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For all those who walked this strange road with me,
and held out their hands when I faltered.
This is a ship of our own making.




Dramatis Personae


SEPTEMBER, a Young Girl


HER MOTHER



HER FATHER



THE GREEN WIND, a Harsh Air


THE LEOPARD OF LITTLE BREEZES, His Steed


HELLO, a Witch


GOODBYE, her Sister, also a Witch


MANYTHANKS, their Husband, also a Witch, but Additionally,


a Wairwulf


A-THROUGH-L, a Wyvern


LYE, a Golem


GOOD QUEEN MALLOW, Former Ruler of Fairyland


CHARLIE CRUNCHCRAB, a Fairy


SEVERAL GLASHTYN



THE MARQUESS, Current Ruler of Fairyland


IAGO, the Panther of Rough Storms


SATURDAY, a Marid


CALPURNIA FARTHING, a Fairy


PENNY FARTHING, her Ward


NUMEROUS VELOCIPEDES



DOCTOR FALLOW, a Spriggan


 RUBEDO, a Graduate Student, also a Spriggan


CITRINITAS, an Alchemical Genius, a Spriggan as Well


DEATH



TWO LIONS, Both Blue


MR MAP, the Royal Cartographer


NOR, a Nasnas


AN UNFORTUNATE FISH



A SHARK (Actually a Pooka)


HANNIBAL, a Pair of Shoes


GLEAM, a Lamp
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CHAPTER I


Exeunt on a Leopard


In Which a Girl Named September Is Spirited Off by Means of a Leopard, Learns the Rules of Fairyland, and Solves a Puzzle


Once upon a time, a girl named September grew very tired indeed of her parents’ house, where she washed the same pink-and-yellow teacups and matching gravy boats every day, slept on the same embroidered pillow, and played with the same small and amiable dog. Because she had been born in May, and because she had a mole on her left cheek, and because her feet were very large and ungainly, the Green Wind took pity on her and flew to her window one evening just after her twelfth birthday. He was dressed in a green smoking jacket, and a green carriage-driver’s cloak, and green jodhpurs, and green snowshoes. It is very cold above the clouds in the shantytowns where the Six Winds live.


‘You seem an ill-tempered and irascible enough child,’ said the Green Wind. ‘How would you like to come away with me and ride upon the Leopard of Little Breezes and be delivered to the great sea, which borders Fairyland? I am afraid I cannot go in, as Harsh Airs are not allowed, but I should be happy to deposit you upon the Perverse and Perilous Sea.’


‘Oh, yes!’ breathed September, who disapproved deeply of pink-and-yellow teacups and also of small and amiable dogs.


‘Well, then, come and sit by me, and do not pull too harshly on my Leopard’s fur, as she bites.’


September climbed out of her kitchen window, leaving a sink full of soapy pink-and-yellow teacups with leaves still clinging to their bottoms in portentous shapes. One of them looked a bit like her father in his long coffee-colored trench coat, gone away over the sea with a rifle and gleaming things on his hat. One of them looked a bit like her mother, bending over a stubborn airplane engine in her work overalls, her arm muscles bulging. One of them looked a bit like a squashed cabbage. The Green Wind held out his hand, snug in a green glove, and September took both his hands and a very deep breath. One of her shoes came loose as she hoisted herself over the sill, and this will be important later, so let us take a moment to bid farewell to her prim little mary jane with its brass buckle as it clatters on to the parquet floor. Goodbye, shoe! September will miss you soon.


‘Now,’ said the Green Wind, when September was firmly seated in the curling emerald saddle, her hands knotted in the Leopard’s spotted pelt, ‘there are important rules in Fairyland, rules from which I shall one day be exempt, when my papers have been processed at last and I am possessed of the golden ring of diplomatic immunity. I am afraid that if you trample upon the rules, I cannot help you. You may be ticketed or executed, depending on the mood of the Marquess.’


‘Is she very terrible?’


The Green Wind frowned into his brambly beard. ‘All little girls are terrible,’ he admitted finally, ‘but the Marquess, at least, has a very fine hat.’


‘Tell me the rules,’ said September firmly. Her mother had taught her chess when she was quite small, and she felt that if she could remember which way knights ought to go, she could certainly remember Fairy rules.


