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By Katherine Traylor

Mother and I had lived in darkness in the ten years since Father’s death. While Rose worked in the garden, we sat inside sewing by lamplight, quietly counting stitches as the hours ticked by. The air was dark and close. We kept the shutters closed to preserve the furniture (and to keep the neighbors from seeing how much furniture we’d sold). Our lives grew simpler with every long year that passed.

Mother had always been good with a needle. She taught me patterns and stitches that fetched good prices when we could get the thread for fancywork. Other times we hemmed tablecloths and took in mending, whatever would bring in a little bit of money. Rose’s hands and attention weren’t steady enough for such dull work. But even for me, it was difficult to stay so long in that dark room. 
I often envied Rose. She saw the sun and sky every day, talked with neighbors, befriended animals, and wandered the woods picking mushrooms and berries. The only exercise I got was the occasional run to the haberdasher’s for buttons—along with the endless rounds of sweeping, dusting, mopping, bed-making, and all the other work Mother counted herself too delicate to do. We had to be stingy with candles, and at night I had to sit close to the fire, reading to Mother from The Portuguese Letters or counting skeins of drop-spun thread. 

The worst thing was the silence. When Father was alive, the house was full of life. There were always new projects to work on, and though none of his business ventures ever quite took shape, we all took energy from his boundless hopes. When he died, prospecting for trade in a distant city, Mother sold his desk and burned all his notebooks. We crept about like mice after that, trying not to disturb the dust of his memory. Rose, who could never keep silent long, was banished to the fields, and then it was only Mother and me.
We lived like cloistered nuns. I rarely saw anyone but Mother, Rose, the haberdasher, and the endless sequence of kitchen maids (none would stay long for the wages we could pay). Mother’s face grew pinched and twisted. Sometimes, catching sight of myself in a mirror, I thought I saw my own face twisting just like hers. Soon we’d be two old women locked up in a vault together, buried without ever living.
The autumn after I turned eighteen, Rose went one evening to fetch water at the fountain and lingered there far too long. When she returned, the sun had nearly set.

We were dozing when the kitchen door slammed open, startling us awake. A breath of cool night air gusted through the house. Mother stirred beside me on the bench, grumbling irritably. “Blasted girl never shuts the door…”

She was gearing up for a shout when Rose’s sunny voice cut her off. “Mother! Fan! I’ve brought the water!” As she spoke, we heard several small objects clatter to the floor, followed by Rose’s incredulous giggle.

Huffing, Mother pushed herself to her feet. “Watch your big feet, Rose! What have you broken now?”

Rose bounced into the room, still laughing, sloshing water from the jug she’d naturally forgotten to put down. As always, I felt a moment’s sharp wonder at how beautiful she was. Her blue eyes sparkled--her tanned skin glowed; her golden hair trailed to her ankles. She walked—so the village swains said—“with the grace of a willow swaying in the breeze.” I’d heard them try to woo her, a long besotted line of farmers’ sons all hoping she’d stop watching clouds long enough to notice them. So far none of them had managed it.
Usually I didn’t think much about my sister. I knew she was a good person: kind to animals, gentle with the elderly, pious and charitable as you could wish. I knew also that I was cleverer, more careful, and far more skilled with needlework and numbers. Most of the time I didn’t remotely want to be Rose, who worked hard all the day and surely had her own troubles.

But lord, who wouldn’t want to look like that?

My mother, from whom I’d inherited my looks, always seemed a bit irritated by Rose’s beauty. “What took you so long at the well?” she snapped. “We’ve been waiting two hours for the water. Did you somehow get lost? Fall in the fountain? Well?” she prodded when Rose hesitated. “Speak up, girl. Don’t stand there grinning.”

For a moment Rose looked apprehensive, as if she’d suddenly thought better of her news. Then whatever it was overcame her, and she giggled again. “I beg your pardon, Mother,” she said sweetly. “I didn’t mean to dawdle. But something passing strange happened at the fountain.”

As she spoke, several dozen pearls and diamonds tumbled from her mouth and clattered to the floor.

Mother and I stared at them, thunderstruck, and then turned to Rose for an explanation.

“I was at the fountain.” Rose paused briefly as a large red rose fell out of her mouth. “While I was waiting to draw water, a little old woman came hobbling out of the forest, all dressed in rags. She tried to drink, but she’d nothing to hold water in, and her poor old hands were so stiff with rheumatism she could barely cup them.

