Ayre. “Minotaur!”

I looked back through the shoulders and hats to see one guard advancing. As he strode toward Ayre, he threw off his brocaded jacket, and tore off his shirt. Or tried to. Its fabric was fine, but the stitching was strong, with hours of tedious work in the tiny tucks at the shoulder. He roared and shook his head as though it had sprouted horns. He bellowed and charged; his tattered shirt flung over his shoulders like a cape. 

Cassandra threw a sneeze bomb at him. Ayre waved his hand. The cheesecloth hit the guard in the chest, and he fell as though gored. The Question’s magic had made the man believe he was a bull. Ayre’s had made him think the sneeze ball was a spear.

Ayre waved his hand again, and the soldiers shrank back in terror. One, the rear guard of the retreating king, pointed right at me and shrieked, “Gorgon!” 

Now, it had been a while since I’d washed, and sleeping on the ground in forests may be a grand adventure, but it’s hard on one’s hair. I could believe it had gone a little wild, but not all the way to snakes. Then I understood. Ayre had used his magic again, only this time, instead of making us appear as what people wanted to see, he’d made us look like what they most feared. It was wonderful! No one jostled us, they fled.

The Question shouted, “Fearless!” and the faces of the guards all hardened. He’d magicked how they saw themselves again. Not into monsters, but unafraid. Which is a little monstrous when you think about it. Which I didn’t at the time. I was busy. I just kept trying to work my way to the dais where I hoped the king had abandoned Argaine now he’d taken Smith from her. 

Ayre cast another spell and the guards stopped their advance again. 

“They are too many of them!” the captain cried. 

The Question’s magic rumbled massively.

The captain drew his sword and advanced again. “There are more of us!” he cried. 

Ayre cast another spell. 

The captain froze. “Beware their swords of flame!”

The Question’s spell boomed.

“We’re armed with lightning bolts,” the captain cried. “Onward!” His men advanced again on Ayre and Cassandra. Again, Ayre used his magic to change what they believed, and they stopped. The Question changed what the soldiers thought of themselves, and they advanced. Brydin and I kept creeping away. 

“They are invisible!” the soldiers cried.

“But we have magic sight.”

“They are gods!”

“But so are we.”

Brydin and I reached the dais at last, but it was empty.

“We’ll never find Argaine now,” Brydin said. “She could be anywhere.”

“No,” I said. “He’s in the tower.”

Brydin looked at me, eyes wide, but I wasn’t being clever. Or using magic either, sadly. I just knew Argaine. He liked towers and other high places like trees. He would have fled the great hall as soon as he could and made his way up the spiral stairs we had climbed. And if he’d found an apprentice witch’s bedchamber magically disguised as a toilet, he’d probably have taken a pee on her bed. I was scared enough to do the same. “Come on,” I told Brydin. 

“But Ayre and Cassandra! We can’t leave them here with the Question.”

“It’s what Ayre would want,” I said.

Brydin deflated, but what could she say against her own words? “Spiral stairs make me dizzy,” she whimpered. “And I don’t really want to rescue Argaine. I think she’s in love with Ayre.”

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” I said. “Not just yet anyway. We’ll find her in the tower, I’m sure of it.”

“Really?” she asked. “All right. We can’t rescue someone we can’t find. And you’re usually wrong.”

“That’s right,” I said, and we left Ayre and Cassie there to deal with the Question. 








  
  
  Answers Can’t Be Found, Questions Are Vain.
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Being on the horse kept me mostly above the level of the sneeze powder, though I did give a couple of good ones, and the horse was sneezing enough to almost throw me off. That wasn’t something I’d thought of. But I held on and did my best to drive for the platform where the king, and Argaine, and Smith, were all gathered. In my head, it was going to be a quick dash—too fast for anyone to stop us. But it seemed to take forever. I wondered why it took so long for them to bring guards in, although later I realized it hadn’t been as long as it seemed.

But then they were there, between me and the dais.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I touched the pendant and hoped.

Things got confusing after that. I guess it felt like a sword fight, although I’ve never been in a sword fight except that one time, so I don’t really know. But it was all attack-defend-attack, except happening kind of in my head, and I only occasionally got glimpses of the effect it was having. Your granna’s explanation makes more sense than anything I can remember.

When I could think clearly again, I looked around between sneezes and didn’t see Argaine, or the king, or Wut, or Brydin. Cassandra was still next to me. In front of me, alone on the dais, was Dav, holding Smith. Or, at least, I hoped it was Smith, and not another trick. If you haven’t noticed, by now I was quite leery of trusting what I saw.

Dav was looking right at me, and I didn’t like it much. I didn’t know how he’d gotten there from up in the balcony. And I didn’t know what to do, so I kicked the horse with my heels and went right at the Question. Maybe, I thought, having three quarters of a ton of horse charging at him would drive him away from the sword long enough for me to grab it. Instead, he lifted his hand, and my horse stopped as if it had run into a wall. I kept going.

I don’t know what Dav thought would happen; maybe he was confused as I was. But what did happen was that I went flying over the horse and right into Dav. We landed in a tangle of arms and legs and—sword. I took hold of it before I was really aware of it. Whatever messages it was sending to Wut, it didn’t tell me anything.

I wanted to take it, get back on my horse, and dash out of the hall, but that was impossible because my horse was now running around the hall scaring everyone witless, and because Dav had other ideas. He stood in front of me and held his hand palm out. Whatever he was about to do, I didn’t think I’d care for it much. I tried to bring the sword up between us, but it was heavy, and moved slowly.

Then Dav went down in a tangle of arms and legs and Cassandra. I froze, not sure what to do. Cassandra was bouncing Dav’s head off the floor over and over. She looked up at me and said, “Fly, you fool!”

“I don’t know that spell!” I said.

“Then run, you idiot. Get the sword to Wut!”

So, I turned, holding the sword in front of me. 

I concentrated on Wut, like I had long ago for the sword, using the amulet to find her, and I did—I felt a line that pointed almost straight up. But there was no clue how to get there.

I didn’t know how to reach Wut, but I didn’t dare stay where I was. I took a good grip on Smith and started running. No one stopped me as I left the ballroom to look for your grandmother. 
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     I didn’t like to leave Ayre and Cassandra, but I couldn’t be much help in a magical duel since I wasn’t a witch anymore, and Brydin was leaking too much blood to risk any other kind of fight. I put my arm around her waist to steady her and led her away from the ballroom. Without our horses, there was nothing to give us away as anything but two lowly servants, which I suppose we still were. It was like being magicked invisible again. 

The castle was in an uproar, no longer contained to the great hall. It, like our sneeze powder, had spread out and thinned to the occasional distant sniffle and scream.

We skirted around the great hall by a back passageway and came out again into the one the little princess had led us down before. I wished we could find her again. But princesses are ever in short supply and weren’t really what we needed anyway. I knew I could find our way to the tower and Argaine. What I wasn’t so certain of was what to do when we found her. “Mistress fairy,” I said, addressing the poor creature struggling to wipe herself clean of sneezes with my hair. “Once we find Argaine, we must make a Daring Escape.”

“Oh dear,” the fairy said. “Wut is in charge.”

Brydin stumbled and nearly fell. I steadied her, but her face was as pale as her arm was red. 

“Fear not!” I reassured them both. “I know escapes aren’t the adventure we were looking for, but we’ll return again to triumph ‘gainst our foes!”

“Um,” said the fairy.

“Imma barf,” Brydin said.

“We will still become the heroes we came all this long way to be,” I promised. “There’s a false king to slay, and the true heir to restore.”

“Ayre isn’t true,” Brydin mumbled. “Not to me. He loves Argaine.”

“He doesn’t!” I said. “Does he?” Then I said, “Oh,” because I’d realized he did.

“About that escape?” the fairy reminded me.

“We need a scullery maid, a young one, a girl, I think, and not very big.”

“That’s you!” Brydin slurred.

I sighed. “Like me,” I had to admit. “But one who lives here,” I explained to the fairy. “Who might know a secret passageway to spirit Brydin and Argaine away. Do you think you could find one and convince her to help us?”

Brydin fell against the wall. “I need staunchweed.”

“You need a surgeon,” I told her.

“Will he be handsome?”

“Yes. And brave. And he’ll treat your wounds and one day he will marry you.”

“Really?” She pushed herself to standing, pulled plant leaves from her pocket, and bit down on them. Then she frowned. “But you’re wrong about everything.”

“Not about this,” I promised her. “It’s a future thing. One can’t be wrong about the future in the present, and all my mistakes are in the past. I’ve not made a single one in the future, and the present is the future’s past.”

“I feel a little tense,” the fairy said. “Or three.”

“One will do,” I told her. “Just make sure she knows how to get us outside secretly.”

“It shall be done,” the fairy said. “In the future perfect.” This seemed uncharacteristically optimistic coming from her, but I liked it.

The fairy flew off, and Brydin gazed at me, blinking. “You just sent your hat to fetch a surgeon?”

“No, a servant girl.”

“Oh.” She blinked again. “Well, that makes sense.”

We turned the corner and found the spiraling tower stairs just where I hoped they’d be. Brydin looked up and staggered. “He’s up there?”

“Yes,” I said, certain Argaine would be, if he’d gotten away. Of course, if he’d been taken off with the false king, we had other problems with better odds for adventure, but not for Brydin. I didn’t tell her of my doubts, only tried to get my shoulder under her arm to bolster her. 

We’d climbed about halfway when we heard the clatter of footsteps spiraling down. It was just one set, near as I could tell, and we shrank against the center wall, hoping whoever-it-was would just thunder on by. But it wasn’t a whoever; it was a seneschal. We had one of those at Greenmere named Thackery, so despite the sword he carried, I recognized his chain of high office and low morals. “Girl!” he shouted at me. “Drop that worthless carcass and attend to me!” 

I did. I attended right at him. With not-Smith drawn, I sprang up the few steps between us. He had the upper hand. Quite literally. Tower stairs all spiral left to give those defending from above their sword arms free. Those of us fighting our way up from beneath must work against gravity, left-handed, and on an unequal footing. 

The seneschal swung overhand, down for my skull, but I managed to turn his blade aside. I ducked beneath his arm, trying for an outside edge. He was not going to give over his superior position easily. I wielded not-Smith two-handed and caught not-Thackery’s next strike on the curved edge of my blade, deflecting his into the wall with a hideous clang. 

His next blow nearly ended Brydin, and he wasn’t even aiming for her, just reeling back from my attack, and indifferent to her as to the stone. 

He raised his sword overhead in both hands. I bowed low, as servants are taught to before the most exalted of our ranks. Then, since he’d summoned me, I ran straight at him. My skull drove into his knees. The full weight of his sword crashed down, and I crawled like the worm he thought me. Up I slithered, down he crashed. Sword, then shoulders, then broken knees over splintered shins. We heard him rolling on down long after he stopped screaming. I went back to Brydin. 

“You bested him!” she whispered.

“He wasn’t very good.” 

“But that wasn’t Smith!” Her eyes widened. “Do all swords talk to you?”

“Of course not,” I said, getting her climbing again. “That would be silly.”

By the time we reached the floor with the musician’s balcony from which we’d first spied Argaine, Smith, and the false king, Brydin was stumbling on every stair. I peeked into the balcony and saw it was empty. I half-dragged Brydin to the tiring room where I’d washed out Ayre’s hanky, and bedded her down on some robes, using more to hide her. “I’ll be right back,” I promised.

“I’m cold,” she whispered. 

She looked it too, and I remembered the chilly morning not a month ago, when she’d traded a kiss for the promise of a glimpse of stone that wasn’t magic yet. I didn’t want to leave her there, alone and frightened, but I had to find Argaine. “Do you remember Gawin?” I asked.

She smiled. “He put his fingers in my mouth.”

“He probably thought he was offering you his hand,” I said.

Brydin laughed. “But mine was destined for a surgeon even then.” Her eyes drifted closed, and I climbed wearily to my feet. Brydin was indeed destined for a surgeon, and if she wasn’t, she was destined for death, which I suppose we all are in the end, which explained a lot about Smith. But I didn’t like it. I turned and trudged on up the stairs, my thoughts spiraling. 

It was because of me that Brydin was so far from home with a bleeding cut where a bangle should be. It was on my account that Ayre faced the Question I’d tried to save him from when I turned Smith into a lamb leg. Had I been their destinies? I must have been since I happened to them. Was I death, then? It would explain why I had no family. And why the castle witch, who was the closest thing I’d had to a mother, had her hair go up in flames.

The stairs narrowed as they spiraled up until I was cramped and crouching as I climbed. At the top step, there was no top floor. No garderobe or witch’s chamber. No room at all. I heard sobbing, and thought I’d despaired and begun crying. I put my hands over my head to cushion it from the hard stone, but found wood instead. I pushed, and it opened, and the entire sky was there. But the sobbing continued, so it hadn’t been me. 

It was Argaine. She was perched prettily in a divot of the parapet like it was a window seat, with nothing but a few seconds of scream between it and the courtyard beneath.

“Argaine?” I asked, careful to make my voice un-startling.

“What?” he said without looking up.

“That’s right!” I said, encouraged.

“What?” This time he looked at me. “Oh, it’s you,” he said, and went back to crying.

“I’ve come to rescue you,” I explained.

“Go away.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “We’ll go away.”

“I’m already gone,” he sobbed.

“No,” I said. “You’re up here.”

“From where I intend to leap to my death.”

“Well,” I said, considering. “You can’t do that.”

Argaine looked at me properly for the first time. In the moonlight, I could see his eyes were swollen from crying. And maybe sneezing. “Why not?” he asked.

“You have to stand to leap.”

He dropped his head back into his hands. “It doesn’t matter,” he said with a sniff. “It ends the same.”

“Everything ends with death,” I agreed, pleased with how similar our thoughts had been. “But it matters whether you sit or stand, leap or fall over.”

He jumped to his feet, which was better than his death but still not what I had intended. He swayed and nearly fell.

“Maybe you should practice by jumping this way,” I suggested.