‘First, no iron of any kind is allowed. Customs is quite strict on this point. Any bullets, knives, maces or jacks you might have on your person will be confiscated and smelted. Second, the practice of alchemy is forbidden to all except young ladies born on Tuesdays—’


‘I was born on a Tuesday!’


‘It is certainly possible that I knew that,’ the Green Wind said with a wink. ‘Third, aviary locomotion is permitted only by means of Leopard or licensed Ragwort Stalk. If you find yourself not in possession of one of these, kindly confine yourself to the ground. Fourth, all traffic travels widdershins. Fifth, rubbish takeaway occurs on second Fridays. Sixth, all changelings are required to wear identifying footwear. Seventh, and most important, you may in no fashion cross the borders of the Worsted Wood, or you will either perish most painfully or be forced to sit through a very tedious tea service with several spinster hamadryads. These laws are sacrosanct, except for visiting dignitaries and spriggans. Do you understand?’


September, I promise you, tried very hard to listen, but the rushing winds kept blowing her dark hair into her face. ‘I . . . I think so . . . ,’ she stammered, pulling her curls away from her mouth.


‘Obviously, the eating or drinking of Fairy foodstuffs constitutes a binding contract to return at least once a year in accordance with seasonal myth cycles.’


September started. ‘What? What does that mean?’


The Green Wind stroked his neatly pointed beard. ‘It means: Eat anything you like, precious cherry child!’ He laughed like the whistling air through high branches. ‘Sweet as cherries, bright as berries, the light of my moony sky!’


The Leopard of Little Breezes yawned up and farther off from the rooftops of Omaha, Nebraska, to which September did not even wave goodbye. One ought not to judge her: All children are heartless. They have not grown a heart yet, which is why they can climb tall trees and say shocking things and leap so very high that grown-up hearts flutter in terror. Hearts weigh quite a lot. That is why it takes so long to grow one. But, as in their reading and arithmetic and drawing, different children proceed at different speeds. (It is well known that reading quickens the growth of a heart like nothing else.) Some small ones are terrible and fey, Utterly Heartless. Some are dear and sweet and Hardly Heartless at all. September stood very generally in the middle on the day the Green Wind took her, Somewhat Heartless, and Somewhat Grown.


And so September did not wave goodbye to her house or her mother’s factory, puffing white smoke far below her. She did not even wave goodbye to her father when they passed over Europe. You and I might be shocked by this, but September had read a great number of books and knew that parents are only angry until they have discovered that their little adventurer has been to Fairyland and not the corner pub, and then everything is all right. Instead, she looked straight into the clouds until the wind made her eyes water. She leaned into the Leopard of Little Breezes, whose pelt was rough and bright, and listened to the beating of her huge and thundering heart.


‘If you don’t mind my asking, Sir Wind,’ said September after a respectable time had passed, ‘how does one get to Fairyland? After a while, we shall certainly pass India and Japan and California and simply come round to my house again.’


The Green Wind chuckled. ‘I suppose that would be true if the earth were round.’


‘I’m reasonably sure it is . . .’


‘You’re going to have to stop that sort of backward, old-fashioned thinking, you know. Conservatism is not an attractive trait. Fairyland is a very Scientifick place. We subscribe to all the best journals.’


The Leopard of Little Breezes gave a light roar. Several small clouds skipped huffily out of their path.


‘The earth, my dear, is roughly trapezoidal, vaguely rhomboid, a bit of a tesseract, and altogether grumpy when its fur is stroked the wrong way! In short, it is a puzzle, my autumnal acquisition, like the interlocking silver rings your aunt Margaret brought back from Turkey when you were nine.’


‘How did you know about my aunt Margaret?’ exclaimed September, holding her hair back with one hand.


‘I happened to be performing my usual noontime dustup just then. She wore a black skirt; you wore your yellow dress with the monkeys on it. Harsh Airs have excellent memories for things they have ruffled.’


September smoothed the lap of her now-wrinkled and rumpled orange dress. She liked anything orange: leaves; some moons; marigolds; chrysanthemums; cheese; pumpkin, both in pie and out; orange juice; marmalade. Orange is bright and demanding. You can’t ignore orange things. She once saw an orange parrot in the pet store and had never wanted anything so much in her life. She would have named it Halloween and fed it butterscotch. Her mother said butterscotch would make a bird sick and, besides, the dog would certainly eat it up. September never spoke to the dog again – on principle.