“When it was my turn, she asked if I’d be a good girl and give her a drink. Of course I said, ‘Yes, mother, with all my heart,’ and I got her some water from the cleanest part of the fountain.” She laughed again, clearly still incredulous. “When she’d drunk her fill, she said that since I was so good and so pretty, she’d give me a present. Then she said that for every word I spoke for the rest of my life, either a rose or a jewel would fall from my lips. And here they are! She must have been a fairy.”
The whole time she’d been speaking, torrents of roses and showers of glittering jewels had fallen from her mouth onto the floor. The pile around her feet now would have paid for a queen’s wedding. 
My mother’s eyes were bright with greed, as if nothing existed in the world but that pile of treasure. She didn’t look at Rose at all. But I could see that Rose wasn’t enjoying her new power as much as you’d expect. She kept stopping to wipe drops of blood from her lips where thorns had torn her skin, and every few seconds a diamond would clack loudly against her teeth. Remembering how Father lost a tooth once chewing a piece of bread that had a pebble in it, I realized with horror that unless Rose stopped speaking entirely, she’d likely be toothless within a year. 

Mother had no such concerns. She’d already dumped out her knitting basket and was scooping up handfuls of gems from the floor. “Fan, quick, put the roses in water. They’ll fetch a good price—No. Wait.” She looked from me to Rose. Her eyes narrowed. “She might still be there. Go to the fountain, now. Do exactly what Rose did, no more and no less. If we’re lucky, she’ll do the same for you. Maybe better. Lord knows if she’d give such a gift to a simpleton, she can do much more for you.” Seeing that I hadn’t moved, she shooed me angrily. “Go! Who knows how long she’ll be there?”

“Mother,” I began uncertainly, instinctively confused that she was sending me to copy Rose. Rose and I had held different spheres since childhood. We never did the same work or visited the same places. I hadn’t even seen the fountain since I was small.

And I had no desire to meet the fairy. I didn’t want my mouth to be ripped by thorns, my teeth broken by diamonds. I particularly didn’t want to be a target for any treasure hunter who heard what I could do. “I don’t think I should,” I hedged, avoiding Mother’s eyes. “She’s probably already left…”

“That’s why you must go now!” Mother snapped. “Catch her on the road if you must. Chase her down and offer her a drink, or whatever she wants! Foolish girl, why are you still here? A moment more and you’ll miss the opportunity! Get out! Don’t come back till you’ve seen her.”

“Mother!” I protested. But her eyes were so wild with greed that I didn’t dare resist as she bundled me into my good cloak and dragged a comb through my hair. While Rose looked on in nervous silence, I shuffled towards the door. 

“Take a pitcher with you,” Mother said, already bending again to gather Rose’s fallen gemstones. “Go now Fan; I mean it. Or I’ll be sorry, and you will, too.”

Stunned that she’d talk to me this way (the way she talked to Rose), I snatched up the silver-plated pitcher Mother’s parents had given her as a wedding present. Fairies were notoriously capricious, and only a great fool would chase one as Mother wanted me to do. At least this way she shouldn’t be upset about my choice of vessel. 
Stepping out into the twilight, I felt like a stranger in an unfamiliar world. The air smelled different at night. Cool winds swept over the fields and danced in the trees along the road. The whole world seemed to have become something wild and unknowable, maybe something I wasn’t meant to see.

But I didn’t dare go back inside, so I went, walking as slowly as I dared down the long rutted road to the village fountain.

I wasn’t alone. Occasional murmurs in the darkness resolved into the voices of shepherds and farmhands trailing home before the night became too deep. I didn’t talk to anyone, avoiding their eyes as I passed. They all looked like strangers in this light. I’d spent so many years sitting inside that most were probably strangers in truth.

A large full moon was rising. When I finally reached the fountain, half a mile away, dusk was sinking into true night. The clearing around the fountain was empty.
It was unnaturally quiet as I crossed the little square of paving stones to the fountain. There were other fountains closer to home, but Mother had her doubts about their purity and always sent Rose to this one. I’d been here a few times, long ago, and always found the place unsettling. The surrounding woods were always silent, and the elaborately grotesques that covered the fountain looked oddly sinister, almost otherworldly. A few paces into the woods was a ruined cottage that had been there as long as anyone knew. No other houses were anywhere near it.

All in all, when Mother had started to keep me inside, I’d been glad enough to let Rose fetch the water.

Anyway, I was here. Time to do what I’d been sent to do, or else devise some lie to tell Mother.

I slowly approached the fountain. Should I wait in case the fairy came? But if I just drew some water and then went home, I could tell Mother that the fairy simply hadn’t been there.

That seemed safest. I moved closer, the only sound my footsteps on the mossy stones.