“Back onto the roof top instead of over the edge?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“It’s hard to get anything right on your first try.” I explained. “At least it is for me. And if it’s the last thing you’re going to do, you want to do it properly.”

Argaine sneezed, teetered, and fell to the tower roof. 

“Bless you,” I said.

He opened his eyes slowly, saw me, and sighed. “I’m still here.”

“Yes.” He was getting better at noticing things.

“And I’m still betrothed to the evil high king. He accepted the dowry of that accursed sword my uncle had made. It’s over, Wut. My fate is sealed. I have to marry the king.”

I squinted at Argaine. “Did you talk to the Question?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked what I thought I could do to save myself. I said nothing. And he said that was very good.”

A bell of understanding rang in my head. “He magicked you!” I cried. I started to explain, but then I had an idea instead. I could counter The Question’s magic with Ayre’s kind. “You’re a princess, Lady Argaine,” I told him. “A princess who might one day be queen!”

His eyes met mine, swollen yes, but now a little dreamy. “I’d like to be queen. But not married to that odious beast.”

“Which is why we’re rescuing you. Ayre planned the whole thing—the horses and the sneeze bombs and us riding in to sweep you off your feet and carry you away. Smith would have leapt into my hand if I’d gotten close to him. I’m sure of it! And I was going to wield him against the usurper, and strike off his head, and Ayre, who is the rightful heir, was to be crowned king. Only it didn’t quite work out that way,” I said. 

It hadn’t. But my magic did. 

Argaine turned to me, his spine straightening. “It was Ayre’s plan to rescue me?”

“Yes.”

“And to be king with me as his queen? Where is he?”

“I don’t know,” I confessed. “He was dueling with the Question last I saw him.”

Argaine’s hand fluttered to his breast. “Over me?”

“Well, really, you’re over them both up here.”

“I’ll never got over Ayre,” she said. 

“I may not either.” 

“We should find him!” 

“Yes,” I said. “Well, no. That’s not the plan.” I started to explain again about the rescuing, but the trap door in the tower floor creaked open, and the face of a girl popped through. “G’day, miss.” 

“Who are you, and how did you get here?” I asked.

“I followed yon wee boobrie, an’ it please you, miss.”

Well, I’m sorry if you can’t understand her, Dotty, but that’s how she sounded to me, so that’s what you’re going to hear.

Then fairy hopped through the gap between the door and the roof and stalked over to me looking very cross. She didn’t fly up to nestle in my hair but sat down at my feet with a plop. 

“Well done, boobrie!” I told the fairy, who only glared at me.

“On with our rescue!” I cried, and let the girl lead us back down the stairs. 

Brydin had gone worryingly pale and cold, and couldn’t stand, but Argaine picked her up easily. I peered down into the great hall again, but there was no sign of Cassandra and Ayre, so I followed Argaine, who carried Brydin, and the fairy, who was walking. Apparently boobries can’t fly. 

The servant girl led us back down the spiral stairs, past the floor where the ballroom was, and on down. The light ran out as the stairs did, and we found ourselves with none of either. “Dinnae frit,” the girl said. “Boobries can see in th’ murk.”

I didn’t know a thing about boobries, but fairies have no trouble in dark places, so I felt quite cheered by how well our escape was progressing until the girl stopped us. “Ach, nae!” she cried. “Ye dinna want tae gang ‘at way! Shore, the high kin’ his own self bides doon ‘at close.”

“What?” Argaine asked.

“This way,” the fairy snapped. “The girl says the high king is down that hall.”

I didn’t say anything, but it pained me a good deal to be so close to the battle I’d been longing for, and still to grub along back passageways as I’d done all my life. But always for my betters before, and never for my friends, so that cheered me.

We followed the fairy who followed the girl’s instructions until we were all able to see again—just the night sky at first, but soon we stood outside in the courtyard Argaine had almost fallen to. I was pleased that she had chosen to take the long way down with us. I turned back to the tunnel, which wasn’t as dark as it had been. Nor as empty. 

The Duke of Greenmere was standing there, his sword drawn. “Trying to escape again, Argaine?” he sneered. I wished Ayre was there to magic him away, but I had no idea where he might be. 
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     I had thought Castle Greenmere was big and confusing when I’d first set foot in it, so long ago—that is to say, five days. But it was nothing compared to this place. I ran, turned, turned back, ran up stairs, then back down them, and all the time I felt like I was running out of time to save Argaine and Wut.

I stopped suddenly, in the middle of a wide hallway flanked with ornate doors. I was never going to find them like this. There had to be another way.

I touched the pendant and closed my eyes, hoping that it would magically tell me what to do, but I guess there are some things that can’t be magicked. If I saw her again, I’d have to tell Wut that. She would say something about things she’d always known, and then the bat would say something inscrutable. I’d love to hear it’s ridiculous reply.

So why don’t you? said a sudden voice in my head.

I gasped and looked down at the sword. Smith? Is that you? I thought at it.

No, you boob. The sword only talks to the girl who isn’t a witch, why would it talk to a boy who isn’t a swordsman?

Are you the bat?

Yes and no.

How do I find Wut?

Do you want to know what obscure and inscrutable answer I would give?

It’s better than nothing.

Then here it is: Go forward forty paces, take the stairway to your right, straight ahead to the next stairway, take that, then the first passageway on your right. Then up the ladder. Do you know your right from your left?

The right hand holds the blade, the left holds the stone.

Good. And you might want to hurry; they’re looking for you.

I set off at a run.

As I ran, I thought at it, Are you with Wut? Is she all right? But it was gone from my head.

I heard a shout as I started up the second stairway and turned. There were four of them, wearing the king’s colors. I jumped back down the stairs, ducked behind a corner, and made myself invisible. Then I hugged the wall until they went past.

I ran, following the directions the bat had given me, along the passage until it ended in a spiral stairway so much like the one Wut had brought me to that for a moment I wondered if some magic had transported me back to Greenmere.

At last, the stair ended, and I continued up through the ceiling and burst out in the night air, still charging, Smith in my hand, ready to wield spell and sword against whatever was there. But nothing was. Nothing at all. Not even a rail to stop my charge as I went off the edge to the courtyard below.

I wondered if I knew any magic that would prevent me from dashing my head to pieces on the ground, as Wut had suggested I do once before. I clutched the pendant and thought slow, slow, slow. I opened my eyes, not sure when I’d closed them, and the ground was coming up, but not as fast as it should have been. I thought I might live.

As I looked down, I saw several figures, gradually getting bigger as I descended. I couldn’t tell if they were my friends, because I hadn’t spent enough time looking at the tops of their heads, but I hoped they were.

I was still slowing, which was a considerable relief, but I was still pretty high up when one of the figures looked up. It was Wut, and she seemed scared. I gripped Smith by the blade and tossed it toward her, hilt down, and yelled, “Here, catch.”

I don’t know. It seemed like the right thing to do. 
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     The wounded Brydin still in her arms, Argaine turned to face the Duke of Greenmere, who must have been as much like a father to her as the witches had been to me. His face was rage-red, and he was trembling. Family reunions are so rarely the joy you hope they’ll be. I drew not-Smith and turned to face him. “Lady Argaine does not wish to marry the false king.”

“It doesn’t matter what she wants.”

“No,” I started to explain, “Argaine’s a—”

“Don’t!” Argaine sobbed, turning to me. Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them away bravely. She’d rather face a false fate than reveal his himself. “Yes Uncle, " she said. “As you command.”

Lord Beltham sheathed his blade, and Argaine tried to hand Brydin to me, but I couldn’t hold her weight. Then, from over our heads came a strangled scream. I turned my face to the sky and saw nothing but Ayre. He hung there, a black and flailing silhouette against the full moon like a bug in a milk pail. But he wasn’t a fly, and he could not. He fell.

At first, he did so in the normal way, then never (and still not) one to follow fashion, he stopped. Not stopped falling, mind, but stopped time. Or slowed it down the way catastrophe can, when every moment shows itself in all its sights and sounds and smells unfurled before your terror-locked mind—the wheels skidding, the screaming grind of metal, the helpless agony of knowledge as the wagon wrecks, and your parents die.

No, that wasn’t right. Time still moved at its regular rate for everyone but Ayre. But so very many things happened, you wouldn’t think a moment would be enough space to hold them. I’ll spread it out a bit.

I let not-Smith fall to the ground.

Argaine set Brydin on her feet, neither of them taking their eyes off Ayre. “I knew he was falling for Argaine,” Brydin sighed. She wobbled, and I tried to steady her. 

“I’ll catch you!” Argaine called to Ayre, holding his arms wide.

The duke seized Argaine’s elbow, shouting, “You’ll come with me!”

Argaine wrenched his arm free. “I won’t!”

The duke drew his sword and, without even a glance away from Ayre or a twitch of his outstretched arms, Argaine shifted his weight to one leg, and crashed a powerful mule kick into the duke’s sword hand. The blade clattered, and the man cursed. He doubled over in pain.

Ayre kept drifting down. “Here!” he cried. “Catch!” 

Moonlight flashed off steel, and Smith—my Smith!—arced across the night toward me.

But Ayre must have lost his grip on his slowing-down spell in throwing the blade, for his falling went back to normal speed or faster, maybe to make up for lost time. Ayre plummeted. 

I caught Smith by the hilt, and its red stone winked at me. “I missed you,” I said.

Kill the duke! It spoke into my mind, which I knew meant he’d missed me too.

But the duke, folded in half over his broken hand, barreled at Argaine, who stood, arms outstretched, waiting to catch Ayre. The wee servant girl came trotting up out of the night behind us, pushing a wheeled barrow in her capable hands. The duke’s shoulder crashed into Argaine’s hip, and she went staggering Brydin’s wobbly way.

Brydin collapsed beneath Argaine into the barrow, and the duke, now where Argaine had been, broke Ayre’s fall with his spine. The servant girl and I looked at each other over the fallen bodies at our feet—Argaine atop Brydin in the barrow, Ayre over the duke on the cobbled ground. 

“Och,” the servant girl said. “Aye.”

“Oh, not this again,” said the fairy.

The girl’s eyes widened as though the fairy meant boys falling from towers onto dukes, and princesses tumbling wounded girls into barrows were normal for us.

“Yoob a witch, an’ all, aren’t you?” she said to me.

“I am,” I said, helping Argaine up. “Now get my friend to the surgeon or I’ll turn you into a boobrie same as the fairy!”

“I’d loch that,” the girl said. “Bein’ a scullery wench is so dull!” She looked about again. “Most days.” 

Argaine climbed from the barrow. He’d stood up to the duke, and it had crushed him. Or Ayre had. 

Finish him! Smith urged. The duke still breathes!

But it was about all the duke did, so I let him lie.

Argaine helped Ayre to his feet. 

“Good of you to drop in,” the fairy greeted him.

“You talked into my mind,” Ayre said. “I didn’t know bats could do that.”

“They can’t and I didn’t,” the fairy said. “I just saw you standing there with your eyes closed when I went to fetch yon wee lassie—” The fairy covered her mouth with her wing and mumbled, “No, never mind.”

Ayre looked a bit dazed, but not so feeble as to need Argaine twined around him like a fencepost vine. 

“Let’s go kill the high king,” I suggested. 

“Hello again, Wut,” Ayre replied.

“You rescued me!” Argaine cooed to Ayre.

“You rescued yourself,” he said, looking down at the duke, who groaned and rolled over. “I didn’t know you could kick like that.”

“And now,” I tried again, “It’s king-kicking time!”

At last! Smith crowed in my mind.

“We have to find Cassandra,” Ayre said. “I left her beating the Question’s head against a wall.” 

“Turnabout’s fair play,” the fairy said, and flew back up into my hair.

“We’ll go back for her,” I said. “Just one quick stop along our way!”

Ayre frowned, so I explained about how the girl with the barrow had told us where the king was. Ayre kept frowning, but Argaine followed me.

“I can’t go in there!” Argaine cried when we reached the door. “I can’t face the high king! We’re engaged.”

Leave them! Smith urged me. 

I didn’t want to. Ayre was as close to a family as I’d ever had, and I loved him. 

Yes, of course I did. 

Not at first sight though, which was the problem, really, because Argaine had. It wasn’t the first time I’d been too slow for something. And if we didn’t go running back into the tunnel soon, it wouldn’t be the last. I drew Smith. “I’m going to kill the high king,” I said.

“What about Cassandra?” Ayre asked. “I’m not leaving her.”

“And I’m not leaving you,” Argaine told him, unnecessarily.

“If Cassandra got away, she’ll be back at our campsite in the trees,” I said. “Why don’t you go back and look for her there?”

“I’m not leaving you, either,” Ayre said.

“And I’m not leaving him,” Argaine told me. 

I sighed. The Duke half sat up, and Argaine got his kicking foot ready, but the Duke lay back down again.

“One big happy family,” the fairy said. Which I supposed we were. Which cheered me. 

“Let’s go then!” I said.

Please! Smith begged, which pleased me more. He was learning manners after all. 

I thirst for blood! he added, which was maybe not quite as polite, though I couldn’t think what rule of etiquette it broke. I didn’t know them all. 

I turned to charge into the tunnel, but Ayre freed himself from Argaine’s arms to put a hand on mine. “Don’t you think we should be invisible for this?”

“Ah,” the fairy said. “Strategy.”

That gave me an idea, but I pushed it away. Ideas are like weeds; they pop up in the strangest places. Once, I’d gathered them with love to weave into stories and dreams; I’d garlanded myself, the witches, and my chambers with them, and strewn them on the path ahead until, perhaps too enraptured with such festooning and elaborations, I found myself at the end of sentences that went on too long, with dead plants in my hands. “Okay,” I said. “Make us invisible then.”

“I’m trying.” Ayre scowled and tried again. He raised his arms like a vulture drying his wings, or a—

But there I go again.

Ayre had his eyes squeezed closed, the amulet clutched in one hand. He peeked. 

“It’s not working!” he cried.

I could still see me, but then I always could. “How can you tell?” I asked him.