‘The puzzle is not unlike those rings,’ said the Green Wind, tipping his gaze over his green spectacles. ‘We are going to unlock the earth and lock it up again, and when we have done it, we shall be in another ring, which is to say, Fairyland. It won’t be long now.’


And indeed, in the icy-blue clouds above the world, a great number of rooftops began to peek out. They were all very tall and very rickety: cathedral towers made of nailed boards, cupolas of rusted metal, obelisks of tattered leaves and little more, huge domes like the ones September had seen in books about Italy, but with many of their bricks punched out, broken, turned to dust. Just the sorts of buildings where wind howls hardest, whistles loudest, screams highest. The tips and tops of everything were frozen – including the folk that flew and flittered through the town, bundled up tight much like the Green Wind himself, their jodhpurs and jackets black or rosy or yellow, their cheeks puffed out and round, like the cherubs blowing at the corners of old maps.


‘Welcome, September, to the city of Westerly, my home, where live all the Six Winds in nothing at all like harmony.’


‘It’s . . . very nice. And very cold. And I seem to have lost one of my shoes.’


The Green Wind looked down at September’s toes, which were beginning to turn slightly purple. Being at least a bit of a gentleman, he shuffled off his smoking jacket and guided her arms into it. The sleeves were far too big, but the jacket had learned a drop or two of manners in its many travels and adjusted itself around September’s little body, puffing up and drawing in until it was quite like her own skin.


‘I think I look a little like a pumpkin,’ whispered September, secretly delighted. ‘I’m all green and orange.’


She looked down. On her wide, emerald velvet lapel, the jacket had grown a little orange brooch for her, a jeweled key. It sparkled as though made out of the sun itself. The jacket warmed slightly with bashfulness and with hoping she’d be pleased.


‘The shoe is a very great loss, I won’t lie,’ clucked the Green Wind. ‘But one must make sacrifices if one is to enter Fairyland.’ His voice dropped confidentially. ‘Westerly is a border town, and the Red Wind is awfully covetous. Terribly likely your shoe would have been stolen eventually, anyway.’


The Green Wind and September entered Westerly smoothly, the Leopard of Little Breezes being extra careful not to jostle the landing. They strode down Squamish Thoroughfare, where big-cheeked Blue and Golden Winds went about their grocery shopping, piling their arms with tumbleweeds for rich, thorny salads. Clouds spun and blew down the street the way old paper blows in the cities you and I have seen. They were heading for two spindly pillars at the end of the Thoroughfare, pillars so enormous that September could not see right away that they were actually people, incredibly tall and thin, their faces huge and long. She could not tell if they were men or women, but they were hardly thicker than a pencil and taller than any of the bell towers and high platforms of Westerly. Their feet went straight down through the clouds, disappearing in a puff of cumulus. They both wore thin circular glasses, darkened to keep out the bright Westerly sun.


‘Who are they?’ whispered September.


‘That’s Latitude, with the yellow belt, and Longitude, with the paisley cravat. We can’t get very far without them, so be polite.’


‘I thought latitude and longitude were just lines on maps.’


‘They don’t like to have their pictures taken. That’s how it is with famous folk. Everyone wants to click, click, click away at you. It’s very annoying. They made a bargain with the Cartographers’ Guild several hundred years ago – symbolic representations only, out of respect, you understand.’


September felt very quiet in front of Latitude and Longitude. Being young, she was used to most people being taller than she was. But this was of another order entirely, and she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, and travel by Leopard is very tiring. She didn’t think she ought to curtsy, as that was old-fashioned, so she bowed from the waist. The Green Wind looked amused and copied her bow.


Latitude yawned. The inside of his mouth was bright blue, the color of the ocean on school maps. Longitude sighed in a bored sort of way.


‘Well, you wouldn’t expect them to speak, would you?’ The Green Wind looked slightly embarrassed. ‘They’re celebrities! They’re very private.’


‘I thought you said there would be a puzzle,’ said September, catching Latitude’s yawn. The Green Wind picked at his sleeve, as though miffed that she was not more impressed.


‘When you solve a jigsaw puzzle,’ he said, ‘how do you do it, pumpkin-dear?’