The fountain was even eerier at night. It struck me just how dark the water was, how murky its depths. I wished I’d brought a lantern to show me where the water was clearest.

Reaching the fountain’s edge, I hesitantly dipped a finger into the water. It felt cold and clean, with no trace of sliminess or grit. I could hear it bubbling from the grotesques’ mouths, with a splash now and then as a stray drop spattered. 
Breathing deeply, I lowered the pitcher into the water. For a moment the water seemed to cling to it, as if trying to pull the pitcher from my hand. Then it relented, smoothly filling the vessel.

When it was full, I lifted it out and held it to the moonlight. It had a faint green scent, like growing things. The moonlight blazed so brightly on the water that I couldn’t resist taking a sip. It was clean, pure, strangely delicious. I wanted to keep drinking until all of it was gone. 
Before I could, a woman stepped out of the forest.

I couldn’t breathe at first for awe. Lit by the moonlight and her own radiance, she crossed the stone floor almost as if floating. Her eyes were large and dark, her features fine. The delicacy of her mouth slightly softened the sharpness of her chin. Her graceful stance made her seem tall, though she was no larger than I. Like a queen, she wore a velvet mantle. Her veil was gauze of silver. Her silver jewelry gleamed. Her delicate slippers were covered in dark embroidery that seemed to have grown there like moss.

As she approached, I stood aside, yielding the space to her. Then she stopped, looked me over, and said, in a voice that rang like glass chimes, “Give me some water.”

I understood, then: this was the fairy Rose had met. She’d changed her guise, as fairies are known to do, and come again to look for another victim.

I couldn’t answer at first. I’d expected an old, ragged woman. I didn’t know what I could say to this lovely, queenly person that wouldn’t sound foolish. More importantly, I didn’t know if the fairy’s new appearance had changed the rules for our encounter. Rose had been rewarded for charity and compassion, but the lady before me was as high above me as the moon. I could offer her no charity, and she had no need for my compassion.

Above all, I didn’t want to be rewarded as Rose had been.

In the end, I decided to err on the side of coldness. “I didn’t come here to draw water for strangers,” I said. “But you may have some, if you like.”

From the flash of her eyes, I saw I had miscalculated. 

She didn’t speak. Taking the pitcher in her fine, slender hands, she drank long and deep. I felt as if I couldn’t look away, as if every sip she took bound me more tightly to her.

 Finally she lowered the pitcher. “I came here prepared to be lenient for your sister’s sake. She told me about you—how you and your mother made her work outside all day with no help while you sat indoors. But I was ready to make allowances. A snake, after all, can’t help its bad nature—and perhaps you were good at heart. But I’ve seen enough.” Her ringing voice turned flat. “You’ve shown me what kind of person you are. And a rude, ill-mannered girl deserves exactly what she gets.”

“You think I’d want to deserve better?” I snapped, unable to restrain myself in the face of her prating. “For you to ‘reward’ me as you did Rose? For her kindness, she’ll be a target for every rake who passes through town, and scarred and toothless besides. What a gift! What a reward. And all for a drink of water!”

Shock flashed across her face. Suddenly she looked younger, almost as young as I was, and very uncertain. But she recovered quickly. “You needn’t worry. You’ll receive no such gift.” Her mouth twisted into a smile. 
Too late, I realized I’d overlooked an obvious danger. I’d been so worried about avoiding the fairy’s reward that I’d never spared a thought towards avoiding punishment.

I felt suddenly afraid.

 “Because your words are so low and poisonous,” she continued, “from now on, and for the rest of your life, every word you speak will cast from your mouth a serpent or a toad.”

As she spoke, I felt a burning in my chest, tingling quickly through the rest of my body. It lingered on my tongue, sparkling, dancing—then stinging, as if I’d swallowed a mouthful of ants.

She was turning to go. I held up a hand, imploring. “Please—”

Something was crawling out of my throat. I gagged as a great cool mass surged forward through my mouth, sliding slickly over my tongue and spilling from my lips. It fell, a dark, writhing tangle, onto the ground between us.
It was a serpent—enormous, dark-patterned, coiling and twining in the moonlight. It swayed its head as if looking for threats. Then it glided away across the wet stones. 
I barely saw it, retching and coughing as the snake slithered from the clearing. My gut bubbled. I felt endlessly polluted, permanently soiled by what had come out of me.

The fairy looked at me with what I faintly recognized as horror—what might even have been sympathy. Then, silently, she set the pitcher down and hurried back into the forest.