“It doesn’t feel right.”

“Maybe you broke your magic when you fell.” Argaine leaned closer to him solicitously. 

“Only one way to find out,” I said and made for the tunnel entrance, Smith in hand.

“Wut, wait! Let me try again.” Ayre picked up not-Smith from where it had fallen and thrust it into one of the barrels that stood against the castle wall. He waved his arms at it. Nothing happened. He wheeled away and paced to the end of the courtyard, shaking his head and grumbling. Then he rounded on the barrel from distance and threw something at it that I couldn’t see. I could still see the sword, plain as day, which it was getting to be. Day I mean, not plain. It was not getting plain at all. 

“Why isn’t it working!” Ayre gripped the pendant and looked to me.

I shrugged. I’d never had much luck with the thing. But Ayre was so upset to have misplaced his magic that I didn’t say a word. And neither did Smith, strangely. He was being more patient than I with our delay.

The duke tried sitting again, and I thought about stabbing him just to reward my sword, but that didn’t seem right. Instead, I pulled out Ayre’s hanky, thinking maybe to beguile Smith with a shine while Ayre tried to find his magic again. The cloth had changed. Its once-golden threads were no longer even yellow, and the words picked out in red stood stark against the pale and pristine cream. I remembered all the times I’d used the cloth and wondered how it remained unstained. If they made clothes of such stuff, I could always be clean. 

Unless its magic was more like the fairy’s than the sword’s, and everyone saw it differently. Ayre would probably still see the marks of every mess I’d made. But it wouldn’t change how he looked at me. Brydin would see a dress made of the hanky cloth as a canvas smock— something sturdy and well made, but lacking in style as well as stains, and would never want one made the same. Argaine would say kind things about it because it would, to his eyes, be something fluffy and sweet that, if I could see, I wouldn’t wear in the first place. Cassandra would probably see nothing at all, mock me for going naked, and say the freckles on my thigh look like spiders. Which they do a bit, but I’d rather cut off my leg at the hip than hear anyone point it out to me. I held the cloth up over my head for the fairy, and asked it, “What does this look like to you?”

But she wasn’t there, so maybe it was just me.

“How about you?” I asked Argaine.

I’d only included him to be polite, and maybe peel his gaze off Ayre, who was still pacing the courtyard and muttering. Maybe his magic couldn’t flow with people watching, but was shy as a bladder, or as empty. How long had it been since we’d had something to drink? Do adventurers even have to think about such things?

“Instructions for every castle witch,” Argaine replied.

“What do they say?” asked Brydin.

“What are you still doing here?” I asked the wee maid. “I told you to get Brydin to a surgeon.”

“I wouldn’t let her yet,” Brydin told me. “I want to know Ayre’s okay.”

“He’s fine, but you won’t be.”

“My arm’s stopped bleeding. It was the staunchweed. Can you read what that cloth says?” she asked Argaine.

“Yes.”

“Would you please?”

Argaine didn’t look pleased, but he read it. Then he sat on a barrel and looked faint. “It says that beginning on the morning the high king’s engagement is announced—”

“That’s tomorrow,” I supplied.

Argaine nodded.

“Beginning tomorrow, what?” Brydin asked.

“Or today, really.” I squinted at the sky. It was getting light.

“What begins whenever it is?” 

“Beginning with those lands that border the king’s,” Argaine read. “And radiating border-to-boundary out from the kingdom’s heart, the castle witches are ordered, using the talisman supplied, to work a magic such that we’ve—”

“Yes?”

“Forgotten.” 

“Well, read it again,” I suggested. It had been a while. I’d have forgotten too.

“No,” Argaine shook her head. “We’ve all forgotten. The spell will force the past to change.”

“Magic can’t do that,” I said. “The past is real.”

“That’s true, isn’t it?” Brydin asked. “The past cannot be changed.”

“But it can be remembered differently,” Argaine said. “Not as it was, or even as it should have been, but as the false king decrees it was.”

“But he’d be wrong.”

“But no one will remember that,” Argaine said. “Not even him. He won’t be the false king anymore.”

“Yes, he will,” I said.

“But he will always have been true in our memory,” Argaine explained.

It was the same magic he’d done in Lynchburg, only he meant to work it over the whole kingdom this time! It was what the castle witch meant about there soon being no more magic in the land. I jumped to my feet. “Then we have to kill him tonight while he’s still false and our memories true instead of the other way about!”

“It won’t change anything,” Brydin said. “These instructions have already gone out by riders to the witches of every castle in the land.”

“And you’ll be hanged as a traitor,” Argaine said, “For killing what even you will then believe to be the true king.”

“Then you have to marry him tonight!” I told Argaine. “And marry Ayre tomorrow after I kill the false king. Ayre!” I cried, grasping at weeds, “I have an idea!”

Ayre stumped across the courtyard looking wary, as if I’d shouted that I had fleas.

“Can you be him?” I pointed at the duke. “Like you were back on the road to Greenmere when you went into the guard and looked out of his eyes?”

“Why would I want to do that?” 

“It wouldn’t feel very nice,” Argaine agreed, looking at the duke’s bloodied face.

“So you can drag us before the king, and insist Argaine marry him right away,” I explained.

“Why would I want do that?” he asked again.

“So you can marry him tomorrow.”

“The king?”

“No.” Argaine blushed. “Me.”

Ayre didn’t understand. But he looked at me and nodded, because he loved Argaine. And he trusted me. And that, my darlings, is the moment I fell in love like falling down a well. It was destiny. And that’s all I’ll say.

What? Oh, yes. I suppose so. I hadn’t meant it as a demonstration, but yes, that’s how kissing is done properly. Notice that your grandfather did not stick his fingers in my mouth.
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I stood there, looking in the direction of the tunnel, ignoring everyone around me. I tried to think, which has never been what I’m best at. Why wasn’t magic working anymore? And how could I figure it out when I never knew how it was done in the first place?

I looked around, hoping to see something that might give me an idea. That was when I noticed someone I didn’t recognize. “Who are you?” I said. “Wut, who is she?”

“A castle girl,” said Wut. “The Fairy found her.”

“The bat?”

“No, the girl.” 

“My name is Isla, and I am employed in the king’s household in a relatively menial capacity,” she said. 

“You seem awfully well-spoken,” I told her.

“My mother was a lady of the court and saw to it I received an education.” 

Yes sweetheart, it’s the same girl who thought the fairy was a boobrie. No, just wait. You’ll see. Sometimes you must be patient with stories. 

The girl gave me the look you give a wagon you might buy. “A sorcerer, I take it?”

“I used to be.”

“Oh, you probably still are,” she said. “If you can’t work magic now, it means the dragon’s back.”

We all stared at her. Well, except the duke, who was napping.

I said something like, “The dr . . . what did you say?”

“The dragon.”

“There’s a dragon?”

“Sometimes.”

“Sometimes?”

“Yes.”

“And how do you know when the dragon’s nearby?”

“The castle’s sorcerer tells us. She can always tell because her magic stops working.”

“There’s a castle sorcerer?”

“Of course there is,” said Wut. “There’s always a castle witch. But just one.”

Isla nodded.

“And a dragon?” I asked. “Where is it?” I added, thinking it would be good to be as far away as possible.

“It usually shows up in this tunnel.”

Wut turned toward it. “Smith has never fought a dragon,” she observed.

“Why haven’t I seen wizard?” asked Argaine.

“I don’t know. The gossip among the kitchen staff—which is often, but not always, reliable—is that she’s away on some sort of mission for his Majesty at present.”

“Is she the one who usually takes care of the dragon?”

“Oh, no. It does fine on its own; dragons are generally self-sufficient.”

“I meant—” I stopped, tried again. “Is she the one who usually makes it go away?”

“No, we just ignore it.”

“You ignore the dragon?”

She nodded.

“How do you ignore a dragon?”

That question stumped her for a moment, but then she said, “It mostly stays out of the way. We just go the long way around instead of using the tunnel while it’s there.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Can you show us the long way around?”

“Yes,” she said.

“No,” said Wut.

“Why?” said Argaine and the scullery maid and I all at the same time.

“First,” Wut said, “because Smith will want to fight it, and he’s been very patient. And, second, because we don’t have time. We need to find the false king and fix this whole mess. And last, because everyone in the castle is looking for us, and any long way around will mean we’ll have to run into them, and you can’t make us invisible because of the dragon.”

Sometimes Wut made no sense at all. But sometimes, sadly, she made a lot of it.

“But a dragon,” I said.

“I know!” said Wut.

“You don’t have to sound so pleased,” muttered Argaine.

No one spoke, and in the silence I heard a shuffling from the tunnel, and maybe a snorting. We all looked at each other.

“It sounds big,” said Argaine.

“Oh, it is,” said Isla.

Argaine still had her boot on the Duke’s chest, and Isla was standing next to the barrow, and in the barrow was Brydin, who hadn’t said anything in a while, but seemed alert enough. And they were all looking at me like they expected me to tell them what to do. Why me? What made them think I had any idea? Oh, I knew the answer to that: Wut. They thought I was leading them because she said I was, and she said it because she wanted it to be true. And she wanted it to be true because, in her head, I was destined to. But in her head, the bat was a fairy, and the sword was curved, and who knew what else?

I said, “Does anyone know how far from the dragon magic doesn’t work? I mean, if we go around, and get into the castle, will magic work again?”

“I don’t think so,” said Isla.

“Okay,” I said. “We need to get to Cassandra. That will probably mean confronting the king, and in any case, we have to stop that spell. For that, I need magic. And that means we have to kill the dragon, or at least drive it off. So, all right, anyone in the mood for dragon-slaying, let’s get ready. Isla, you wait here with Brydin. If the duke tries anything, hit him with something stout.”

She nodded and the rest of us stood before the entrance to the tunnel. I pulled not-Smith out of the barrel, and wished I knew what to do with it.
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     With not-Smith in his hand and Argaine on his arm, Ayre turned to face the tunnel’s mouth. Toothless and tongueless, it was more filled of darkness than Cook ever had been of wine, though it dribbled out at the edges just the same. I steadied my silent sword. The tunnel growled. I took a step toward it. It opened its eyes.

Argaine screamed and clung more tightly to Ayre. I thought Ayre was going to have trouble fighting a dragon with Argaine so very much at his side. But he was going to have trouble fighting anyway. And without Smith’s magic, so was I. 

Inside the tunnel, dragon eyes glowed—one the deep red of fire, the other gold as hot coals, and they swung like lanterns on a boat, getting closer with every roll. Its footfalls screeched like all cook’s knives dragged over flagstones. The next step brought the dragon’s snout into the courtyard—long and pointed like a fox’s— nostrils smoking. Fangs glinted, curling down over its lower jaw, sharp and curved as Smith’s blade. It took another lurching, screeching step, its head growing wider and thicker, and becoming a neck, with four long horns tapered into spikes like a crest on top, and two smaller ones at the back of its lower jaw to mark the difference between neck and body.

I should have attacked while it still crouched, squeezing itself from the tunnel like a pustule from the castle’s stone skin. Its red eye was level with my head, and I could have driven Smith straight into it, but its strangeness and beauty stopped me. The eye had no white around it, but deepened from pumpkin at the edge, to molten red, to black at its center, radiant with evil. 

Hooked horns dug into the stone walls like soft cheese, and with a final shove that made the rock groan, the dragon’s shoulders popped out like a tick. And opened into wings. It reared and stood, towering over us on two thick, clawed, scaled legs.

“That’s not a dragon.” Ayre whispered.

“I know,” I said. 

Ayre swallowed hard, choking his words.

I said them for him. “It’s a wyvern.”

“No, it’s―”

“Yes, it is.” I felt quite sure on this point at least. “The key distinction—” 

Ayre interrupted me. “That dragon—”

“Wyvern,” 

“Is the false king.” 

Now that stopped me. If magic weren’t working, how could we not see things the same? Right before us, I saw not a man, but ten feet of scale-covered muscle topped with horns, claws, and fangs. A tail snaked out from the tunnel, tapered into a hooked, curved blade, sharp on only one side and glittering.

“You don’t see wings and tails and fangs?” I asked Ayre.

“I see them.”

“You don’t you see two legs?”

“Yes.”

“And only two?”

“Yes.”

“Well then,” I said, pleased. “It’s a wyvern.”

“It’s the king.” 

I blinked several times, but it still looked like a wyvern to me. It plunged the hooked horns of its wing joints into the courtyard and took another lurching step. I backed away, dragging Ayre by his elbow. He had that look on his face he always did when he was puzzling things. I wondered, if I ever stopped to do the same, whether I would look so wise.

“It’s the dragon that killed the true king,” Ayre whispered.

“The one who dwells imprisoned here by the false king?” I asked. Then understood. “Only not terribly well, apparently.”

“No.” Ayre shook his head again. “He’s imprisoned in it. Or it in him. Why else would the guards have taken their king to the dungeons?”

“Because everything was a bit sneezy upstairs?”

Ayre shook his head. “Because he was changing into his other form, and no one can know what he truly is.”

“False?” I supplied.

“A Dragon.”

“Wyvern.”

“Oh,” Isla said. “We know.”

“What?” We all turned to stare at the girl. The wyvern stretched out to its full height and span and we all shrank back another step, leaving the squashed duke alone in the space between us and the monstrous beast towering over the stable yard.

“You know?” Ayre asked Isla.

“Of course,” she said. “Kings are inherently draconic. The parallels are unmistakable: cold-blooded, with an unquenchable thirst for gold and virgins, always swooping in, and carrying off things, acting with general impunity. They’re brutal and bestial, and you’re better off not catching their eye.” 

“Too late for that,” I said, a little jealous of how well she spoke when magic wasn’t working. 

The wyvern’s glowing, mismatched eyes filled the courtyard with a demonic light, but Isla went on talking. “The people could kill a dragon, of course, if they all banded together, but he picks them off one by one and keeps them afraid, maintaining his distance and spreading fear in overblown stories of his vengeance and might, same as kings.”

