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The Avy’s Wish

It was on a winter afternoon, just before Christmas, that Nuria finally gave up the idea of making a wish. She stood on the embankment that bounded the village Common and looked at the Wishing Well. It didn’t even tempt her. Then she gazed about her with pleasure. More than a year had passed since she’d come to live with her grandfather in Bishop Mayne, but it was still hard to believe she lived in such a beautiful place.

The trees stood black and sleek as skeletons, their crisp edges blurred to velvet by the failing light. But there was nothing blurred about the Wishing Well, which rose from the pale winter grass in a massive sweep of granite. Agnes, the Well’s Guardian, was a mere shadow beside it, knitting as she rocked in the great stone chair, rocking and knitting just as each Guardian had done for as long as anyone could remember.

Nuria snapped her fingers high into the air. She liked the bright, brave sound it made. "Danger is as nothing to Nuria, the undaunted," she said, for when she came to Bishop Mayne last year, her grandfather, the Avy, had told her first thing that the Well was dangerous and she must set out of her mind the idea of wishing.

A great black dog with pointed ears and yellow eyes nudged the back of her leg. Osa was officially the Avy’s dog, but she’d attached herself to Nuria when Nuria arrived last year, trailing her now so closely and constantly that the Avy sometimes laughed and said Osa knew who really was in charge.

"Patience, noble wolf!" said Nuria. "Before we approach, let the Guardian of the Well speak."

"A coin for passage to your heart’s desire," said Agnes. "That is the first rule."

Nuria sprang suddenly down the embankment, her empty hands thrown behind her for balance. "I’ll beat you to the Well, Osa!" she said. She wore one gray mitten and one green, but it was a wonder she had any mittens on at all, and since no hat could be persuaded to stay on her head for more than two minutes, wild drifts of coppery hair flew behind her as she ran. Osa trailed her like a shadow.

"One wish each lifetime," said Agnes. "One cycle of the moon to repent and call it back. That is the second rule."

Nuria slapped the cold granite wall. "Ha! I won!" she declared, petting Osa, who dissolved into a puddle of bliss, leaning heavily against her. Melting, Nuria called it. Nuria let Osa melt into her leg and watched the light snow sparkle into the pools of lamplight in the village Square. These were both calming things, but Nuria was not calm inside.

Just that morning, the Avy had wished for the only thing Nuria wanted anymore. Nothing had happened, not yet, but Agnes might know if the wish would come true. Nuria put on her impatient face, the one most grown-ups hated. "Just get on with it," she muttered, because Agnes couldn’t say anything until she’d recited the last rule of the Well. Nuria’s words came to life in a chilly cloud that hung in front of her mouth, then vanished.

"And for that cycle of the moon your lips are locked in this: To no one may you speak of your wish. To no one but to me, for your wish is my wish too. That is the third rule."

Now that the time had come for her to ask, Nuria was suddenly afraid. What if the Avy’s wish hadn’t come true? A friend was the only thing she wanted in the whole world, except for someone who loved her just the way she was, and that wish had come true the moment she met the Avy.

She’d always wanted a friend, even when she lived with Aunt Hortense and hadn’t known there was an Avy. She never played with her cousins, who wanted her to be a proper orphan, quiet and timid and grateful they’d taken her in. But Nuria was not grateful, and anything quiet was impossible for her, so she’d always been alone.

"I know the Avy’s wish isn’t just for me," she said, repeating what the Avy had told her so often. He wanted her to understand he had to make a wish for the whole village. Everyone wanted to undo that other wish—that terrible wish—that had made all the children disappear. "But if the children do get wished back, I hope there will be one special friend for me."

The great stone chair creaked, rocking along the deep ruts that decades, centuries, of Guardians had worn into the ground. "Do you have a coin?" said Agnes. "The Well gets hungry so quickly these days."

Nuria looked at Agnes with dislike. "You won’t get me to make a wish." Agnes was wrapped as always in a harlequin collection of shawls and skirts, and she was so old that even the Avy couldn’t guess her age, for time had dropped over her a veil of fine lines like ancient lace.

"I wouldn’t use up my only wish!" said Nuria. "And if I did, I’d be careful how I said it. I wouldn’t need to take it back, not like him."