By the time I managed to stop gagging and straighten again, the fairy was long gone. The moonlight seemed yellowed and tarnished, as if all the world had transmuted into a baser version of itself. I felt like I, too, had been transformed—as if my body were an illusion, with the reality slithering on its belly into the woods.

Worse: this wasn’t the end. Every bubble in my stomach could be another foul thing ready to erupt when I opened my lips. What a reward I’d earned, I thought grimly, picking up the pitcher. I’d certainly managed to distinguish myself from Rose.

The clearing was empty again. Even the snake I’d birthed didn’t want to be near me. There was no sign of fairies malevolent or benign, nothing but the eerie shadows of the trees and the occasional splash of water. Feeling worthless, I clutched the pitcher to myself and trudged homeward.

I hadn’t gone far before I saw my mother coming towards me on the road. I knew her arthritic gait a long way off. As I watched the orange glow of her lantern swing closer, something began to curdle in my stomach. What was I to tell her?

Her voice echoed down the path moments later. Her words nearly danced: for once in her life, she was excited. “Have you found it, Fan?” she called almost merrily. “What Rose found?”

I didn’t understand immediately. Then I realized she didn’t want the neighbors to know about our good fortune. Maybe she’d finally recognized the danger of the gift she coveted.

I didn’t want to speak. I could feel serpents bubbling in my belly, ready to erupt. Clutching the pitcher, I kept silent.
Mother quickly noticed that I was keeping silent deliberately. She stopped in front of me with a little huff. “Well, daughter?” Her voice was taut with excitement.

Suddenly I was angry. After all, it was she who’d sent me into this situation. “Well, Mother?” I snapped.

Two more creatures flew from my mouth: another serpent and something small and wriggly. A viper and a toad.

These came up easier than the first one had. They had no odor, left no taste in my throat, and seemed to need nothing from me but passage to the living air. They hit the stones one by one: splatch! splatch! I felt a moment’s pity, knowing it must have been a hard landing. Maybe in the future I’d need to bend low so my words, loathsome though they were, could survive being spoken.

She stared at me, eyes wide, for a long second. Her face paled, then darkened. Then she seized me by the shoulders and shook me. “You stupid child! What have you done? How could you be so selfish? How could you possibly get it wrong? Tell me quickly, what did you do?”

I watched the snake slowly slither away. The toad was moving jerkily, barely able to hop. I felt sick. Shaking my head, I turned away and kept walking. 
Mother followed. Never one to reason silently, she kept talking, ranting furiously as she strode along behind me. “You couldn’t have gotten it wrong. A fool could have followed those directions. Rose managed it. So what…”

She froze. “Rose.”

I stopped. “Wh—” Feeling something bubble in my throat, I clamped my mouth shut.

“Rose,” she repeated. She started walking again, much more quickly. “She’s always been jealous of you. She tricked you—gave you the wrong instructions. Maybe there were certain words you should have said, or something else happened that she didn’t mention.” She laughed angrily. “Or maybe she was just too stupid to recount the conversation properly. One way or another, it’s her fault. I know it! Oh, she’ll rue… To do this to her sister—to all of us!”

She was breathing quickly, walking faster and faster until suddenly she broke into a run. Her swinging lantern threw wild lights over the path ahead of her. Alarmed, I hurried after her.

I arrived too late. Mother, fueled by anger and not weighed down by a bewildering transformation, reached home long before me. As I approached, I could hear her shouting through the walls of the cottage. Then I heard Rose scream in pain and fear. Seeing two figures run past one unshuttered window, I realized with horror that Mother was chasing Rose around the house with a fireplace poker. Seconds later, the kitchen door slammed open, and Rose dashed out into the garden. By the time I reached the gate, she’d melted into the night.

Mother stepped outside, arms tightly folded, peering out into the darkness. Finally she went back inside, slamming the door. Silence fell, though I knew the neighbors must be listening.

I went in and closed the door quietly behind me. Mother was standing in the drawing room, looking at the jewels and flowers scattered all over the floor. “That ugly, selfish girl,” she murmured. “I knew she was jealous, but I didn’t know how deep it went. I’d never have guessed she was cruel enough to trick you like this.” She stared at a pile of tattered roses as if she wanted to crush them under her feet. “Don’t worry, darling. We’ll find a way out of this. There must be a way to reverse it.”

I considered letting her keep speaking, knowing that any word I said would have poisonous offspring. Then I decided she deserved it.

“It wasn’t her fault.” A quartet of bubbles rose from my throat. I opened my mouth to let them fall: four quick black serpents that scattered to the corners of the room as my mother screamed.

She stared at me in horror as she climbed onto the settle. “What did you say?”