“So, what is it really?” I asked Ayre. “Man or beast?”

“You’re asking me?” He sounded quite arch. “About what’s real? It’s a monster. For all of us. A dragon we can’t possibly fight and win, even if we had magic, which we don’t. That’s enough, don’t you think?”

“For me, it’s a wyvern,” I explained.

“Fine,” he said, shrugging. “But it’s also the false king.”

I believed him. I don’t know why. Maybe because he’d just agreed with me about the wyvern. Maybe because I’d fallen in love with him, and love means living half in someone else’s reality. Or living with it at any rate. Either way, I looked up at the wyvern and believed it was the high king. Which clarified things. I’d set out to kill the high king. And there he was. I knew the next bit, even without Smith reminding me. 

I went running at the wyvern king. Its barbed tail flicked. Its curved blade met Smith’s and slid down to the hilt. Sparks leapt, and the monster lowered its head. It exhaled. Its foul breath burst into flame. It roared, sending a huge gout of fire into the sky. I could only hope the fairy hadn’t been there. Then I realized I hadn’t seen her for quite some time.

I seized Smith by his dull edge and threw all my weight against it to hold back the bladed tail. The king whipped it back to strike again. I overbalanced and fell. I scrambled to my feet and ran at its leg. I drove Smith right at its knee, and we both bounced off the plate of its scales. I landed on my bum and got up again, Smith still in my hand. 

The roof of the stables caught fire with a whoosh, and the horses within all whinnied their fear. The wyvern drew a whistling breath in, and huge hunks of burning thatch flew free and wheeled across the courtyard toward my friends. I shouted a warning and ran between the wyvern’s legs. From that sheltered place, I watched as grooms and guards ran for the stables. Ayre attacked Argaine.

No, that wasn’t right. Argaine’s dress had caught fire, and Ayre wrestled with the yards of cloth trying to smother the flames, without letting go of his sword. Isla wheeled Brydin back and about, dodging the balls of burning thatch that the wyvern’s inhale still drew our way. Even Duke Beltham sat up with a groan and started putting out the fire on his clothes. I laid about the wyvern’s legs with Smith, both sides and above, but the sword only drew sparks from the scales. 

The huge gusting noise of the creature’s inhalation stopped at last, and I understood three things, only one of which I’d known all my life. That when it exhaled again, my friends would all die accidentally. That Ayre and Brydin were more than my friends, they were my family, and I did not wish to lose one a second time. And that every creature is vulnerable some place, and with tyrants, it’s their dignity. I ran from between the wyvern’s thighs, where a king might keep his pride, past his eye, which might serve, if I could make him cry, but I didn’t have the time. And, remembering Lord Batanoi, who’d chosen a stroke over a sneeze, drove Smith deep into a black nostril.

My blade met nothing but air for whole moments, then it struck flesh, and sank in. The wyvern roared. The walls of the stable collapsed, as did the duke who’d just managed to find his feet again. All my friends fell flat. 

I flew. The wyvern bucked, launching me from the ground, catapulted by Smith, lodged deep in its nose, up over its head. I held fast to the sword’s hilt, but it was slippery with buckets of blood and something hideously green. It slipped from my hands.

I’d always wanted to fly. I’d had a few tries at it with a broom off the shed roof, but the only bit I’d got right was landing. That, I did straight away, every time. I thought I would love sailing through the air, soaring. I was wrong. Flight terrified me and made me glad, almost, I wasn’t a witch after all. I would have been crushed in body as well as dreams against the castle’s wall, but I hit one of the wyvern’s horns instead. It was smooth and rounded, and I held tight like to a ship’s mast on a storm-mad sea. 

Another great shake of wyvern head flung Smith free. It clattered to the ground behind Ayre, who had managed to get Argaine behind him, with Brydin in her barrow and Isla at its handles behind them, lined up like meat chopped for skewering. One swift gout of flame from the wyvern and they’d all be fried. But its nose kept torrenting blood, and maybe it thought it would hurt to blow flames through its wounded nose hole. 

It flicked it’s tail out for Smith, but couldn’t quite reach. The wyvern roared and lowered its head. It wanted Smith. Ayre ran to stand between its jaws and my Smith. I jumped to my feet on the wyvern’s head, bracing myself between the spikes of its crest, and shouted at Ayre to flee. I jumped up and down on its skull, but it didn’t seem to mind. It inhaled again. 

One hiccup of flame from this distance would roast Ayre and leave not even enough for a wyvern to eat, but if I jumped in, I’d break both my legs and be too crumpled to shield him. I seized hold of a horn, thinking to dangle myself off the edge, and kick for the monster’s eye, but Ayre screamed, “Once upon a time!”

The dragon held its breath. I did the same. 

“Once upon a time there was a dragon,” Ayre cried.

“Wyvern,” I called out, but perhaps I was too far away to hear, for he went on talking. I’ll let him tell you the words he spoke while I get cup of wine from the kitchen. 
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     “Once upon a time there was a dragon who was really a man.”

The high king cocked his head, and Wut nearly slid off it. 

“But he hadn’t always been that way,” I continued, working the only magic we still had. 

“The man came from a town not very far from where we now stand.” I lowered my voice, and the dragon did the same with its head, bringing Wut closer to the earth, and to me.

“As a boy, he was wise beyond his years, brave beyond his size, and ambitious well beyond his means.”

The dragon’s growl rumbled.

“He grew to manhood hating his poverty,” I said, and the dragon’s growl became more of a grunting.

“Poverty chafed the proud neck of his hopes, and when the man set out to seek his fortune, he found his feet tied by it as well.”

The dragon grunted again, but I held my ground, lit by the baleful orange and gold of the cruel creature’s eyes. It flicked its tail, and I took it as a cue to go on with my story.

“Until one day, a witch passed through the town of Lynchburg where the man lived, on her way to a tower three day’s ride away.”

The scorching heat of the dragon’s eyes lightened a bit. I wiped sweat from my face with the sleeve of my tunic and went on in the same vein. “She was the most powerful woman the poor man had ever seen, and he knew straight away that he loved her, and wished to make her his bride.”

The dragon’s growl was a grumbling thunder.

I tried again. “The brilliant and brave man made bold to woo the witch.”

The dragon nodded its massive head and growled agreement.

“But she spoke scornful words and turned him into a dragon.”

The beast’s head rose so suddenly Wut nearly fell onto hers.

“A toad?” I guessed. 

With a hideous roar, the dragon’s neck roiled and stretched across the courtyard, throwing a writhing shadow over me. 

“A fairy?” I tried frantically. “A bat? A hat? A rag? A cat? Gnats?” 

The dragon’s head plunged over the men leading horses to safety from the stable’s burning wreckage.

“A shadow?” I was out of ideas. 

The dragon pulled back its head with a kicking, screaming horse in its teeth.

“A horse!” I screamed. “The witch turned the poor man into a horse?”

With cruel toss of its head, the dragon threw the beast into the air, snapping its spine, and caught it in its open maw.

“That can’t be right,” I said. “The witch turned the man into a, a—”

I couldn’t hear myself think over the terrible crunch of horse bones in dragon teeth.

“The witch spoke scornful words to the brave and worthy and strong man. She said that her love was not for the likes of him and she—”

The dragon spat out a tail and mane. 

“Rejected him!” I cried. 

The dragon belched, and laid its chin on the cobbled courtyard, which brought Wut almost within jumping distance of it.

“The witch spurned the man and went on her way. She had broken his heart, but he healed it, banded with iron and nailed back in place. He was a clever man, and he knew that while love might not, magic belonged to all who lived in the land.”

The growl again became menacing.

“But only because,” I added. “The high king was too foolish to collect it properly and had allowed it to stay scattered across the duchies and hamlets, villages and farms.”

The rumble quieted, until I could hear only the cries of the stable boys corralling the horses, and the faint creak of a barrow wheel.

“So, the brave and resourceful man began gathering it,” I said, with no idea really where I was going. But the heat and light of the dragon’s eyes dimmed as it closed them to better listen to my story. Maybe Wut could slide between them, down its snout and back to the ground?

“The man gathered up magic wherever it lay, and he hoarded it,” I went on. “He learned its uses and its hiding places. He uncovered its secrets and tasted its pleasures.”

The dragon wrapped its spiked tail around its body like a cat. Argaine crept closer to me. Isla pushed Brydin in the barrow. Even Duke Beltham was moving again, although he was edging away from the story. 

“The man grew in power and wisdom, wasting none of his magic on the trappings of wealth.”

The dragon shifted menacingly. 

“Spending wisely on fine clothing and food,” I said. “Soon, the man learned to draw magic to himself rather than search after it.”

I wanted to tell Argaine to rescue Wut’s sword, but I didn’t dare stop the story. Wut was starting to move, inching her way down the dragon’s tapered snout, holding tight to the ridges of bone that ran from the horn to a deep V between its closed eyes. 

“Until one day,” I said. “The man, with a mighty effort of will, drew all the magic of his village into him. Enough to change his shape.”

“And the man became,” I whispered. “A dragon.”

“Wyvern,” Wut said.

The dragon flicked its tail up over its snout and flattened her between its eyes.

“Ah!” I cried. Wut poked her head up between the dragon’s closed lids, her mouth open to speak, and I sagged in relief to see her alive. She closed her mouth, looking so touched by my relief I think she forgot she was about to correct me.

“As a dragon,” I calmed my voice, “the man had power and might of which he had only dared dream. He soared over the land and ate whole cows’ worth of steaks cooked on the fires of his own flames. He had power and wealth, all he had ever wanted, except the love of his witch.”

The orange eye opened, and a deep growl nearly rumbled Wut into it, but she caught herself in time.

I did the same. “And his sorrow made him a man again.” 

The eye closed again.

“The man returned to his village to bask in their new respect and acclaim,” Ayre went on. “But found the people he’d known all his life had forgotten him. They remembered nothing of the way things had been, or how their whole village’s magic had vanished one day.”

The dragon grunted.

“Upset and afraid—”

The grunt growled.

“But mostly angered and outraged—”

Quiet again.

“Anger and outrage returned the man to his dragon’s shape, and again he took to the skies. But word had reached the high king of the land, er—fool that he was—of the dragon. Of its scorching and pillaging, and he rode out to Lynchburg to do battle against it. In mighty combat, with fire and sword, claw and shield did they meet then—king and dragon. They warred as two, but emerged as one, for the man was now both dragon and king, and returned with his prize—a golden crown and a story of how he had mastered the beast who had slain the high king.” 

The dragon’s tail flicked, but it seemed a happy thing, so I went on.

“But the dragons in men, once awakened, do not slumber long. Even with a kingdom’s worth of magic to feed upon, the man, now the high king, knew the dragon still stirred within him. He sat his throne uneasily. He knew the dead king’s son and true heir lived. He knew the people called him ‘false king’ and ‘true dragon.’ The man had changed, become a king, but the memories of his people remained the same.”

“Rage returned him, unwilling, to his dragon form,” I said. “And when he felt the change upon him, he locked himself in his dungeons lest he destroy all he had worked to achieve. Years passed, but dragons cannot truly be chained. The man, now the high king, being clever and educated and wise, knew this. He knew also that dragons have but one weakness.”

The dragon’s tail flick was angry this time.

“Not a weakness, even,” I corrected quickly. “But a tenderness. Because everyone knows a maiden’s hand—”

The dragon’s growl rumbled dissent.

“The love of a maiden?”

The dragon opened one eye. Luckily not the one Wut’s legs were dangling in front of.

“The touch?” I guessed. “The eyes? The lips?” 

The dragon sighed, sad, dangerous, and deep, and I hurried on. “For everyone knows only a song from a maiden’s lips?” I didn’t want to promise anyone’s kissing. 

The dragon didn’t stir, so I went on with my story again. “Only the song from the lips of a maiden can subdue a dragon and gentle him. So, to master the dragon he sometimes became, the new king needed a wife, for a dragon, the man knew, so powerful in all things, was helpless before the song of a lady,” I said, hoping I’d set the trap. “He sent out a call to all the high-born men to bring their daughters to him. Among those, he knew, he would find his love, a princess, one whose song could silence the dragon in him. She would sing and bewitch it. Sing, and render it powerless. Sing with these words, saying—” I took a deep breath and started to sing.
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     I would have given Ayre my lips and more then, so pleased was I with the magic he’d worked when we thought we had none. He’d stolen the king’s own story from him, building it out of what he knew, and what he guessed, what he’d heard and what I’d said, and turned it against the false king. Ayre had woven a tale of everything the king wanted to believe, and he’d added a twist at the end—a way for us to pull the net of the king’s story tight and ensnare him. 

Ayre started to sing something I remembered my mother singing, and she must have been a witch to have a necklace such as she did, so doubtless the song had magic to it. It was a lullaby, sorrowful and sweet. 

But the wyvern tossed his head. 

I fell from my perch onto the hard stones of the courtyard. Ayre’s voice soared with my flight and hitched on my landing. The wyvern’s growl rattled the stable ruins, even as the grooms led the last of the horses away. I wondered where they’d found room to corral them but had larger worries. Ayre’s song was not working. Why? Oh, he must have woven the mesh too tight! He’d specified. He’d said it was a maiden princess who sang, and he wasn’t one. I wasn’t either, but I was a girl at least. I staggered to my feet and started to sing.

The wyvern’s eyes lit up like suns. It raised its head and shot fire into the sky. I’d only made him angrier. I ran for Smith where he still lay, Ayre, Brydin and Isla, and even the duke all having backed away. I ran hard, but I was still a little dazed by my fall from the wyvern’s brow and didn’t make it even halfway. The creature raised an angry foot and brought it down on me. 

I expected to be squashed instantly, but there was a terrible screeching and when I opened my eyes, I was staring at the underside of the wyvern’s paw. Even its sole was scaled. Its cruel, hooked talons all pointed inward at me, but the wyvern’s weight rested on the curved backs of them, and although it tried, it couldn’t close. I poked my head out between two toes and its massive neck coiled and twisted to look between Smith on the cobbles and me, stuck like gristle between the teeth of his toes. It opened its jaws. 