She pointed to a granite pillar that stood about twenty feet from the Well. It resembled a man in height and breadth, narrowing decidedly near the top, then swelling into a rounded lump that peered over its shoulder at Agnes. On this lump were curves and hollows that might once have been cheeks and jaws and temples. There were two dark pits that might once have been eyes.

"I’d never wish to be a pillar of society," said Nuria with contempt. "What an idiotic wish. The Well must have thought so too, turning that man into a pillar."

"If you have no wish for me," said Agnes, "what is your business here today?"

"Did the Avy’s wish come true?" Nuria held out her hands, palms up, to show how empty they were. "I’ve wanted a friend for so long, and Bishop Mayne must be the only place in the world with no other children."

It hadn’t always been that way, though. The village had been full of children when Nuria arrived last year. But she hadn’t even had a chance to meet anyone before . . . Well, no one knew exactly what had happened on that dreadful day. It started at midnight with the screaming, followed by the sudden silence, which was even worse. The children’s beds were empty by the time the parents could reach them, although the sheets were still warm. All the children disappeared except Nuria in her mountaintop cottage, and also one other girl, whose father took her away the very next morning. For her health, he said.

The Avy had explained it as best he could to Nuria. The Well was to blame, naturally. Some plaguey fool had made a wish, and as usual the wish had gone wrong. And even though the children had been found, no one dared bring them back again, and so the parents had left too.

"The Avy’s the bravest one of all," said Nuria. "That’s why they asked him to make a wish for the families to come back."

"Brave or foolish, take your pick," said Agnes, and drew a spiraling tendril of white smoke from a basket at her feet. She began to cast it onto one of her knitting needles.

Nuria stepped back. Usually the Guardian’s smoke creations vanished into the air. But sometimes they didn’t, and Nuria had a vague understanding that this meant trouble, although she didn’t know what kind of trouble it might be.

"What are you knitting?" said Nuria, watching the white smoke spin from Agnes’s needles, growing and taking shape, settling now into the size and form of a faceless head.

"Here’s your answer," said Agnes. Her needles trembled, and the globe of smoke shifted. It drew into itself in places, curved out in others, and settled finally into the head of a young girl. Agnes curled a tendril of green smoke round her needle, and a moment later the face was staring at Nuria with glowing green eyes.

"Here is the result of the Avy’s wish," said Agnes, and cast the last loop of smoke off the needle. The face hung bodiless, swaying slightly in the restless air. "Meet the first child to return. Catty Winter is eleven years old, just like you. She and her father have already returned to the old Winter place—have already been deposited there, I should say."

Catty! Nuria tried to speak, but she was breathless and trembling and could make no sound. Her heart skittered ahead of her body, and she had to run around the Well to catch up with it. Osa followed, barking and nipping at Nuria’s heels.

"The families are coming back!" cried Nuria. "And there’s a special friend for me!"

Agnes put her hands to her ears. "Don’t imagine that because I cannot feel I also cannot hear."

"The Avy says I’m too loud," agreed Nuria cheerfully, ignoring this reminder of the Well’s heavy-handed ways. It had fixed things so that its Guardians, bound as they were to the chair, day and night, in rain and sun and snow, could feel nothing at all. It was probably to protect the Guardians, but Nuria thought she’d rather die than be protected like that. She hoisted herself onto the Well and leaned into it from her stomach.

"Clever Avy!" she shouted. "He made the wish come true. Oh clever, clever Avy!"

"Avy," said the Well in its hollow echo. "Avy . . . Avy . . . Avy . . ."

Nuria’s eyes hadn’t adjusted to the twilight inside the Well, and she took a deep breath to smell the roses that bloomed on the granite walls. She heard the hummingbirds in flight, strumming the fragrant air with their wings. The Avy said that the Well’s everlasting spring must somehow leak into the surrounding landscape, for certainly Bishop Mayne was the most fertile and beautiful place anywhere in the region. Winter was short, and spring and summer long. Sweet corn grew from April to November, and the strawberries were as big as Nuria’s hand.

Then, as Nuria’s eyes began to work, a nightingale emerged, a small patch of gray against the darker granite. The hummingbirds’ eggs were specks of light in the woven cup of their nest, none of them bigger than the tip of Nuria’s little finger. Nuria peered down to the water below, but it was too dark to send back even a glimmer of pale skin and coppery hair.

"Do you think my new friend will like the way I look? Maybe I should wish for long, sooty lashes."

"You’ll need a coin to make a wish," said Agnes.