September shuffled her cold foot on the smooth blue stone of the Thoroughfare. ‘Well . . . you start with the corners, and then you fill in the edges to make a frame, and then work inward until all the pieces fit.’


‘And, historically, how many winds are there?’


September thought back to her book of myths, which had been bright orange and therefore one of her favorite possessions.


‘Four, I think.’


The Green Wind grinned, his green lips curling under a green mustache. ‘Quite so: Green, Red, Black and Gold. Of course, those are roughly family designations, like Smith or Gupta. And actually there is also Silver and Blue, but they’ve made trouble off the coast of Tunisia and have had to go to bed without supper. So the fact remains: Today, we are the corners.’ He gestured at the placid Latitude and Longitude. ‘They are the edges. And you, September’ – he gently pulled a strand of September’s hair free of her brooch – ‘are the middle pieces, all funny shaped and stubborn.’


‘I don’t understand, Sir.’


‘Well, it’s all in the verbiage. One of the pieces is a girl hopping widdershins on one foot, nine revolutions. One is wear motley colors. One is clap hand over one eye. One is give something up. One is have a feline in attendance.’


‘But that’s easy!’


‘Mostly easy. But Fairyland is an old place, and old things have strange hungers. One of the last pieces is: There must be blood. The other is: Tell a lie.’


September bit her lip. She had never been fond of jigsaw puzzles, even though her grandmother loved them and had glued one thousand pieces all over her house as a kind of wallpaper. Slowly, trying to remember it all, she clapped one hand over her eye. She raised one foot and hopped in what she hoped was widdershins around the Leopard of Little Breezes. Her orange dress flapped against the green jacket shining in the sun. When she stopped, September unfastened the jeweled orange key from her lapel and pricked her finger sharply with its pin. Blood welled up and dripped on to the blue stones. She laid the key gently at the feet of the impassive Latitude and Longitude and drew a deep breath.


‘I want to go home,’ she lied softly.


Latitude and Longitude turned smoothly toward each other, as though they were on pedestals. They began to bend and fold like staircases, reaching out for each other and interlocking, hand into hand, foot on to knee, arms akimbo. They moved mechanically in their strange circus dance, jerkily, joints swinging like dolls’. The street shook a little and then was still. Ever so briefly, Latitude and Longitude kissed, and when they parted, there was a space between their mouths just large enough for a Leopard carrying a Harsh Air and a little girl. All September could see on the other side were clouds.


Solemnly, the Green Wind held out his gloved hand to the girl in orange.


‘Well done, September,’ he said, and lifted her on to the Leopard’s emerald saddle.


One can never see what happens after an exeunt on a Leopard. It is against the rules of theatre. But cheating has always been the purview of fairies, and as we are about to enter their domain, we ought to act in accordance with local customs.


For, you see, when September and the Green Wind had gone through the puzzle of the world on their great cat, the jeweled key rose up and swooped in behind them, as quiet as you like.
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CHAPTER II


The Closet Between Worlds


In Which September Passes Between Worlds, Asks Four Questions and Receives Twelve Answers, and Is Inspected by a Customs Officer


By the time a lady reaches the grand, golden evening of her life, she has accumulated a great number of things. You know this – when you visited your grandmother on the lake that summer you were surprised to see how many portraits of people you didn’t recognize hung on the walls and how many porcelain ducks and copper pans and books and collectible spoons and old mirrors and scrap wood and half-finished knitting and board games and fireplace pokers she had stuffed away in the corners of her house. You couldn’t think what use a person would have for all that junk, why they would keep it around for all this time, slowly fading in the sun and turning the same shade of parchmenty brown. You thought your grandmother was a bit crazy, to have such a collection of glass owls and china sugar bowls.


That is what the space between Fairyland and our world looks like. It is Grandmother’s big, dark closet, her shed out back, her basement, cluttered with the stuff and nonsense of millennia. The world didn’t really know where else to put it, you see. The earth is frugal; she doesn’t toss out perfectly good bronze helmets or spinning wheels or water clocks. She might need them one day. As for all the portraiture: When you’ve lived as long as she has, you’ll need help remembering your grandchildren, too.