A voice broke the morning air. It was pure, sweet, and beautiful. The wyvern’s flaming eyes blinked. It looked away from me. I twisted to see Brydin crouched behind Ayre, waveringly singing the same lullaby. The wyvern cocked its head and listened, grumbling. Brydin’s voice broke on a high note, but beneath hers, another’s rang, harmonizing at first, and then strengthening. The dragon twitched. A forked blue tongue flicked out through its fangs. I rolled to my belly and peered between its curled claws. I saw Argaine step from behind Ayre. Brydin’s voice faltered, but Argaine’s held true— rich and deep and powerful. 

She sang with her eyes closed, as if she couldn’t bear the brilliant heat of the wyvern’s gaze, and her voice brought an aching passion to the song’s simple words. Argaine’s face was so radiant with hope or grace that I didn’t notice right away the light was fading from the dragon’s eyes. 

“It’s working!” Brydin cried, but Ayre waved fiercely, gesturing for her to start silently slipping away.

Argaine opened his eyes and met the wyvern’s. They bathed him in a warm honeyed light. Argaine sang and slowly began pacing away, the singed tatters of his dress trailing. The wyvern’s head followed. Argaine had the creature in thrall, bewitched by her song. 

As the wyvern’s gaze followed Argaine the opposite way, Ayre and Brydin ran to me. They bent down by the wyvern’s huge paw, wrapped both their arms around a single claw, and heaved. It raised a few inches and clanged down again. The beast grunted. 

“Your story was brilliant,” I told him.

“We’ll get you out from under there,” he said.

“I figured out what you were doing,” I whispered. “But why didn’t it work when you sang?”

“Because I’m not a maiden, I guess.” Ayre seized the curved talon again and this time, when he and Brydin got it raised, I was ready. I flattened myself against the cobbles and wriggled beneath it. The claw left a nasty scratch across my back, but I was free.

I ran across the courtyard slowing just to scoop up Smith, with Brydin and Ayre pelting after me. “But I am a girl,” I told them once we’d regained our breath. “The magic should have worked for me.”

“You, um—” Ayre looked at his feet. “You can’t really sing.”

“But Brydin can, and she’s a maiden.”

Brydin shrugged. “I’m a girl anyway.”

Argaine had reached the far end of the courtyard, and now he came pacing, regal and beautiful, still singing, back our way.

“Argaine is a true princess,” Brydin sighed. “It’s why the magic worked at last.”

“No!” I cried. “He isn’t even a she.”

“I guess she is,” Ayre said watching Argaine come up to him. “In all the ways that matter for magic.” He took Argaine’s hand. “Or love.”

I knew Argaine couldn’t stand there in the dawn light singing radiantly forever. And yes, the castle was full of princesses, but they like to sleep late and would probably be too scared anyway. I readied Smith and prepared to make a run at the wyvern’s eye. 

Ayre stopped me. 

“But that’s the false king!” I reminded him. “And he’s sitting there drooling over Argaine, ensorcelled by your magic and her singing. I’ll kill him now while he’s hypnotized, and you can live up to your name.”

“You can’t.”

“I can too! Just watch me.”

“No, I mean—

“If you mean I’ll be no better than he is killing a king to make a new king—”

“It isn’t that.”

“If you say we don’t see this the same—”

“No, it’s just—”

“I’m not a witch!” I cried. “I can’t fly or tell stories or even sing! I’ve come all this way and done all these things, and it’s all been leading up to this moment when I get to fight the high king, only magic isn’t working so Smith can’t help me, but I beat the seneschal with not-Smith and—”

I don’t know why, but I felt tears pricking my eyes. The smoke from the stables, probably.

Ayre put his hand on my shoulder. “We need him to stay this way, Wut. We need him to keep being a dragon—” 

“WYVERN!” I started to cry.

“Ask me why, Wut.”

“What?”

“Because in his drag—in his present shape, he keeps magic from working.”

“I know!” I screamed. “That’s why Smith won’t even get to enjoy it. It’s terrible!” 

“No, it isn’t.”

I almost screamed.

“It’s not terrible for magic not to work on the day all the castle witches of the land have been commanded to use magic to make everyone forget the past, and believe things were ever as they are today, with the false king true and magicless.”

“Oh,” I said.

Ayre was right. I didn’t like it, but at least he didn’t have much time to get used to the feeling. Argaine’s song ended in a strangled scream. We turned to see a broken sword at her throat, its hilt in the duke’s battered hand.

“You’re coming with me!” the duke cried.

Tears rolled down Argaine’s face. I wiped away mine.

The wyvern stirred and whimpered, its trance fracturing.

“If you don’t let her sing, the dragon will wake and eat us all alive,” Ayre screamed.

“No,” I said. “Wyverns roast their prey,”

“I don’t want to be roasted,” Brydin whimpered. 

Isla started to sing. We all stood quite still to see if her song would hold without the title of princess to make it obey. 

“I’m taking you to the Question,” the duke said, tightening his grip on Argaine. 

I tested the weight of Smith in my hand. The duke’s wild eyes swept from Ayre to Brydin to me. Isla sang, and daughter of a lady seemed to work well enough, because the wyvern sighed happily.

“You three belong to my duchy,” the duke growled. “You’re coming to the Question with me. You can walk there yourselves, or I’ll take just your heads.”
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Your grandmother thinks I was awfully clever to have figured out that the dragon was the false king, but it wasn’t that hard. After all, the dragon had two different colored eyes, so naturally I wondered why, and it seemed obvious that one was the dragon’s, and the other was a person, just like when I’d used magic on Tad, and Wut had told me about his eyes changing color. And if there were two of them, who else could that person be but the false king? Well, I guess it does seem as if maybe I jumped to a conclusion I shouldn’t have, but that’s what I was thinking. And, after all, I was right, wasn’t I? The thing to remember—

Oh, yes. You want to know what happened with the duke, don’t you? Well, he didn’t chop off my head, but I suppose you’ve guessed that.

What I remember is standing there, not knowing what to do. And then I had another thought, that just popped into my head out of nowhere: suddenly, I realized I was very hungry. How long had it been since I’d eaten? Hours, certainly. I know it may sound odd to you that that’s what I thought of right then, while a dragon was weaving its head back forth to Isla’s singing, and the duke was threatening to either drag us away or murder us, but it’s the plain truth. I just wanted to eat.

I planted myself in front of the duke, though I kept not-Smith over my shoulder instead of pointing it at him. I stared at him. I guess I was too hungry to be intimidated.

“Let them go,” I said.

“I’ll start with you, then,” he said and pulled back his arm to strike.

Children, I have to tell you, I felt no fear when he swung that broken sword of his at me. I put mine up, and the next thing I knew I was on my back, and my sword was two feet away, and the duke was standing over me ready to strike again. I still wasn’t afraid, but there was nothing I could do.

And then another sword came and knocked the duke’s away. It was very strange, because as I lay there staring up, it looked like the sword wasn’t connected to anyone. But of course, it was Wut holding it. She knocked away the duke’s sword, and continued on, running Smith right through his body.

His eyes widened, and his head tilted. “You!” he said to Wut. “How could you—”

And then he just fell down.

I looked over at Wut. She said, “Smith is going to be so mad when he hears about this.”

“You just killed the duke,” said Argaine.

Wut frowned, looked at the body, looked at Smith, and said, “I guess I did, didn’t I?”

“Are you all right?” I said.

“I’m not sure.”

Argaine started crying.

The strangest part was that Isla had kept singing the entire time, as if she and the dragon weren’t even a part of this. I kept looking back and forth between crying Argaine and stunned Wut.

Brydin pointed to the body. “We can’t let him be found,” she said.

“What do we do?” I asked.

“Give it to the dragon.”

“Wyvern,” said Wut.

“You mean,” I said, “have the dra—the beast devour the duke?”

Brydin nodded.

“That seems, I don’t know, disrespectful.”

“So was killing him,” she pointed out.

I didn’t have a good answer to that.

Wut took hold of the duke’s body by the legs and began dragging it.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Something’s wrong.”

She stopped and looked at me. So did Brydin and Argaine.

“That beast is interfering with my magic. And we need it to interfere with magic to prevent the spell that will make everyone remember things wrong, because if the spell goes off, everyone will forget the false king was ever false. But we also have to kill the high king. We can’t do both.”

“I know!” said Wut.

“So, what do we do?”

“You come up with something clever,” she said confidently.

I should have known she’d say that.

“It isn’t the cleverness I’m worried about,” I said. “It’s just that I’m afraid I’ll fail, that I won’t come up with the right thing to do, while you’re all trusting me. We have to face the dragon, and we have to face the king, and we have the face the Question,” I said. Then I glanced at the body. “Not so much the duke.” 

“You can do that,” said Wut. “You’re brave.”

“No,” I said. “That’s what you are.”

“Not me.”

“Yes,” I said. “You are. That’s the point. Because you keep telling us how you think things are, even if you’re the only one in the room, or the kingdom, who sees them that way. And maybe you’re wrong, but that’s what you think, so you say so. That’s courage.”

“Or stubbornness,” said Brydin.

I turned on her. “You think so? If you were convinced that everyone around you was wrong, and you were right, but if you said so everyone would laugh at you or hate you, would you keep saying it, or would you just shut up?”

She didn’t answer.

“We all see things differently. Some believe that means that every opinion is just as valid. Five days ago, if you’d asked me, that’s what I would have said. But now I think it means that we each hold to our belief, and fight for it, until we’re proven right or wrong. Just because everyone thinks you’re crazy is no reason not to fight for what you think is true. The greatest sin is keeping silent when it matters, and the greatest crime is going along with things you know are wrong.”

I turned back to Wut. “It’s your courage that’s been pushing us all along, even on the things that I think you’re wrong about. Because if you believe it’s true, you say it.”

Wut looked at the sword in her hand. “There really is only one edge, you know,” she said quietly.

“I love you,” I told her, because it was true.

There was a gasp from Argaine, and I turned to her. She said, “You love Wut?”

“Yes,” I said. “And I love you, too. You have the courage to be what you are, which is much the same thing but from the inside out.”

“You love me?” said Argaine.

I nodded. “And I’m afraid I’ll let you down.” 

Wut looked at Argaine, then at me. “We’ll love you anyway.”

“If we’re alive,” said Argaine.

That made me laugh, which was just what I needed.

“Okay, then,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

“Do what?” Wut said. 

“I’m a barber’s son. How should I know?”

“You’re a barber’s son, the true heir, and a hero.”

“No,” I said with conviction. “I’m a barber’s son and a witch. You’re the hero. And this is your story.”

“It is not. You started it!”

“I started telling it, but when did it start?”

“When I first saw the jewel that’s now in Smith’s hilt.”

“Two weeks before Mum and I came to Greenmere. See? You started it. You’re the hero.” I’m not sure she believed me right away. 
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     Now, children, take a good look at me. Do I look like a hero? And if this were really my story, wouldn’t I be a witch in it? Or at least be able to sing? 

Argaine was crying again, and Ayre put an arm around her slender shoulders. She turned her tear-stained face to him. “If Wut’s the hero,” she said, gazing down into his eyes, “What am I?”

“The heroine.” 

“And me?” Brydin looked close to tears too, but she knew hers couldn’t compete with Argaine’s. Princesses have more time to practice weeping. Scullery maids just cry. 

Or they rage. That’s what I did. 

“I didn’t make this all up!” I shouted at Ayre. 

“I know,” he said. “It just happened.” 

“So?” I said.

“So that’s a story,” he said. “It’s what happened.”

“That’s cheating!” I yelled. Smith was in my hand and pointed at Ayre’s chest. I can’t honestly say I know how he got there, but it wasn’t magic. 

Ayre didn’t look frightened. He smiled at me. “Of course it’s cheating,” he said. “You taught me that. It’s what magic is.”

“No!” I screamed at him “It’s not! Magic is when you make something impossible happen.”

“By cheating.”

I flung Smith from my hand before I used it on Ayre. It clattered across the courtyard and added a quick screech to Isla’s singing.

“No,” I told Ayre, and my voice sounded low and dangerous, even to me. “Magic is when what you know gets beaten out by what you need. Magic is Need meeting Can’t and brushing it aside.”

“Which only happens in stories,” Ayre said. “In reality, needs go unmet, don’t they?” 

He walked over to where Smith had fallen and picked it up. I remembered the first time I’d seen it in Ayre’s hand and known three things. Now I knew nothing. 

Ayre studied Smith’s long, curved blade and touched a fingertip first to the sharp edge, then to the dull side. “No,” he said handing the sword back to me. “You see things differently because you’re different.”

“It’s the world I want to be different, not me.” I stuck Smith back in my belt. I was glad there wasn’t any magic so he couldn’t talk to me. I knew what he’d say. “I want the world to be better than it is,” I told Ayre. “I’ve always wanted that, same as you.” 

“But I didn’t want that.” Ayre sat down a charred bit of barrel. “I was just a barber’s son.”

“You weren’t happy that way, were you?”

“I didn’t expect to be.” 

“Well, you didn’t expect to be a witch either, did you?” 

That look came into Ayre’s eyes that means he’s thought of something, and for the first time, I didn’t like seeing it there. Brydin and Argaine stood on either side of him, looking scared. I glanced behind me. The wyvern lay with its massive head pillowed on a coil of tail, fast asleep, but Isla was still singing, only softer now and just to herself.

“Maybe that’s what magic is,” he said. “Same as stories. It’s what expands expectations. That’s what you did,” he said to me. 

“But I’m not a witch,” I nearly wailed. “If it’s magic, I can’t have done it.”

“You’re magic to me.” Ayre stood and took my sword hand.

“What about me?” Argaine had her fists on her hips, and absolutely no tears in her eyes. 

“You’re magic too,” Ayre said, holding out a hand to her, but keeping mine. I liked the feel of him having it.

“It’s true,” I told Argaine. “You are.”

“How do you know?” She looked at me.

“Because of your singing.”

