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Chapter One
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There was a girl called Magpie who lived with her mother and father in a cottage on a hillside. A windy hillside away from the town.


Although Magpie knew many stories about kingdoms and castles and harvests of gold, her family lived on a poor scrap of land. “Land that would not yield a sigh,” as Magpie’s mother often said.


They kept a goat, because there was not enough grass to feed a cow. And wheat had more dignity than to grow on this land. But cabbage grew in plenty, and enough chickweed to feed a few hens.


[image: ]


Magpie helped to pick the summer fruits and store fuel for the winter. Mother bought flour for bread by selling eggs or jam.


This had always been the way for Magpie, and she was happy. But some things made her wonder.
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It was on the long winter evenings that Father told stories beside the fire in the cottage. He told of banquets, weddings, and pageants of splendour; great books bound in leather; distant voyages and strange discoveries. All the riches and mysteries of the world displayed in the courts of kings. Then the half-lit cottage might have been a great hall, the shadows that moved with the firelight were lords and ladies dancing to minstrel players.
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When the wonderful stories ended Magpie would hug her father, and tease him for his fanciful ideas. Turning to her mother she’d cry, “Imagine such things … “And sometimes, looking at her mother’s face, it seemed to Magpie that Mother believed too much. That she took Father’s stories to heart.
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