September marveled at the heaps of oddities in the closet between worlds. The ceiling was very low, with roots coming through, and everything had a genteel fade to it, the old lace and code-breaking machines, the anchors and heavy picture frames, the dinosaur bones and orreries. As the Leopard proceeded through the dimly lit passageway, September looked into the painted eyes of pharaohs and blind poets, chemists and serene philosophers. September could tell they were philosophers because they had on drapey clothes, like curtains. But most of the portraits were just people, wearing whatever they had liked to wear when they were living, raking hay or writing diaries or baking bread.


‘Sir Wind,’ September said, when she had recovered herself and her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, ‘I want to ask you a question, and I want you to answer me seriously and not call me any pretty names or tease me.’


‘Of course, my . . . September. And you can call me Green. I feel we’re becoming very well acquainted.’


‘Why did you take me out of Omaha? Do you take very many girls? Are they all from Nebraska? Why are you being so nice to me?’


September could not be sure, but she thought the Leopard of Little Breezes laughed. It might have been a snort.


‘That’s rather more than one question. Therefore, I think it’s only fair I give you rather more than one set of answers.’ He cleared his throat dramatically. ‘One: Omaha is no place for anybody. Two: No, my schedule keeps me quite busy enough. Three: See above. Four: So that you will like me and not be afraid.’


Up ahead, there was a line of folk in long, colorful coats, moving slowly, checking watches, smoothing hair under hats. The Leopard slowed.


‘I said no teasing,’ said September.


‘One: I was lonely. Two: I have been known to spirit a child or two away, I shan’t lie. It is the nature of winds to Snatch and Grasp at things, and Blow Them Away. Three: Nebraska does not grow many of the kinds of girls who ought to go to Fairyland. Four: If I were not nice, and did not know the way to Fairyland, and did not have a rather spectacular cat, you would not smile at me or say amusing things. You would tell me politely that you like teacups and small dogs and to please be on my way.’


They came up short and took their place in line. Everyone towered above September – the line might have been long or short; she could not tell. September leapt off of the Leopard and on to the dry, compact dirt of the closet between worlds. The Green Wind hopped lightly down beside her.


‘You said I was ill-tempered! Was that really why?’


‘One: There is a department in Fairyland entirely devoted to spiriting off young boys and girls (mostly orphans, but we have become more liberal in this late age), so that we may have a ready supply of a certain kind of story to tell when winter comes and there is nothing to do but drink fennel beer and peer at the hearth. Two: See above. Three: Dry, brown places are prime real estate for children who want to escape them. It’s much harder to find wastrels in New York City to fly about on a Leopard. After all, they have the Metropolitan Museum to occupy them. Four: I am not being very nice at all. See how I lie to you and make you do things my way? That is so you will be ready to live in Fairyland, where this sort of thing is considered the height of manners.’


September curled her fists. She tried very hard not to cry.


‘Green! Stop it! I just want to know—’


‘One! Because you were born in—’


‘If I am special,’ finished September, halfway between a whisper and a squeak. ‘In stories, when someone appears in a poof of green clouds and asks a girl to go away on an adventure, it’s because she’s special, because she’s smart and strong and can solve riddles and fight with swords and give really good speeches, and . . . I don’t know that I’m any of those things. I don’t even know that I’m as ill-tempered as all that. I’m not dull or anything, I know about geography and chess, and I can fix the boiler when my mother has to work. But what I mean to say is: Maybe you meant to go to another girl’s house and let her ride on the Leopard. Maybe you didn’t mean to choose me at all, because I’m not like storybook girls. I’m short and my father ran away with the army and I wouldn’t even be able to keep a dog from eating a bird.’


The Leopard turned her prodigious spotted head and looked at September with large, solemn yellow eyes.


‘We came for you,’ she growled. ‘Just you.’


The big cat licked the child’s cheek roughly. September smiled, just a little. She sniffed and wiped her eyes with the sleeve of the green jacket.


‘NEXT!’ boomed a deep, severe voice that echoed all over the closet. It was so strong that they were blown back into the folk who had silently joined the line behind them. The party in front of them, all pink eye-shadow and spangled, spiky hair, exploded past a tall podium in a flutter of papers and luggage.


At the top of the podium loomed an enormous gargoyle, its face a mass of bronze and black rock, waggling stone eyebrows and a stern metal jaw. Its lolling eyes burned red flames. Its heavy arms clicked and whirred, greasy pistons pumping. The creature’s chest was plated in gnarled, knuckled silver, half open along a thick seam, showing a thudding, white-violet heart within.