She looked away. “Because it worked on the dragon even though I wasn’t born a—” She glanced at Ayre. “A maiden?”

“Because you are,” he said.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “You changed who you are, and that changed your destiny.”

“And ours,” Brydin said.

“What about me?”

The voice came from behind us and we turned to see why Isla had joined the conversation at last.

But she hadn’t. She had fallen asleep. But where the wyvern had been, a man stood. He had hair the color of poppies, and golden eyes that gleamed. And a nosebleed.

Argaine went to one knee, but it was just a reflex.

“Expecting me?” He sauntered towards us.

“You’re the false king!” I cried. I tried to reach for Smith, but Ayre gripped my hand, unmoving. 

“False implies that there’s something true,” the king said.

Kill him! Smith screamed in my mind. 

It was so good to hear his voice again.

“What have you done to my friends?” I demanded.

“Wrong question, my dear,” the false king told me. “Not ‘what,’ but ‘who?’”

“What?” I said again.

“Who are you?” he countered. 

“I’m Wut.”

“Well,” he said. “Then you’re the wrong question, aren’t you?”

I started to say I wasn’t the Question, he was inside, if Cassandra hadn’t killed him, but apparently the one he’d asked me wasn’t the kind people want answers to, because he didn’t give me time to explain.

“The true question,” he said, “Is never What, but Who. Not, ‘What makes the world better?’ but ‘Who gets to say?’ Not, ‘What do we do now?’ but ‘Who decides what you do?’ You’ve figured out what magic is. Very clever of you. But who’s magic is it? It’s the kingdom’s. That means the king’s. You’ve worked out who the hero is. Very good. But who’s story is it? Same answer. It’s why you’re called subjects.”

I can’t say I liked it, but it was hard to argue with his logic.

“You know,” Ayre said. “I’ve heard your eyes look like gold coins, but to me, one of them looks just like Wut’s amulet.”

The king’s face drooped. His arms hung. And in Ayre’s voice, the king’s mouth said, “Well, what did you expect?”

“I expect,” I told him. “We shall eat like kings.”




[image: Image]

     I tried to think, but, except for occasional moments inspired by your grandmother, thinking has never been what I’m good at. The false king had said something tricky, and weaselly. Um, saying something weaselly means, I don’t know. It’s something that sounds true, all the arguments line up, but it feels wrong, like when a jongleur pulls a coin out of your ear, and however delighted you are, you know the coin was never really in your ear, it just looked like it. The king was doing that with his arguments, and I felt it, but just like the jongleur, I couldn’t see what was really happening.

So, while I tried to figure it out, I took over his body. 

Only the king wasn’t a half-conscious and maybe half-stupid guard. He fought me. It was a strange kind of fight, too, and I can’t imagine what it looked like from the outside, if it looked like anything at all. But I made him speak, then he made me walk, so I bit his tongue, and then he tried to raise my sword, I think to either strike at me or make me strike at Wut.

It didn’t go on long, though.

Let’s talk, I told him.

You have no right to control my body, he said.

Well, you have no right to control the kingdom.

Of course I do. I’m the king. That’s what being the king means. What are you, new?

Well, kind of, I admitted. But I know you aren’t the real king.

Real? What do you mean, I wasn’t the legitimate son of the last king? Where is it written that you have to be the son of a king to be the king?

Everywhere!

Okay, yeah, I phrased that badly. I mean, what makes you think it’s true? What is a “true king” anyway?

One who protects the people and doesn’t oppress them!

Has there ever been a king like that?

Sure. In fairy tales, and in histories that are so old that everyone’s forgotten the truth.

He paused for a moment, then said, You’re pretty smart for a barber’s son.

That’s Wut’s doing. You get smart trying to figure her out. I think she does it on purpose because she doesn’t want me to be a stupid king.

I’m not stupid.

I know. 

Do you want to be king?

Not really. 

So why not let me remain king?

You know why. It’s one thing to oppress populations, and to be a greedy, pompous slob who acts like a spoiled child all the time. But when you go trying change everyone’s reality—

You talk like there is only one reality.

Yes, I do.

We all have our own realities, Ayre. Each cobbler, midwife, guardsman, duke, peasant, barber, and king. For each one of us, reality is—

Oh, just stop. There’s only one reality, even if we all think it’s different. And you’re trying to change everyone’s perceptions of the past, and now I know why you’ll never get away with it.

Um. Why?

Because you called me Ayre. That’s who I am now, not Cutterson. And you noticed that I’m not talking like the son of a barber, but more like you. I’ve never once addressed you as your majesty, and you’ve never once objected. You asked who gets to decide, but then you tried to slip one past us. We aren’t subjects because you’re our king. In fact, you are king because we consider ourselves subject to you. And that’s why you want to change everyone’s memory, to make it permanent.

Very clever, son of a barber, he said, and I could almost hear the sneer in his voice. But you see, you can’t stop it. If you strike me with the Sword of Destiny, I will simply take it over. Ask it. It knows it was made for me. If you use magic, I will become a dragon again. There is nothing—

You just keep believing that, I told him.

He tried to get away from me, and I tried to hold on.
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Now, things were really getting quite odd, and I had begun to feel on the inside the way people look at me when I explain. The false king’s eyes changed, and Ayre talked out of his face. Ayre’s body lurched. The false king’s mouth started to bleed, although his nose stopped. Then Ayre, one gold eye shining, drew his sword on me. 

Kill him! Smith commanded in my mind, and I drew the blade from my back. In the morning’s pale light, its single, sharp, curved edge shone with a hungry gleam. Or maybe that was me. It had been a long time since we’d eaten.

Neither Ayre nor the king said anything, but I could tell they were fighting. And the only thing worse than being in the way of someone else’s war is being in the middle of one you can’t hear or see. The rising sun made Smith look almost straight, and my friend like my enemy, or through his eyes anyway. I looked from Ayre to the false king and couldn’t tell which was who. I faltered. Without my certainty, I was a body without breath. I had nothing that was truly mine. I was a motherless scullery maid. Adventure and magic were not for the likes of me. There was nothing I’d known all my life. Even my name was a question. And it wasn’t my name.  Understanding stands under you. Without it, there’s just a blank page. Empty space.

But I had to do something.

“Go wake Isla,” I told Argaine. “If Ayre can keep the false king occupied, maybe at least she and Brydin can escape.” Brydin still needed a surgeon for her arm, or for marrying, but I wasn’t sure which. Argaine darted away.

We came here to kill the false king! Smith screamed. We do not hesitate!

I did.

“Guards!” The false king cried. His voice squeaked from Ayre’s throat the way air escapes a pig’s bladder balloon you’ve squeezed almost shut. “Guards!” he screamed.

Ayre clamped his eyes closed to keep the king from using his body to yell for help again. Both the king’s eyes went blue and grey with pale stripes. They matched the stone of my mother’s necklace so perfectly I knew Ayre had won whatever battle he’d been fighting with the false king. 

“Hurry!” he whispered to me. “We don’t have much time. Get us out of here!”

“We can’t leave!” Brydin was pale and swaying a bit, but her voice was strong. “Wut has to kill the false king, and Ayre must take his rightful place.”

At last! Smith screamed, but I thought if it was all just a story, we should run away.

“If Wut attacks, he’ll turn into a dragon again,” Ayre said. “And I’m not the true king’s son. It’s— “

Kill the boy! Smith suggested. Kill that underfed, poorly shorn, badly dressed body, and Ayre will be the king. He’s already in there!

Argaine came trotting back, Isla slung over her shoulder. She put the girl on her feet and pointed behind us. We all turned. 

Nine men, three abreast and three deep emerged from the tunnel, marching quickly our way.

“The king’s personal guard,” Argaine whispered. “Put Smith away!” 

Never surrender! Never obey! Smith howled. 

I sheathed him just to hear myself think. Ayre, in the body of the false king, looked like he was having trouble doing the same. I glanced back at his old body and saw the king’s golden eyes trying to catch fire and gleam.

“Quick! Cover Ayre’s eyes,” I told Argaine.

I knew she’d have a scarf or a silk something. Ladies always have such things. Quick as a whip, she pulled out the golden cloth that I’d given her to read. Which reminded me. The false king had accepted her gift of my Smith at the ball last night. Their marriage was to be performed this morning. And once they were wed, the magic that would make the false king true would begin. Brydin was right. We couldn’t flee. Even if guards weren’t encircling us.

“Your grace?” The solider with the fanciest armor said. 

“Er,” said Ayre. “Yes?”

“Sire, the Question begs a word.”

Argaine swept up to the false king, looped her arm through his, and address the guard. “My lord, your king, has not broken his fast, and will eat and bathe before he entertains anyone or anything. Escort us to his chambers. Have food sent to us there.”

“And the riffraff, my lady?”

Brydin, Isla and I each had a guard’s sword at our throats, and I wished we’d rescued Cassandra already. I couldn’t hear what Argaine answered over Smith’s screaming. But the orange- and gold-liveried nine formed a diamond around us, with three in front, and two behind and on either side, so whatever she’d told them must have worked. Argaine and Ayre walked together—she regally, he, much the same in the false king’s truly king-like body. I put an arm around the blindfolded Ayre, and Isla and Brydin fell in behind. 

The guards marched us into the tunnel, past the broken fetters that should have held the wyvern chained, and back up a nicer set of stairs than Isla had brought us down. 

Brydin tapped me on the shoulder. “They’re taking us to the king’s private chambers,” she whispered, eyes wide. “I’m too lowly to go up there.”

“We all are,” I told her. “But we’ll climb carefully.” 

Only Argaine looked perfectly at home. She’d been raised for this and handled it like Cook did knives.

These stairs didn’t spiral, but Brydin stumbled anyway until Isla got a shoulder under her uninjured arm. Ayre glanced back, then whispered something to Argaine, who answered him as quietly. He cleared the king’s throat.

“Um,” he said. “Guard?”

Argaine whispered something else to him.

“Yeoman!” Ayre tried.

“Yes, sire!” the solider at the front of the formation replied.

“Have the court physician sent to my chambers, please.”

“Yes, sire!” 

“And there was a soldier girl,” Ayre went on. “Tall, with blonde hair, who was a part of this group of rebels. She was fighting the Question last I saw.”

“Yes, sire! We have her in chains.”

“Is she all right?”

“Your majesty?” The soldier faltered in his march and nearly caused a pile-up on the stairs. But he recovered quickly, and the rest of us did the same. Argaine never missed a step but whispered urgently to Ayre the whole time.

He straightened and called orders to the guard again, “Please have her unchained and brought to me.”

“Yes, sire!”

When we reached the king’s chamber, the lead soldier turned on his heel, and trotted away to do what Ayre had ordered him. Argaine dismissed the rest. We walked into the high-ceilinged, gilt-covered, soft-carpeted room, and Ayre sagged in a mostly un-kingly way.

“They’re not going to believe you’re the king if you keep saying please!” Argaine told him.

He scrubbed his pendant eyes with the high king’s jeweled hands. “Well, they won’t guess the truth,” he said wearily. “We don’t even know what it is.”

I propped Ayre’s blind and empty body against a bedpost, and in the king’s body, he helped Isla get Brydin onto the bed. Argaine strode about the room opening drapes and adjusting things. 

“Just stop being polite,” I told him. “We need them to believe you’re the real false king.”

“You know that doesn’t make any sense, right?” he said.

“It makes sense in context,” I explained.

“Then let context be king,” he said. “I don’t know how.”

Argaine came up from behind us and took Ayre’s hand. “I can teach you.” 

He looked into her eyes. “I wasn’t born to it.”

“Neither was I.” 

I started to say she had been born to kingship, but realized the problem there. Brydin spotted another one. “Someone’s coming through the wall!” she cried, pointing. 

A panel in the wall creaked, then groaned, and stuck. 

“It’s the Question. Quick, hide!” Argaine yanked the coverlet over Brydin, who was so thin in the sumptuous bed, she’d all but disappeared anyway. 

The heavy wood panel began to rock in its track, and we heard the Question cursing.

Isla hid under the bed. I dragged Ayre’s inert body upright against the bedpost and wrapped its heavy hanging around us both, leaving a peephole for myself. The opening in the wall stuttered wider. Ayre dashed the high king’s body as far from us as he could get, turned and gazed out a window. Argaine, out of time, sank to her knees. Her skirts billowed up around her. She grabbed the top one, pulled it over her head, and pitched sideways. She lay still beneath what was suddenly just a pile of discarded clothes. And all those years I’d thought fine ladies wore that many layers out of modesty, not to camouflage themselves on bedroom floors as laundry heaps. 

“Your majesty?” The Question, with a bandage around his head and dressed in fresh clothes squeezed through the crack he’d made in the secret door panel. 

Ayre turned the high king’s body from the window. “Yes?”

“I regret to inform you, sire, there’s been a bit of a wrinkle in our plan.”

I was sure we’d smoothed flat the coverlet. I risked twisting for a peek behind me, but Ayre’s inert body started to tip, so I had to look away again. 

“Oh?” Ayre made the high king’s mouth say.

“I’m afraid the forecourt is full of horses, my king. They were moved there when the stable caught fire, but we’ll have them out shortly. Ah,” the Question said, and his voice was so close to where I stood hiding, holding Ayre upright, that I held my breath as well. I saw Dav’s shoes step over the heap of silk that hid Argaine. 

“So, the Lady Argaine has been despoiled and disposed of,” he said. “I’m sorry it had to happen, Sire. I’d have done it for you, as I did with the Duke.”

“You did not!” Ayre snapped. 

“I—” The Question wavered. “I can assure you my lord, the duke of Greenmere is dead.”

“I know that,” Ayre said. “But you didn’t do it. Wut did.”

“I’m sure I don’t know, your highness. But I saw the corpse myself in the stable yard as I hastened here.”

“You—” Ayre started, but a rap at the door interrupted him.

“The king’s breakfast!” The pompous voice of a chamberlain brayed.

I heard the door open, and the room flooded with smells—roasted ham and fresh bread, melting butter, blueberries and tea. I had to peek. My mouth watered. 