I moved closer, cupping my hands to catch the next words. “It wasn’t her fault.”

These snakes were larger, reddish instead of black. They coiled in my hands and wrapped around my arms, hissing softly. Strangely, their skin was cool and dry. Their flexing weight was almost comforting. At least, I thought, with faint shocked humor, I didn’t have to face Mother’s anger alone.

She stared at the snakes like she couldn’t quite believe that they were there. “Are you joking?” she whispered.
I walked towards her, letting the serpents slither to the ground. “Quite serious.” Two fat toads sprang from my mouth, luckily (for them) landing squarely on the settle. Shrieking, Mother climbed higher.

I sat down, my head beside her feet, and kept talking. “I didn’t want what she had. Why should I ruin my life? I’d no desire to spend the next fifty years making diamonds on command. So I made sure she wouldn’t reward me. Perhaps I erred too far on the side of rudeness. You know I’ve always been a little sharp-tongued.”

All along, toads and serpents spilled from my lips in a constant stream, tumbling in threes and fours to the settle. Tongue was a white-bellied serpent that I caught in my hand, studying it curiously. It twisted up to look at me, bobbing as if we were sharing a joke. When I set it down, it lingered in my lap. “So maybe it was my fault for speaking wrongly. But it wasn’t Rose’s.”

Speaking was getting easier. The bubbles in my throat were becoming familiar. The animals sprang so quickly from my mouth that I barely felt them. The settle was a seethe of cool animalflesh, so crowded there was barely room for me. How would a year’s worth of speech look, writ out in toads and serpents? I concluded I’d better be sparing of my words, if only to have space to move.

But I’d finish this conversation first.

Mother had fallen silent. Looking up, I saw her sharp black eyes peering down at me under the dark brows we shared. Her mouth was tight, her posture rigid. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

I found I wanted to provoke her. “It’s your fault, too.” A fat brown adder landed in my lap, along with a yellow toad and two wormlike snakes, dislodging Tongue,. The adder wasn’t Fault, I realized, studying its sharp head and dramatic pattern. It was Your.

I stared into the adder’s beady red eyes and stroked it gently. Mother took a sharp breath and went still. “If you hadn’t been so greedy,” I said, “life could have gone on. We could have kept living here as long as we could stand each other. We could have dealt with Rose’s problem, helped her make better choices than she would on her own. She would have shared her gift with us. We’d never have wanted for anything. We only had to try to be happy for her, not go grubbing after things we hadn’t earned.”

I set Your down and looked at Mother. She was still, no emotion in her tight-pinched face. I stroked the back of the yellow toad, Fault, wondering if she saw herself in what she was looking at. “Now we’re ruined.” As I spoke, five tiny snakes slithered down my chin and front, hiding in the folds of my skirt. “She isn’t coming back. You’ve finally driven her away. So you and I are on our own. We’ve no one to do the outside work, and we don’t make enough sewing to get by on if the garden dies. So hoard those jewels carefully—and hope they’re still worth something by the time you sell them. Lord knows Rose talks enough when she gets going to drive the price of pearls down to nothing in a week.”

She was still staring at me. Her expression shifted from shock to anger before finally, inexorably, turning to hate. In that moment I knew I was now as loathsome to her as Rose was.

I began to get angry.

Shifting carefully through the nest of writhing words, I stood. “What do you think, Mother?” I asked cruelly. Four tiny toads and one large red one leapt from my tongue, pattering off the bodice of her dress. “Shall I read to you?”

Read came out as a long grey snake, nearly brushing her hand as she jerked her skirts away. I picked up the book it landed on, my mother’s well-worn copy of The Portuguese Letters. Turning to the bookmark, I began to read. “‘What shall I become, and what is it that you want me to do? I find myself far beyond anything I had foreseen.’” With each word, a writhing serpent or fat, grunting toad slipped from my mouth, tumbling over my tongue and out into the world.

This was too much for Mother. She scrambled to the floor and ran across the snake-dotted carpet, finding a relatively clear place near the door. Her face grew hard as marble as she watched the flood of crawling things roll from the settle and over the floor, new-born words fleeing a house they weren’t welcome in.

As soon as I stopped reading, she pointed to the door. “Out! Cruel, ungrateful girl, I wish I’d never birthed you. Get out of my house. Don’t ever come back.”

In a way, I thought numbly, it wasn’t surprising it had come to this. Mother couldn’t abide uncleanness, and every word I spoke was now unclean. Perhaps, if I’d cringed and begged pardon and been careful not to speak indoors, she might have forgiven my misfortune (though she’d never have loved me for it). But Mother couldn’t abide defiance. And I no longer particularly wanted to force my new-birthed words back into my stomach. We were at an impasse.