‘Papers!’ the gargoyle thundered. Portraits rattled along the earthen walls. Its breath was smoky and hot, and in its mechanical jaw, a steel tongue rattled. September shrank against the Leopard, the force of the gargoyle’s breath pushing at her face.


‘Betsy Basilstalk you come out of there this second!’ the Green Wind hollered back, though not quite so loud, having no leather-bellow lungs to help him along.


The iron gargoyle paused. ‘No,’ it bellowed.


‘You’re not impressing anyone, you know,’ sighed the Green Wind.


‘She’s impressed. Look, she’s all shaking and things,’ replied the gargoyle.


‘Betsy, I will thrash you a good one, and you know I can. Don’t forget who whipped the Lord of Leafglen and rode him about like a dog. I am not a tourist. I will not be treated like one,’ said the Green Wind.


‘No, you’re not a tourist,’ growled a thick, phlegmy but much quieter voice. A little woman – no bigger than September and, perhaps, a bit smaller – hopped out of the gargoyle and up on to the podium. The gargoyle’s eye-flames snuffed out, and its great shoulders sagged. The little woman’s muscled chest was shaped like a bear’s, her legs thick and knobbly, her short hair sludged up and spiked along her scalp, sticking up in knifepoints. She chewed on a hand-rolled cigarette; the smoke smelled sweet, like vanilla and rum and maple syrup and other things not terribly good for you. ‘You’re not a tourist,’ she repeated in a grumbly, gravelly voice. ‘You’re greenlist, and that means no-good scoundrel, and that means No Entry Allowed, Orders of the Marquess.’


‘Betsy, I filed my immigration request with the stamps of the Four Clandestines weeks and weeks ago. I even have a letter of reference from the Seelie Parliament. Well, the clerk. But it’s on official letterhead and everything, and I think we all know that stationery makes a statement,’ the Green Wind said defensively.


Betsy quirked a hairy eyebrow at him and hopped back into the gargoyle-puppet, quick as a blink. It roared to life, all fiery eyes and clanking arms.


‘GO AWAY. OR SEE WHO GETS THRASHED.’


‘Green,’ whispered September, ‘is she . . . a gnome?’


‘Too right I am,’ grumbled Betsy, squeezing out of the puppet again. It slumped in her absence. ‘And very perceptive of you, that is. What gave it away?’


September’s heart still hammered all over the place from the yelling of the gargoyle. She held her trembling hand a little above her head.


‘Pointy,’ she squeaked, and cleared her throat. ‘Gnomes have . . . pointy hats? I thought . . . pointy hair is as good as a hat, maybe?’


‘She’s a regular logician, Greeny. My grandmother wears a pointy hat, girl. My great-grandmother. I wouldn’t be caught dead in one any more than you’d like to wear a frilly bonnet. Gnomes are modern now. We’re better than modern, even. Just look, you,’ and Betsy flexed an extremely respectable bicep, the size of an oilcan. ‘None of this flitting about in gardens and blessing thresholds for me. I went to trade school, I did. Now I’m a customs agent with my own great hulking hunk of heave here. What have you got?’


‘A Leopard,’ answered September quickly.


‘True,’ considered Betsy. ‘But you haven’t got papers or both shoes, and that’s a trouble.’


‘Why do you need that thing?’ September asked. ‘None of the airports back home have them.’


‘They do. You just can’t see them right,’ Betsy Basilstalk said with a grin. ‘All customs agents have them, otherwise, why would people agree to stand in line and be peered at and inspected? We all live inside the terrible engine of authority, and it grinds and shrieks and burns so that no one will say, lines on maps are silly. Where you live, the awful machinery is smaller, harder to see. Less honest, that’s all. Whereas Rupert here? He’s as honest as they come. Does what it says on the box.’


She scratched the hulking shell behind what might have been an ear. It remained still and dark.


‘Then why tell me it’s all puppets and engines? Don’t you want me to let you peer at me?’ asked September.


Betsy beckoned her closer, until they stood nose to nose and all September could smell was the vanilla and rum and maple syrup of her cigarette, which was all through the gnome’s skin, too.


‘Because when humans come to Fairyland, we’re supposed to trick them and steal from them and whap them about the ears – but we’re also supposed to hex them up so that they can see proper-like. Not everything, just enough so as to be dazzled by mushroom glamours, and not so much that we can’t fool you twice with Fairy gold. It’s a real science. Used to be done with ointment. It’s in the rule book.’