A low rumble growled from my belly.

It was quite loud and the serving girl screamed. “The—the—the dragon!”  She took a trembling step backwards, and dropped her silver plate of rolls, which lived up to their name. 

“Fool!” Dav barked. “The wyvern lives in the dungeons. It never comes up here.”

The maid bobbed a quick curtsy and fled.

My stomach growled again.

The Question stalked toward the bed, listening.

“Question!” Ayre called, forgetting to mimic the king’s voice in his need to stop Dav from discovering me. But the Question swept past the curtained bedpost. I was nearly relieved, but he knelt and dragged Isla out by her foot. He dangled the girl in the air.

“Who?” he thundered. “Are you?”

“Awa’ an bile yer heid!” Isla cried sounding more like herself now that magic worked again. “I’ll nae teel ye naethin!”

“What?” the Question roared. “Speak sense!”

A laugh bubbled out of the high king’s throat, and Ayre stuffed a muffin into its mouth to silence it.

“Sire?” The Question turned to him.

Ayre swallowed. “Set her down,” he commanded. “Gently. Clearly, she’s a kitchen maid who’s lost her way and hid when she heard our approach. You may go,” he told Isla.

But instead of running for safety, Isla went for the rolls. She snatched one up and toed another my way. “Thenk ye kindly, Ayre, but am nae leavin’ ye in sic’ a radge place wi’ thes evil cheil.”

“What did she say?” the Question asked.

Before Ayre could explain Isla’s declaration of loyalty to him, and low opinion of the Question, there was another knock on the door. “The king’s physician!” the chamberlain proclaimed, and door groaned open again.

“What the devil—” the Question began, but brisk, professional footfalls marched straight for the bed, because where else would a doctor expect his patient to be? 

I heard the heavy coverlet being drawn back.

“There’s another girl—” the Question began, but the doctor talked over him. 

“A minor wound aggravated by use and hunger. Fetch a basin of water and a rag.”

“What?” The Question spluttered.

“Th’ doctur said,” Isla explained, speaking slowly.”’As uir wee bairn Brydin isnae tay bad, only she hasnae hud enaw tae eat an’ he wants ye tae fetch water an’ a rag.”

“And a nice ham biscuit,” the doctor said.

“An a guid bannock wi ham,” 

“I— What?” Dav stammered. “I don’t understand. Who is that girl in the king’s bed? And why were you under it? And what’s the court physician doing here?”

The roll was so close and I was so hungry. I reached for it, but lost my grasp on Ayre, and he slid down the bedpost. 

“More legs!” The Question reeled.

Ayre’s blindfolded head lolled from a gap in the curtains, and the Question sprang back like he’d been stung by a bee. “It’s that boy witch again!”

“Ach, not a loon, surely,” Isla said. “Almost a cheil.”

And she was right. Ayre really wasn’t a boy anymore. He was a man.

“I— I— recognize him.” The Question turned to the false king, who was really the person he thought he recognized on the ground. “He’s the one who came here with that crazy girl.”

“Wi’ three ay them,” Isla clarified. “An a boobrie.”

The Question looked wildly around the room. “And—and—and with the—where is it?—the Sword of Invincibility!”

“Destiny,” Ayre corrected him.

“Same thing,” Isla said. 

The Question spun on her. “I understood that!” he cried. “Where is it?” He ran toward the bed again, and tripped over Argaine, who screamed.

The Question staggered and backed away.

Argaine sprang to her feet. 

The Question blanched like he’d seen a ghost, which I suppose he thought he had. 

“You were going to kill me!” Argaine growled. “Why?”

“Because you’re the true king’s true heir,” Ayre made the false king say.

The Question drew his sword. “I’ll take care of this, Your Majesty.”

“Hold your hand!” Ayre commanded just like a true king.

The Question gaped and turned to him. “I don’t understand.”

I drew Smith as stealthily as I could, trying not to move the curtains covering me.

“But, Your Majesty,” the Question stuttered. “He can’t be allowed to live!”

“She,” Ayre corrected.

The Question turned back to him. “Do you mean you didn’t—? Last night? You don’t know he’s a—?” The Question lunged for Argaine.

I pushed Smith into her hand.

The Question recognized the sword at once. He went pale and backed away. “What did you—How?” He turned to the high king. “Where d—did he get that?” he stammered. 

“We’re to be married,” Ayre said. “What’s mine is hers.”

“What!” 

The Question had called me by name, so I stepped from my hiding place. His eyes rolled back in his head.

But I had a question for him. “Will the witches start working their magic today, even if there’s no wedding?”

He nodded his head. “I’ve already started the spell for the capital,” he said. “But I keep getting distracted.”

“Why isn’t the castle witch doing it?”

“She wasn’t here when I arrived. I took her place.”

“Where’s your book?” Ayre asked.

“Or box?” I added. Then I remembered he was a witch. Our witch had seen the fairy as a witch and the box as an egg. Dav had seen the fairy as a shadow. And witches are to shadows as chickens are to eggs―the thing that casts them. “Where’s the witch’s chicken?” I demanded of Dav. 

“You’ll never find it!” he cried.

“That’s verra bad,” Isla said. “We hae tae fin’ a way tae gonnae-no it.”

“I don’t understand!” the Question wailed. “What’s happening?”

“Ach, aye. Ah ken ye dornt, but it’s simple enaw.”

“W—what?” The Question stammered again.

“Wee Brydin was in loove wi’ Ayre, but ‘er heart wasnae pure broke, jist sprained an’ th’ doctur seems a guid splint fur it.”

The Question dropped his sword, covered his ears, and collapsed to his knees, whimpering.

“We’re too late,” I said. “The false king’s lie will become everyone’s reality.” My knees went weak, and I sat on ground next to Ayre’s empty body. We felt well matched to me. I really needed to eat, but even the fallen rolls were too far away. 

“I have a plan.” Ayre stepped the high king’s body around the Question, who stayed huddled where he was, rocking himself side to side. “How’s Brydin?” he asked the doctor.

“Utterly charming,” he replied.

“What’s the plan?” Argaine asked.

“First you’ll tie me up—“

“Okay!” Argaine set to work, I thought a little eagerly, winding silk scarves around the high king’s wrists.

“Tie this around my neck as a leash.” Ayre pulled from his belt the rope he’d used to rescue me from the wood witch’s spell. “Then, when I leave the false king’s body, Wut, you and Smith attack him.”

“Because it will make him angry!” Brydin exclaimed. “And he’ll turn back into a dragon.”

“Wyvern,” Dav whimpered. “Why?”

“They need th’ false kin’ tae turn back intae a beest coz when he diz, magic staps workin,” Isla explained. 

Dav started to cry.

I leapt to my feet. “I’ll ride the high king in his wyvern shape across the kingdom, stopping the magic as it ripples outward from here!” I exclaimed. It was the adventure I’d longed all my life to live! “Unleash the wyvern!” I cried. “I mean, not really, keep that rope around his neck so I can ride him, but go ahead and pop back into your own body,” I told Ayre.

“Now!” he said. 

Smith sang in my hand. I lunged, just left of the false king’s cruel heart, to anger but not injure him. 

Smith fixed my aim. 

The high king fell dead.

“Um,” I said. “Ayre?”

He sat up from the ground, back in his own body, rubbing his head. “What, Wut?” he answered me. 

“I got things wrong again.”
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     I stood up slowly. I looked at Dav, the Question, then at the body of the king, then back at the Question. He stood with his mouth open, staring at the dead king.

“Well,” I said. “How long have you known?”

“Known . . . ?

“How important we are. You’re the Question of the kingdom, yet there you were, in the Duchy of Greenmere. You must have known.”

I ate another muffin while Dav thought about how to answer me. He didn’t look at Smith, firm in Wut’s hand and pointing at him, but he must have been aware of it. When I’d eaten the last of it (blueberry muffins!) he still hadn’t answered. I said, “Well?”

He shook his head. “The king is dead,” he said. “You will all be executed, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. There is no king.”

“Is that so bad?” said Wut. 

“The dukes and counts will fight for power now, and the people will be caught in between.”

“Oh!” said Argaine, sounding harsher and colder then I’d ever heard her. “Now you’re concerned about the people?”

“Good point,” I told her. “But still not what we need to know.” I turned back to Dav. “Answer my question, Question. How long have you known how important we are?”

“Not you,” he said, “or her,” glancing at Wut.

“Oh, of course. The Lady Argaine. Daughter of true king.”

“Son!” said the Question, spitting out the word.

“Say that again,” said Argaine. “And I’ll have you dismembered.”

“Dismembered? You don’t have the authority to have my fingernails trimmed.”

“Of course I do. I’m the true king’s heir.”

“But,” said Dav with the air of someone in a game producing the winning trump card, “Not the next king. Kings must be he’s, and you say you’re a she. The dukes and the people will never accept a queen, and you will never accept being a he.” Dav looked insufferably smug, and I wanted to hit him.

“So then,” said Wut, frowning as she thought it through. “Neither Ayre nor Argaine can be the true king, because Ayre isn’t the heir and Argaine is a she.” 

Wut turned to me. “This is exactly why I’m not keen on reality. I’m not a witch in it, and there’s no true king.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I mean, Dav’s telling the truth, isn’t he? About the people and the dukes—“

“Yes,” said Argaine sadly.

Isla, mouth full of muffins, nodded. I looked to Brydin, but she and the court physician were arguing over something. I turned to Wut. “It’s the truth, I’m afraid.” I told her.

“Yes, yes.” She sounded impatient. “And the truth cuts just one way. But what’s this?” She brandished Smith at me.

“The Sword of Destiny?” 

“How many cutting sides?”

“Two,” I said. “Oh,” I added. “And destiny cuts both ways? How do I—?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “You’re the witch. I only know when, and when is right now.”

I glanced at the Question, who just looked puzzled. So did Argaine, and so did Isla. And so do you, children, but don’t worry, you’ll understand soon.

I shook my head, frustrated. I knew what Wut wanted me to do, and when, but how? I had to forge a new truth, just as the false king had wanted to. But not to change the past. To change the now. All the pieces were in place, but I couldn’t see how they fit. I wasn’t really a witch. I was a barber’s son who had a magic pendant. Argaine wasn’t a he, she was a she. Wut wasn’t a hero, she was a scullery maid who had a—

“The sword!” I said. “Point it at me.”

“What?” said Wut.

“Point Smith at me.”

“But—“

“Do it, Wut. This will work.”

“Okay,” she said, and turned the weapon so its point was lined up with my chest. I reached out and took hold of the blade, cutting my palm with one edge and my fingers with the other.

“Ayre!”

With my other hand, I took hold of the pendant and, just as I’d done with the guardsman, and again with the false king, I reached out. There was blue and gold and white and red, all swirling, and it was like walking into the worst windstorm ever, and I wasn’t even sure where I was going, but I knew it had to be there, I knew that my blood was on Smith, and Smith was in my hand, and Wut could speak to it, and—

I groped ahead, I fought, I strained, and the colors came together, red within gold, blue and white surrounding them, and a shape I can’t describe but that was so beautiful it almost hurt. But there was no time to appreciate it.

Smith . . . .

What is happening?

Nothing, nothing. Just conversation. You’re Smith.

I know that!

Named for Chance, the smith of Lynchburg.

I know who I am.

Smith — that means you can take things and heat them and change their shape and their purpose.

I’m a sword now.

You’re still a smith. Help me.

I reached out further then, touching the pendant with one hand, and Smith with the other, and sensed the spell the Question had started casting and with it, a connection to every person in the capital. 

Do you feel that? I asked Smith. 

Yes.

Hold onto it. 

I moved the sword until it was pointed at Dav’s stomach. He’d swallowed the spell.

“Stab him,” I told Wut.

She pushed the Smith into him. He looked startled.

The spell he’s casting, the spell to make everyone remember what that false king wanted them to remember, I told Smith. You need to change that. You need to direct it, to forge it into something.

Into what?

A question for everyone, all at once. A new one. We need a new question.

What is it? asked Smith.

It is simple, I said. The question is: Why not a queen?
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     I drove Smith into the guts of the Question, but Dav didn’t die. Questions are harder to kill than kings. 

Answer him! Smith screamed in my mind. 

“Hang on,” I said. “I’ve just had a thought. Why can’t Argaine rule the kingdom as queen?”

“I was just asking myself that,” Brydin said.

“So I was,” said the doctor.

“I imagine,” said Ayre, letting go of Smith’s blade, “A lot of people may be doing the same.”

“Well,” I said, “What’s the answer, then?”

“Am mac mar a mathair,” Isla said.

The Question whimpered and clutched his head. I looked at him. He had known the beast was a wyvern, so maybe he’d known a duchy could have only one witch. Maybe it was why he’d stayed at Greenmere—he knew there was something strange about the place.

“How long have you known?” Ayre asked him again. 

“I don’t think he knew Argaine was the false king’s true heir until he saw her in her boy’s disguise,” I said. “Which answered half of him and weakened him.”

“Half of what?” Argaine asked. 

“Of him,” I said. “He’s the king’s Question.”

“What’s the other half, then?” Ayre asked. “What would a false king most want to know?”

Another knock came at the chamber door, and the chamberlain boomed, “The high king’s new bride!”

“What?” Ayre asked.

“Not me,” said I. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Th’ king’s deid,” Isla said. “He doesnae need a wife.”

“I understood that!” the Question sat up straighter, his wounds already closing.

“I’m supposed to be the bride,” Argaine snapped. “The false king accepted my gift. He was supposed to marry me.” 

“You were supposed to be a girl,” said Dav. “The price of deception is death.”

“So it seems,” Argaine spat back, looking down at the dead false king. “You were just going to take my sword, kill me, and marry the king off to some other girl?”

Dav shrugged. “She isn’t another girl if you’re not one. And we promised the people a wedding.”

“Because you need to get them all in one place to start the history-changing magic working,” Ayre said, putting it together. “The wedding was bait.”

The little princess who had led us through the castle walked in. “I was bait?” she asked.