Still, it stunned me to understand that with so few words I’d just lost everything. Looking at Mother’s irate face, I wondered how I’d never noticed how easily her heart moved past judgment into hatred. How had I never realized that hatred could just as easily turn on me?
But of course, before tonight, that hateful countenance had never been turned on me.  But Rose had seen it every day of her life. How must it have been for her, knowing all her life that one day Mother would probably throw her out? It suddenly occurred to me that Rose was much braver than I.
In any case, the sentence was passed: this house was no longer my home. “Gladly, Mother,” I said quietly, setting down the book. “I’ll pack a few things and be gone.”

She didn’t like that. If I’d been Rose, she’d probably have thrown me out with nothing. But either our years of companionship earned me some leniency, or the serpents made her cautious, for she nodded and stood aside.
Taking a basket from the kitchen, I filled it with cheese, apples, and bread. I took the lantern and a bottle of lamp oil, though I knew Mother would have objected if she’d seen. Then I packed two dresses, underthings, and a copy of Gil Blas. On a spiteful whim, I slipped the silver pitcher into the basket, folding a blanket over it.

I wanted to take some of the pearls and diamonds Rose had scattered, but when I returned to the parlor, Mother had already hidden them. Not knowing what else to do, I put on my cloak and left the house without looking back.

So here I was, alone on the dark lane again. It was silent now. Everyone had gone to bed; even the animals were keeping still. The moon had risen high now, its distant light unconcerned with the affairs of humankind. Black shadows spilled from the forest along the road. Any sensible girl would have been nervous to find herself abroad at such an hour.

But I wasn’t an ordinary girl anymore. I was mother of serpents now, spitter of poison. I’d nothing left to fear from strangers. I took a deep breath and started walking, trying to enjoy the stillness of the night, the sound of my quiet footsteps on the lonely road.

It was to the fountain I turned my steps, despite all that had happened there. Packing my things, I’d remembered the abandoned cottage. Not an ideal shelter, but at least no one should bother me but the mice. I could stay there for a night or two while I decided what to do.

The walk passed more quickly this time. As before, the fountain was deserted. A tranquil silence lay over the clearing, as if nothing had happened there, no one’s world had been changed. For a long time I stood staring into the fountain. Was there some magic in the dark water that changed fortunes so dramatically? Finally, leaving off my musing, I filled the pitcher with water and carried it into the woods.

I wouldn’t have found the cottage without the lantern, though it wasn’t very far into the woods. The house was a dark heap, slumped among the trees like a time-weathered hillside. No trace of fence or garden showed the boundaries of what its owners had once cared for. But there was still a door, and the roof hadn’t collapsed yet. 
The creak of the door split the night. Beyond was a single room, redolent of mouse droppings and rot. The lantern’s light barely reached the corners, but illuminated the remnants of some furnishings (a shattered chair, a table leg, a clatter of broken dishes) half buried in drifts of leaves and showers of cobwebs. Skittering in the shadows told of an army of mice and rats shrinking away from my light.

Instinct told me to be frightened. For a moment I couldn’t make myself cross the threshold. Would it be better to sleep under the sky tonight and beg for charity tomorrow?

Then I remembered: I was armed against rodents.

At first I thought of speaking nonsense, birthing as many snakes as I could to clear the house at once. Then I remembered how different words had sprung forth as different creatures. Even the same words, spoken with different feelings, sometimes took different forms.  Considering carefully, I began to speak.

“Hunter,” I said, “mouse-killer, rat-catcher, swift eater, come feast.”

Snake after snake fell from my lips, arcing gracefully onto the floor. These serpents were swift and hungry, slithering into the lamp-cast shadows almost before I could see them. Catching one, I found that it was ink-black, its amber eyes slit-pupiled. Cat’s eyes, I thought, releasing it gently: ideal for nighttime hunting.

They set quickly to work, slipping silently into the leaf-piles, finding their meals one by one. I heard their swift strikes, the little screams of dying mice. Rodents ran from the house by all its chinks and windows. Hearing the rustle of their feet, their frightened squeaking, I was confident they wouldn’t be back.

As the noises died off, I thought morosely that it was cruel to kill them, poor little things that had only been living their lives. Like my serpents, they were only living things. They’d never asked to be found loathsome. Maybe, somewhere else in the world, another fairy-cursed woman was speaking mice and rats to life with her every word.