‘Are you going to put something very foul in my eyes, then?’


‘I told you, kid. Gnomes are modern now. I have personally picketed the Hallowmash Pharmacy. There’s other ways of opening your thick head. Like Rupert. He’s great with thick heads. Most people, I show them Rupert, they see anything I tell them to. Now, papers, please.’


The Green Wind looked sidelong at September and then at his feet. September could swear he was blushing, blushing green through his beard. ‘You know very well, Betsy,’ he whispered, ‘that the Ravished need no papers. It’s in the manual, page 764, paragraph six.’ The Green Wind coughed politely. ‘The Persephone clause.’


Betsy gave him a long look that plainly said, So that’s what’s afoot, you old bag of air? She blew her sweet, thick smoke up into his face and grunted.


September knew she could not have been the only one.


‘Don’t answer for you, though, tall thing. All right, she can go, but you stay.’ Betsy chewed her cigarette. ‘And the cat, too. I’m not violating the Greenlist for the likes of you.’


The Green Wind stroked September’s hair with his long fingers.


‘Time for us to part, my acorn love. I’m sure my visa will come through soon . . . maybe if you put in a good word for me with the embassy. In the meantime, remember the rules, don’t go swimming for an hour after eating and never tell anyone your true name.’


‘My true name?’


‘I came for you, September. Just you. I wish you the best that can be hoped for, and no worse than can be expected.’ He leaned in close and kissed her cheek, courtly, gentle, dry as desert wind. The Leopard licked her hand passionately.


‘Close your eyes,’ he whispered.


September did. She felt a warm, sunny wind on her face, full of the smells of green things: mint and grass and rosemary and fresh water, frogs and leaves and hay. It blew her dark hair back, and when she opened her eyes, the Green Wind and the Leopard of Little Breezes had gone. In her ear floated his last airy sigh: Check your pockets, my chimney-child.


Betsy waved her hands in the air as if to disperse an unpleasant perfume. ‘He’s such a lot of bother. You’re better off – theatrical folk are nothing but a bundle of monologues and anxiety headaches.’


The gnome pulled a little green leather book and a polished ruby-handled stamp from behind the podium. She opened the book and began stamping with a vicious delight.


‘Temporary Visa Type: Pomegranate. Housing Allotment: None. Alien Registry Category: Human, Ravished, non-changeling. Size: Medium. Age: Twelve. Privileges: None, or As Many As You Can Catch. Anything to declare?’


September shook her head. Betsy rolled her red-rimmed eyes.


‘Customs Declaration: One shoe, Black. One dress, Orange. One smoking jacket, Not Yours.’ The Gnome peered down from her podium. ‘One kiss, Extremely Green,’ she finished emphatically, stamping the book hard and handing it down to September. ‘Off you go now, don’t hold up the line!’


Betsy Basilstalk grasped September by her lapels and hauled her off her feet, past the podium, toward a rooty, moldy, wormy hole in the back wall of the closet between worlds. At the last moment, she stopped, spat out a Fairy curse like a wad of tobacco, and pulled a little black box out of her pocket. She slid a red rod out of it, and the lid snapped open. It was filled with a vaguely golden jelly.


‘Pan’s hangover, kid.’ Betsy cursed again. ‘Old habits die hard.’ She dug her greasy finger into the stuff and flung it at September’s eyes. It dripped down her face like yolk.


The gnome looked profoundly embarrassed. ‘Well,’ she mumbled, looking at her toes, ‘what if Rupert fell down on the job and you got there and all you could see was sticks and grasshoppers and a lot of long, empty desert? It’s a long way to go for desert. Anyway, I don’t have to explain myself. On your way, then!’


Betsy Basilstalk gave the girl a hard shove into the soft, leafy wall of the closet. With a wriggle, a squeeze, and a pop, September slid backward through to the other side.




[image: image]


CHAPTER III


Hello, Goodbye, and Manythanks


In Which September Nearly Drowns, Meets Three Witches (One a Wairwulf), and Is Entrusted with the Quest for a Certain Spoon


Salt water hit September like a wall. It roared foamily in her eyes, snatched at her hair, dragged at her feet with cold, purple-green hands. She gasped for air and got two lungfuls of freezing, thick sea.