"I’m not an idiot. In all the fairy stories, if you wish for beauty, you end up with toads in your mouth. But it’s just that I’m so plain. Look at how big my mouth is! And these lashes!"

She hated her long, light lashes, which disappeared on a cloudy day, giving her the look of an old-fashioned portrait, pale and serene with high, flat cheekbones and long, naked eyes. The Avy always told her that her great gray eyes were beautiful, and that he loved their flecks of gold. Gold stars, he called them. And now, thinking of the Avy, Nuria slipped to the ground. She had to tell him the news.

"Winding up," she said, swinging her arms in wide circles and springing across the grass and up the embankment. The cobblestones in the village Square were slippery with snow, but on she ran. "The exiled princess leaps like a gazelle across the frozen plain," she told herself.

The windows of the bakery were cheerful squares of gold light, and Nuria stopped to stare at an enormous gingerbread house with chocolate shingles and marzipan pillars. I’d eat the roof first, thought Nuria, even as she found herself whirling suddenly around, answering the warning call of some third eye located in her backbone.

In the air, above the Common, hung Agnes’s smokeface, glowing in the gathering dusk. It stared after Nuria with luminous green eyes. Nuria tried to outstare it, but she turned away first, back to the golden windows. She couldn’t help wondering what Agnes might have knitted, and even when she’d wound herself up again and left the Common far behind, she couldn’t shake the feeling of that fixed, relentless gaze.







The Smoke-Face

Night had fallen by the time Nuria came to the last rise of the mountain, but she had no trouble keeping to the path. There was more light than there should have been, a faint luminescence that came from the ground and had nothing to do with the waning moon. Is it fox fire? she thought, remembering how decaying wood could shine with an eerie glow. But she had a feeling between her shoulder blades that she was being watched, and she snapped her fingers for Osa to move closer.

The barn was dark, the goat and chickens already asleep, but the cottage was lit from the front where the Avy would be carving his music boxes and clocks. A string of windows shone along the face of the cottage and wound around its sides. There were windows on the inside, too, for the sitting room had been tacked onto an older cottage with windows of its own.

Nuria tried to shrug off the feeling of being watched. She shook herself like a dog and smacked at the door with the heel of her hand. Tawny light spilled over the dusting of snow on the stoop.

"Shake, Osa!" commanded Nuria, for snow sprinkled Osa’s back and glinted down her forehead to a widow’s peak. How happy the Avy will be! Nuria thought. She couldn’t wait to see his face when she told him about his wish. Osa shook, and her eyes shone new-penny copper in the spill of light.

"Nuria Magdelena!" came the Avy’s voice, using her given name, which meant she’d better listen. "Close the door before the fire turns to ice. Before I turn to ice, for that matter."

"At once, my sovereign liege!" said Nuria, and kicked the snow off her boots. The cottage smelled wonderfully of stew, and was filled with the ticking of dozens of clocks. Nuria was used to the clocks, but there was one thing she thought she’d never get used to.

"Home," she whispered, looking about her. She’d lived with Aunt Hortense for eight whole years after her parents died, but that had never felt like home.

The Avy sat by a cast-iron stove with short curved silver legs. They made a pair, the Avy and the stove, both short and sturdy and round in the middle, and also shining on top, for the Avy had lost most of his hair. The kitchen was behind the sitting room, visible as a rosy glow through the inside windows, with hanging strings of sausage, ham, and cheese above the trestle table.

"Won’t you take off your coat and stay a while?" said the Avy. He always said that when she came through the door. She knew he wanted her to stay, stay forever, but it was still a relief to hear him say it every time she came in. But she first put out her fists as though she held secrets inside her curled fingers. "I have something to tell you."

Another paper-thin spiral fell to the wood shavings at the Avy’s feet. "Sly minx," he said, smiling. "What have you been up to?"

"The families have started to come back! One girl’s here already, and she’s just my age!"

Nuria counted five long seconds before the Avy moved, and even then he only gestured with his knife as though carving a question mark into the air.

"I knew you’d be happy," she said with deep satisfaction.

"I’m happiest for you," said the Avy, reaching for the big clay jar where they kept their wood. "At last you’ll have some friends."

"But I just want one special friend," said Nuria. "Someone to have secrets with. You can’t have secrets with a lot of people. Just one girl is all I need to put on the play of The Snow Queen for the Revels."