With the infestation cleared, I looked around. Though filthy, the house was in better shape than I’d expected. The walls, at least, looked sound. Though the floor was a mess, I could beg a broom and clear up later. On the whole, it was much better than sleeping outside.

Secure in the knowledge the mice and rats were gone, I cleared a space on the floor. There were more than enough leaves to make a bed (though I had to hope there weren’t too many mouse droppings). When I’d piled them all together in the corner, they were thicker than my mattress at home. Pushing away the remnants of a broken table, I lowered myself into the sweet-smelling leaves and had my supper.

As I nibbled my bread and cheese, the snakes slithered back to me one by one. It was unnerving how faithfully they returned; Rose had once told me that snakes were shy creatures. As they curled around me, though, I understood: I was the only source of warmth in the cottage. I made space for them, stroking their sleek dark backs as they settled in to sleep. I marveled at how perfectly suited they were to their duty, how exactly they matched what I’d wanted to summon.

Now that I felt a little better, I decided to experiment. How far could I direct the magic I’d been given?

I cautiously said the first word that came to mind. “Horse.” 

A large brown snake slithered from my mouth. Gagging as its tail-tip tickled the back of my throat, I caught it and looked it over. It was sturdy and plain, with a certain appearance of strength. When I set it down, it slithered into the pile of sleeping snakes beside me.
I looked around for inspiration. “Leaf.”

A dainty brown toad leapt from my mouth onto on my hand. Before I could get a clear look at it, it sprang to the floor and skittered into the shadows.

Of course, I’d been thinking of the dead brown leaves around me. I considered the word leaf more carefully, imaging a green tree in early summer, wind shimmering through soft, fresh leaves. “Leaf,” I repeated.

A supple green toad bounced onto my hand. It had yellow-green eyes and a general appearance of freshness. When I lowered my hand, it hopped away, croaking gently.

So I wasn’t totally without control. My thoughts, intentions, and biases obviously influenced the form my words would take.

I continued experimenting. “Sky” was a stunning blue viper. “Flower” was a cluster of tiny red toads, appearing as one before springing off in different directions. “Rose” was a golden garter snake with shining black eyes. “Fan” was a sullen brown serpent that curled around itself as I laid it on the ground.

“Mother,” was a squat, ugly toad.

That quite thoroughly ruined my mood. I let the toad go and turned away. I’d played around with my new power quite long enough tonight. It was time I went to bed.

It was strange settling in to sleep on leaves instead of a straw tick, but I found I didn’t mind. The leaves were soft and fragrant, and the forest sounds were soothing once I got used to them. The snakes wrapped around me in a leathery pile, a braided blanket of words that I still couldn’t believe that I’d created. (The toads, less social, had hopped off elsewhere.)

It suddenly occurred to me: as long as I was able to speak, I never need fear loneliness. It was only Mother I was parted from, and Rose. I hadn’t yet decided how much I missed them. Nestling deeper into the leaves, I drifted off to sleep.

For three days I crouched like a toad in the rotting hovel, listening to the comings and goings of people at the fountain. Sometimes I read a little of Gil Blas. Sometimes I slipped out to walk in the woods behind the cottage, but only when I thought no one could see me. Though I was coming to terms with my new life, I wasn’t ready for the world to see it.

From my new doorway I could see the fountain clearly: the people who lingered there instead of working, the merchants who stopped there to trade. After the second day, I began to notice people whispering and glancing at the hut. I hadn’t been discreet enough: someone had seen me. Now everyone knew where I was.

It could have been worse. Their whispers were mostly pitying, not frightened. But none of them came close. Maybe they were afraid they’d contract the same curse if they came near me. Part of me wanted to go out and face them, just to see what they’d do, but I wasn’t quite ready for that yet.

I did experiment a bit more with my power, trying out new words: love, scorn, decadence, cowpox. The stranger the words grew, the more exotically unbelievable the creatures they made. “Decadence” was a scarlet snake with ruby eyes, wrapped in ridges like gold filigree. “Cowpox” was a pale, horrible toad, its red warts like great pustules, its eyes nearly swollen shut. The more outlandish the animals became, the more certain I was that they weren’t copies of anything living. My words were engendering creatures that were new upon the earth.

On the fourth day, I grew tired of hiding. Moreover, I was out of food. Bracing myself against the sunlight, I stepped out of the house.

Five or six women and two or three men were in the clearing, drawing water or loitering with friends. They all straightened when they saw me. I nodded a greeting and moved to an empty space by the fountain. There I sat, sunning myself like a serpent on the warm stone of the fountain’s rim.