“I’m sorry,” Ayre said.

“That’s fine,” she said. “This isn’t really my story anyway.” She opened the door to leave just as the chamberlain was preparing to knock on it again. He almost fell into the room. Then Cassandra shouldered past him. 

Dav shrunk back from her in fear, but the rest of us crowded around, welcoming her back. Brydin even stopped arguing with the doctor about the merits of Thirst Thistle long enough to let him look at a cut under Cassie’s left eye. But he recommended leeches for it, and Brydin got angry again. 

Cassandra left them to their arguing and scowled at me. “I see even your fleas are keeping their distance.”

Argaine followed Cassandra’s gaze to the window and gave a little scream. “Who would do such a thing!” she cried. “Toss a sweet kitten in through a window?” She ran to pick up the crumpled black thing.

“It flew in,” Ayre said. “It’s Wut’s fairy.”

Yes, boy, it really was a fairy. 

No, your grandfather didn’t see it that way, but this is a fairy tale, so of course it was a fairy. Besides, you heard what he said. There are good kings in fairy tales, and he was good—very—for almost forty years.

Yes, I know, old man. You weren’t really a king, and it wasn’t really a fairy. It was Argaine’s mother, and she turned back into herself before I could put her on my head again. She wrapped her arms around Argaine with a whispered, “Oh, my child!”

“You’re the widowed queen?” Ayre asked. 

“Yes,” she said, stepping over the dead false king. “When this monster killed my husband, our castle witch left me here, disguised in her place, and took my child, the true heir, into hiding.” She wrapped me up in her arms and hugged me too.

“But you’re a witch,” Ayre said. 

“There wasn’t much else to do after she left, and I had her books, so I studied,” she said, smiling. “Besides, the castle needed a witch, and I wanted her to stay in the woods of Greenmere to keep an eye on my child.”

“So now you are the castle’s witch, but you used to be queen, and our woods witch was the old castle witch. Who was our castle witch?”

“Just the Greenmere castle witch,” the true queen said, just as I said, “Just mean.”

“And the old castle witch lived in the woods,” the true queen said. “And kept me up to date on Argaine by speaking into my dreams.” 

“I knew it!” I cried, but Ayre knew a more important thing. 

“The false king’s question was: “Where are the true king’s widow and heir?’” He spun to face Dav. “They’re both right here!” 

When answered, Questions die. Dav fell to the ground lifeless. 

I’d like to say I didn’t envy Argaine, who’d become a queen and found her mother all in the time it’d taken me to eat a ham biscuit. But her good fortune seemed a little unfair when Ayre couldn’t go back to being the cutter’s son, since the barber had run away. And I wasn’t a witch or a hero anymore, just a motherless scullery maid once again, when only a few pages ago I’d been going to ride a wyvern across the land stopping the false king’s magic and saving history. I didn’t like where things were, not one bit, so our story couldn’t end there. I wasn’t even sure where ‘there’ was. That much, at least, I could get Ayre to explain.

“So, you used my mother’s amulet,” I began, but the new old queen interrupted me. 

“That?” She pointed to my necklace in Ayre’s hand. “Oh, that’s mine. I left it with Argaine so she’d always know she had a mother who loved her somewhere.”

I wondered how she knew to call her long-lost son “she.” Then I remembered she’d been the fairy, and with us the whole time.

Argaine nodded slowly. “I had a necklace once, but I lost it in the tower bathroom where I used to hide and cry. I didn’t recognize it.”

“It’s changed,” the witch queen said. “It’s connected to me. The more magic I learned, the more it gained. I’m not surprised you didn’t recognize it. I scarcely did. But knowing it was working magic was why I flew to Greenmere.”

“Um,” said Ayre to Argaine. “It’s yours, then.” He started to take off the amulet, but Argaine stopped his hand. “We’re to be married,” she said. “What’s mine is yours. And Wut’s too, if she’ll be our wife?” She held out her hand to me. I took it and felt better about things. The spell and the new Question seemed to have allowed for all sorts of new questions, which tumbled into the world from our mouths before any of us thought better of it. 

“You can’t all three be married!” Cassandra spluttered.

“Why not?”

“If you have children, who would their real mother be?”

“Wut will grow them in her body and love them more than anything,” Ayre said. “And Argaine will take care of them, and teach them, and love them every day while Wut is off adventuring.”

“They’ll have two real mothers, then,” Argaine said. 

I liked the sound of that. Our duchy had had two witches, after all. But I knew it was just a fantasy. Magic was going to take it all away, and without the wyvern, we couldn’t stop it. Soon, the wedding bells would chime, and the spell would make us all accept the dead king’s false reality. 

I turned back to the once-fairy. “You’ve been gone all night. Where did you run off to?” I asked, perhaps a little peevishly. 

“Lynchburg,” she answered. “And I flew.”

“Why?”

“It’s much faster, and come see.”

I started to the window but stopped when there came a sharp rapping on the door again. I was getting as weary of it as Dav had been. 

“The Lady Al—“

The chamberlain hesitated. I heard whispers and some throat clearing.

“The Right Honorable—No? None at all? 

“The er, The Just Plain Alice,” he cried, and Alice strode in. 

“Are we in time?” she asked.

“For what?” Ayre said.

“Yes for Wut,” Alice replied. “And for you. Or really for the story you gave us about the girl who saw magic for what it was, and everything else for what it wasn’t, because that was me, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Or it isn’t yet, but it will be?” she asked, turning to me. “After we overthrow the tyrant? That’s why we came. I brought all of Lynchburg with me.” 

Ayre seemed about to say something, but he noticed the woman hiding behind Alice. “Mum!” he cried.

“You!” said his mother. “In the high castle! How did you get here? Have you been begging? Don’t lie.”

“No, Mum.”

“Well, then?”

“Well, there was a smith who made a sword that was Smith, and an heir who made herself what she wanted to be, and another girl who wasn’t a witch but made an heir who was me, so here I am.”

His mother looked so confused that Ayre tried again. “Um, there was queen who became a widow, then a witch, then a bat and a fairy and a lot of other things, all at the same time, because that’s what magic is, but now she’s a mother again. Like you are. If you will be.”

“She always has been,” Alice said. “She escaped the Greenmere dungeons and came to my inn seeking for you.”

“And then you both came here?” Ayre asked. “Why?”

“Last night I saw a black flower flying,” Alice explained.

“That was me,” the once-fairy now-widowed queen said.

“It made me think of you again,” Alice glanced at me. “And your story.” She turned back to Ayre. “You said it was our job to know what truth is, and we don’t yet, but we know a cruel false king and his dragon don’t have to be.” 

“The false king, his Question, and the wyvern are dead,” Ayre said.

“Wow,” Alice said. “That was fast.” She turned to me. “Did you use magic?”

“I used Smith,” I said. “And so did Ayre, to ask why a queen can’t rule the kingdom.”

“I was just asking that this morning,” Alice agreed. “But then it’d be a queendom, and that’s not a real thing.”

I wasn’t so clear anymore on what was real or wasn’t, but I knew what was coming. “It doesn’t matter,” I told Alice. “The witch in every duchy has a chicken.”

She just stared at me.

“They were all given a magical egg or box or thing to work the same spell that was done in Lynchburg the day the false king killed the true one,” I explained. “To make his fantasy all our reality.”

“That’s cheating!” Alice exclaimed.

“Magic,” I started to explain.

But Alice interrupted me. “We’ll ride out now and tell everyone the truth—that the false king, his Question and the dragon are dead.”

“That’s not the truth,” the once-fairy said. “Those are just facts. Facts are never the whole story.”

“We’ll tell them that,” Alice said. “Your story.”

“Whose?” I asked. “Ayre’s or mine?”

“Aren’t they the same?”

“Haven’t you been listening?” Cassandra said. “How many sharp edges will you say Smith had? One or two?”

“Both,” Ayre said. 

“But—” his mother began, but Ayre shook his head.

“On a story’s far side,” he said. “What happens looks like destiny. But on its near side, things could go either way. I started this story, so for me, of course, the sword had two sharp sides. Wut will end it when she’s likes where it is, and from wherever that is, it could only ever have cut that one way.”

“But you said I started it,” I pointed out.

Ayre shrugged. “I get things wrong sometimes.”

“You each have half?” his mother asked.

Argaine’s mother nodded. “Reality is a shared thing.” 

“You’ve cut it all to ribbons,” Cassandra scowled at Ayre and me.

I sighed. “Then we’ll sew it back together. And into a better shape this time.”

“A flatter one, maybe,” Brydin suggested from the bed. “Without so many high kings, lowly scullery maids, and spiral stairs.”

“What would that look like?” I asked Ayre.

“I can’t imagine,” he replied. “I’m a witch, and Dav said witches have to be realists. But you aren’t one, so maybe you can.”

I could. I could imagine all sorts of things—one-edged swords, wyverns and fairies, even being a witch myself one day—but I wasn’t sure that was enough to stitch it all together into a better shape for everybody. And you know how I feel about sewing. “I’ll ask around,” I said.

“In the meantime,” Cassandra pointed out. “You’re going to need to get a rider to every witch in every duchy. What’s your strategy?”

“No,” Ayre said. “Wut’s our Question. You’re our Strategy.”

Cassandra went a color I’d only ever seen on Brydin. 

“Your majesties.” She bowed to Ayre and Argaine. She even smiled at me. Then she stepped out onto the balcony to address the people of Lynchburg. They were ready to ride, already mounted on the horses they’d found waiting.

Alice turned to me. “I opened the napkin,” she said. 

“You know it was yours, then,” I said. 

“Yes,” she said. “It was my secret for the time I kept it folded away. What you keep to yourself can’t change anything else, but it changed me. I stopped feeling so alone and afraid with my secret for company. I shared it with my husband last night, and now I know what it was you gave me.”

“What?” I said.

“A choice,” she whispered. “That’s what a shared secret is.” She gave me a quick hug then and turned to go. “Same as a shared story.”

“It’s your choice how to tell it, then,” I said. 

“To children,” she said. “Obviously.”

Cheating, dear girl? Yes, of course it is. Storytelling and magic are both cheating, both ways of imagining a better world—one that’s more the way children expect it to be. But you’re right. Magic only makes reality seem changed, so people see it the way they like, which is different for everybody. Ayre’s story hadn’t changed reality at all, only the people of Lynchburg’s minds. And they rode out to do the same for the rest of the kingdom. 

Yes, dear, Cassie got all of them where they needed to go in time, but I don’t think Ayre’s mother, your great-grandmother, ever really understood. It stopped making her angry, though, which is better than a lot of people do when their world’s get strange. 

Oh, very good, you picked up on that didn’t you? Your other great-grandmother, the true king’s widow, had taught herself witchcraft, so perhaps I did the same? After all, who you are determines your fate. Argaine changed who she was, and her destiny changed. So, did I become a witch? Let’s say I did, and the once-fairy became a godmother to me. 

Now it’s getting quite late, and you’re all sleepy. When you wake up tomorrow, your mum and da will be back from adventuring, and they’ll have their own stories to tell.

You don’t like my ending? Ask me to change it, and I will. 

No, it won’t change reality. 

What really happened? Well, I’ve said this is the end, so you’ll be expecting a wedding. Fine, you might not be, but all the people gathering at the high castle were. Or at least that’s what Brydin said.

“The people want a wedding,” she told Ayre. “And you wanted to serve them.”

“I do,” he said.

“You’ve got it down perfectly.”

“What?” 

“You said, ‘I do.’ I thought you were practicing.”

“Oh.” He went pale. “You mean . . . ?”

“Exactly,” said Brydin. “You have to marry them.”

“Argaine and Wut?” Ayre blinked a great deal very quickly. 

“Yes,” Argaine patiently explained. “I’m the true heir, aren’t I? You’ll be my wizard and my husband.”

“What about Wut?”

“She’ll be our wife and our Question.”

Then the doctor stood from the bed and knelt next to it, caught up in the moment. “Brydin,” he said, “Will you marry me?”

“You?” Brydin’s voice was scornful, but her cheeks went quite pink. “You don’t even know about staunchweed! But I could maybe stay here at court for a while and teach you some things.”

No, child, they never did marry, but they stayed together, arguing and learning, fiercely in love for the rest of their lives.

All of us happily ever after? No, of course not. Cassandra was miserable. I think it’s her favorite way to be. 

So, Cassandra was miserable and delighted. Brydin was single and married. Argaine was mother and queen. It was magic— one thing and another at the same time. And now, with the story in a place I like it, I’ll stop.




The End







[image: Image]

     Oh, all right children. One more question each while your grandfather gets ready for bed. 

How much of a difference do accidents make? Do you really want to ask that again? Oh, an answer that isn’t fourteen chapters and a sonnet this time? Fine. I’ll try. Accidents make as much difference as imagination. You can’t have a destiny without them, but with a destiny, they don’t exist. I’m sorry. That’s the best I can do. 

Fate? Well, that’s a funny thing. Who you are determines your fate, which means you can determine your own fate, and so maybe fate isn’t real, but if it isn’t, then what determined who you are? I know, it goes round and round like that. 

No, sweetheart, don’t be silly! Of course, it doesn’t mean we’ll all die tonight, no matter what Smith says. I’ll die when I’m answered. But not before then. 

Okay, last question before bed.

Oh, that’s a good one. Can you guess? It’s still the same, and I’m still asking it. 

Okay, I’ll tell, but only if you’ll ask it too. Do you all promise? 

Even you? 

Wut’s my Question? If reality is a shared thing, and we all see it differently, how do we tailor a better fit for us all? 







  A Quick Bit At The End



Thank you for reading, we really hope you enjoyed the book as much as we enjoyed writing it. This is our first attempt at self-publishing, and since we don’t have a big publisher on board for this one we would really love it if you told your friends about it or wrote a review on Amazon or Goodreads. 




For information regarding the book, library purchases, bulk buys, or signed copies, please contact our editor Chris Wallace at blindstraddle@gmail.com and he will take care of whatever you need. 
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