"You and those Revels," said the Avy shaking his head, for Nuria had been determined to put on a play for this festival of dancing, singing, and play-acting that came in January, after Twelfth Night. "But how do you know the children are coming back?"

"Agnes told me," said Nuria, shrugging her coat onto the broad-timbered floor where it made a small but instant lake of melting snow.

The Avy stared at her coat. "Nuria Magdelena!" he said, just as she’d known he would.

Nuria always threw her coat on the floor and always waited for the Avy’s "Nuria Magdelena!" before putting it where it belonged. It was comforting, this routine, every night the same.

She heaved the exasperated sigh she always did and hung the coat on a row of pegs beside her skates. They were brand-new metal skates, her pride and joy. She’d never had anything new before.

"Mine, mine, all mine!" she said in a sing-song chant. "And no one else shall have them."

The Avy beckoned her over to give her a kiss. "No one’s going to take them from you," he said. "There’s no reason to be such a Grabby Bones anymore."

Nuria draped herself over his back and leaned her cheek against his shoulder, smelling the hickory smoke that lingered in his coarse wool shirt. "Avy!" she said, struck by a sudden thought. "We were talking about your wish to bring the families back! You made the wish this morning, but Agnes’s third rule is that you can’t talk about it for a month."

The Avy tried to fidget a log into the stove and swore beneath his breath. "I wondered what would happen about that," he said at last. "The way I figure it is this: if someone already knows you made a wish, you can talk about it with them."

"Do you know what I’d like?" said Nuria, lifting her head and rubbing her cheek. She’d leaned so hard the Avy’s shirt had printed tiny dots on her face. "I’d like Aunt Hortense to make a wish for more wishes."

"You don’t really mean it!" said the Avy, because that was a terrible fate to hope for anyone. The next person who made a wish for more wishes would replace Agnes as Guardian of the Well, and they’d have to be Guardian until someone else made the same wish. That could be years—decades even!—because every villager knew better than to make that wish, and every villager also knew better than to tell the outside world anything about the magic of the Well.

"I do so mean it!" muttered Nuria, but then to distract the Avy she added quickly, "I have a description for you."

Every time Nuria left the cottage, the Avy said, "Find me a description, if you please." And when Nuria saw what she wanted to describe, she’d find the most beautiful words she could and save them up for him.

"From the mountain," she said, "when you look down on the pond, the leafless trees stand spread against the sky like filigree fans." A feeling like dominoes falling in a row clattered down her spine, and she knew she’d found the right words for the describing game.

"That is beautiful," said the Avy, but now Nuria was the one distracted.

"The northern lights!" she cried, and whirled round to press her face to the window, peering through a spattering of fat snowflakes. She searched the heavens, prepared to be enchanted by luminous streamers and arches of light, but her gaze was finally drawn to the ground where an incandescent head came flowing up the mountain.

She put a palm to the window as though to push it away. "Agnes’s knitting," she said. "Why is it coming to the cottage?"

The Avy joined her at the window. "A haunting," he whispered, and for a horrifying moment, Nuria thought he might be afraid. But she must have imagined it, for an instant later, he was the same uncompromising, gravelly Avy.

"Nuria, you’re not even thinking of making a wish, are you?"

Nuria shook her head fiercely. "Of course not, Avy. Haven’t you told me not to, a million times? Anyway, what would I wish for now?"

"Nothing, I hope," said the Avy. "Listen, Nuria. I’ve told you before how the Well will make a wish go wrong if it can?"

Nuria nodded.

"And also how one wish-gone-wrong often leads to another? It’s as though the Well manages to set up rows of bad wishes. It tricks people into making them."

"I know all that," said Nuria. "Why are you telling me?"

"You also know, I think, that usually the Guardian’s smoke-things just melt away. But here’s something you might not know. Watch out when they don’t and begin to follow you! That means you’re next in line to make a bad wish."

"But wouldn’t that warn you not to make a wish?" said Nuria. "And if the Well’s trying to trick you into making a wish, why would it warn you not to at the same time?"

"Maybe because it’s too easy to trick people," said the Avy. "Maybe the Well needs more of a challenge, like a very strong horse running with extra weight so it won’t win a race too easily. Or maybe it’s just to frighten people into doing something foolish. We can never really know.

"Now listen carefully. It’s clear, isn’t it, that the wish-gone-wrong that made the children vanish made me wish for the families to come back?"