Now, September could swim quite well. She had even won second medal at a tournament in Lincoln. She had a trophy with a winged lady on it, though she had always wondered what use a flying girl would have for swimming. The lady should have had webbed feet, September was sure. But in all her after-school practices her coaches had never impressed upon her the importance of practising her butterfly stroke while being dropped from a great height without any ceremony at all into an ocean. With Fairy ooze in one’s eyes. Really, September thought, how could they leave something like that out?


She floundered and dipped beneath the giant waves, only to bob up again, spluttering, gulping air. She kicked hard, struggling to get her legs properly under her and orient herself toward the shore – if there was a shore – so that the waves would carry her toward land – if land there was – and not away from it. Riding the crest of a horrid wave sickeningly upward, she turned her head as fast as she could and glimpsed through the last, stubborn streaks of ointment a fuzzy, orangish strand off to the west. Against the will of the water, she hauled her body around until she was more or less pointed at it and stroked as fast as she could on the swell of the next wave, letting it push her and punch at her and drag her – whatever it liked, as long as it was closer and closer to land. September’s arms and legs burned and her lungs were seriously considering giving the whole thing up, but on she went, and on and on until quite unexpectedly her knees knocked on sand, and she fell face-first as the last waves slid up past her on to a rose-colored shore.


September coughed and shook. On her hands and knees, she threw up a fair bit of the Perverse and Perilous Sea on to the beach. She squeezed her eyes shut and shivered until her heart stopped beating quite so fast. When she opened her eyes, she was steadier but elbow-deep in the beach and sinking fast. Thick red rose petals, twigs, thorny leaves, yellowish chestnut husks, pine cones, and rusty tin bells littered the shoreline as far as she could see. September scrambled and tripped and waded through the strange, sweet-smelling rubbish, trying to find some solid ground beneath the blackberry brambles and robins’ eggshells and wizened, dried toadstools. The land was not very much more solid than the sea, but at least she could breathe – in sharp, jerky gulps, as the brambles pricked at her and the twigs pulled at her hair.


I have not been in Fairyland nearly long enough to start crying, September thought, then bit her tongue savagely. That was better; she could think, and the flotsam of the beach did seem to get shallower as she pushed through the wreckage. Finally, the wreckage was only knee-deep, and she could trudge through it like so much heavy snow. At the far edge of the shore were tall silvery cliffs, spotted with brave, stubborn little trees that had found purchase on the rocks and grew straight out sideways from the cliffside. At their tops, great birds wheeled and cried, their long necks glowing bright blue in the afternoon light. She stood alone on the beach, breathing heavily. She rubbed her eyes to get the last of the gnome ointment out, where it had hardened like sleep dust. When September’s eyes were clean of salt and gnome, she looked back down the beach in the direction she had come from. Suddenly, the beach didn’t look like rose petals and sticks and eggshells at all. It glittered gold, real gold, all the way down to the violet-green water. Doubloons and necklaces and crowns, pieces of eight and plates and bricks and long, glittering sceptres. These shone so brightly September had to shade her eyes. No matter how she walked, to the left or right, the shore stayed firmly golden now.


September shivered. She was terribly hungry and dripping rather dramatically. She wrung out her hair and the skirt of her orange dress on to a huge golden crown with crosses on it. The jacket, mortified that it had been so distracted from its duties by a mere momentary drowning, hurriedly puffed out, billowing in the sea wind until it was quite dry. Well, September thought, it’s all certainly very strange, but the Green Wind is not here to explain it anymore, and I can’t stay on the beach all day like a sunbather. A girl in want of a Leopard still has feet. She looked out at the rolling purple-green waves of the sea once more. A stirring that she could not name fluttered within her – something deep and strange, to do with the sea and the sky. But deeper than the stirring was her hunger and her need to find something that bore fruit or sold meat or baked bread. She folded up the stirring very carefully and put it away at the bottom of her mind. Tearing her eyes from the stormy waves, she began to walk.

OEBPS/images/ch3.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
i

-

kG

f ‘)!
Gircompnay’ abcgf
Fairyland in'a &tlp

of Her Own Making

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

»

A Corsair book





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
C/'/‘cunma;/i
fé//yhna/ ina Shlp
of Her Own Making





OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