Nuria nodded.

"What if the Well is setting up a chain of bad wishes? Supposing my wish went wrong and is leading you to a bad wish?"

"Because the smoke-thing followed me?"

"Exactly," said the Avy. "Because the smoke-thing followed you."

Nuria felt rather unreal and dreamy, as if she’d been awakened in the middle of the night to talk about this. "But your wish didn’t go wrong. Agnes said Catty Winter’s already back."

"The Guardian can never lie," said the Avy slowly. "But you must promise me faithfully to stay away from the Well. I don’t want it to trick you into making a wish."

"It can’t trick me!" But Nuria promised anyway, spitting on her finger and crossing her heart.

"That’s what everyone thinks," said the Avy. "So just see you stay away. Now, is it time for Pidalo Pom?"

In answer, Nuria made fists of her hands and held them in front of her. The Avy did the same, so that his broad, brown hands were squared off against her small, white ones.

Nuria had never told the Avy she knew he could determine who’d win the game of Pidalo Pom. The winner got to choose the song for the singing time they had every night. It was more exciting seeing whether he’d let her win than letting luck make its more capricious decisions.

"Ready?" said the Avy, and he began to recite the names of mountain towns, tapping each of their hands in turn to the rhythm.

Elyn Glen, Fernway Fen.

Ab-bey-bur-agh.

Loch Oldlore, Blackhedge Moor,

Cliffs of Murr-agh.

Pidalo pom. Pidalo pom. Pidalo pidalo pidalo pom.

And on the last "pom," the Avy tapped Nuria’s hand.

"I won!" cried Nuria. She paused, pretending to choose a song, but she actually had her choice all ready, since the Avy usually let her win.

"I wonder," she said, "if I’ll still get to sing the children’s solo on Christmas Eve?"

She’d sung it last year, during the Christmas Eve caroling on the Common, but then, of course, she’d been the only child in town.

"Let’s worry about that when the time comes," said the Avy. "Do you have your song?"

"‘Darling Johnny,’" she said at last, naming a melancholy song with old-fashioned words she liked to roll around her mouth.

Something still shone too brightly from outside the window, but Nuria turned her back on it boldly, knowing the Avy would protect her if it seeped through some careless crack in the cottage. Nuria had the gift of easy song, and her voice joined the Avy’s like a crystal thread, floating high above his.

And it’s where have you gone to, my Johnny, my darling?

Where’s your spirit gone roaming, my darling, my ain?

They say that the maid from the city’s bewitched you:

How I wish you’d return to your own self again!

Later, when Nuria was supposed to be going to sleep, she sat up in bed and looked around her loft. She’d never had a room of her own before, and this was the sweetest, coziest room she’d ever seen. Light from the stove downstairs bounced strange angled shadows off the rafters onto the sloped ceiling. Her bed stood beneath the round window, and a shelf on the opposite wall held a little wooden doll and a music box carved with trailing roses and singing birds.

"My treasures," she whispered. She’d never had anything of her own before she came to live with the Avy. Aunt Hortense had even tried to take away her mother’s wedding ring, but Nuria had it back now.

She leaned over the end of her bed to shake the music box. Her coins and the ring jingled together. When she opened the box, the tune of "Darling Johnny" sprang from its pink silk throat. There, everything was still safe. She touched the ring, a circle of tiny garnets set in gold.

"I can’t come check on you until you’re asleep," the Avy called from downstairs.

"I’m asleep! I’m asleep!" yelled Nuria, and flipped the box closed, making it gulp back its music. She grabbed the doll, Sarah, and fell back into bed.

"Really, I’m asleep," she added, for she could never actually go to sleep until the Avy climbed the ladder to check on her.

The broken spring of the armchair complained as he stood up, and then the ladder creaked beneath his weight. Nuria squeezed her eyes shut, cradling Sarah in her arm. Sarah was dressed in a scrap of old gingham tied round the middle with a string, for Nuria was not clever with a needle as the Avy was.

Nuria felt the pressure of the Avy’s gaze on her face, and barely heavier than that, his hand stroking the hair away from her forehead. Then he was gone, thumping down the ladder, joined by the thump of Osa’s tail as she greeted him. The last thing she heard was the familiar sound of the Avy closing the shutters, shutting in the warmth rather than shutting out the light, for both he and Nuria rose with the sun.
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