Mistress Lubin and her sister-in-law, Mistress Marck, were closest to me. They glanced at me and bobbed their heads quickly, much more respectfully than my youth deserved. “Good morning, Fan,” murmured Madam Lubin, not looking at me. “Heard you had a bit of bad fortune.”

Naturally I didn’t answer. But I considered. They were prosperous ladies. Both could easily spare me a bit of money if they wanted. The thought of begging was distasteful, but I didn’t know how else to get food, and my stomach was rumbling. But how to ask? Gestures? A note? I had no paper handy.

As I thought, I cleared my throat reflexively. Both women blanched. Madam Lubin stood bolt upright as if someone had stuck a rod through her. Edging back, she fished in her market basket and handed me a roll with cheese and bacon. “Here, Fan. You must be hungry.” Madam Marck, following her lead, gave me a lovely red apple.

Bemused, I curtseyed my thanks. They curtseyed back, avoiding my eyes, and moved to another part of the fountain. I saw others glancing at me, but no one spoke.

At least I had food. I sat back on the fountain’s rim and ate my roll, trying not to notice how everyone else edged away. Would they always look at me like that? I’d never wished to be feared. But I supposed it was better than starving.

As I ate, I overheard a conversation between two farmers loitering in the shade. Master Nolton, whom Father had been on good terms with, was saying to his neighbor, “It’s a real infestation. Must have been that bad grippe that caught all the fieldhands down Pepin’s way, all those crops rotting in the fields for the mice to feed on. Never seen so many rats. We’ll lose half our winter stock if we can’t do something.”

Vaguely I remembered Rose complaining about the rodents this year. I was struck by sudden inspiration.
I stood and crossed to where the men were talking. Every eye watched as I stopped in front of them.

Master Nolton looked at me warily, but said politely enough, “Hello, Fan. May I help you?”

Smiling widely, I said, “I can help you.”

Three snakes and a toad fell from my mouth. 
Everyone gasped. Even Master Nolton looked alarmed. But his look quickly turned to speculation. “So it’s true.” He pointed at “I,” a slender serpent with a dizzying black-and-white pattern. “That’s a whip snake. We have one in our barn. Excellent mouser. I’d love to have thirty more.”

Then he looked at “Help,” a fat, smooth brown snake twining around my legs. “And that’s a grass snake, isn’t it? Or… no. Not quite. But I guess it would hunt just as well.”

He’d caught the sense of my suggestion without my needing to say it. He squatted down to peer at “Can” (a large yellow toad) and “You” (a thin green snake he seemed to find fascinating). “Never seen these two anywhere. Either you’ve called them from somewhere other country, or they’re something new entirely.” As the clearing held its breath, the farmer stood and looked me in the eye. “It’s a powerful gift you’ve been given, isn’t it?”

Not a gift, I thought automatically. A punishment. 

But it was hard to think of it that way. Over the past few days, I’d spent enough time looking at my words to find them as beautiful as any other animal. I nodded finally, agreeing: it was a powerful gift.

Master Nolton was looking more and more thoughtful. “And you can do that at will? Snakes, toads, anything you like?”

I shook my head, pointing emphatically at the snakes and the toad. In all my experiments, I’d never managed to make anything else.

“Just toads and serpents? Fine, that will do! And can you call enough of them to clear a farm of rats?”

I nodded, certain I could, though I didn’t know how many snakes I’d need to stock a whole farm with serpents.
Glancing at the toad, the farmer said, “My wife has been having a terrible time with garden slugs, too. Some toads would take care of that, I’ll warrant, and help with the mice as well. Perhaps I’ll trouble you for some of those, too.” He grinned. “Well, Fan? What do you think? I can offer three days’ pay at a laborer’s rate, plus a hot meal, for a bushel of snakes and toads. Does that sound fair?”

A farm worker earned four times as much in a day as my mother and I did from our sewing. My idea had been much better than I’d thought. Almost everyone around here was a farmer. I’d stumbled on an excellent business opportunity.

Nodding graciously to Master Nolton, I smiled at our eavesdroppers to let them know the offer applied to them. Then I followed my new client from the clearing.

We gathered a following: those who’d seen us at the fountain were mostly curious enough to tag along. Their presence drew others along the way, and soon we had a parade.

Walking up the long road towards the village proper, we soon passed my mother’s house, which had so recently been mine. I tried not to look, but I couldn’t keep my eyes away. The windows were shuttered, but through one small gap I thought I saw a shadow watching. I wondered how she felt to see me here with all my entourage. For just a moment, I was powerfully tempted to knock on the door, to try and reconcile with my mother. But I didn’t, and the door and shutters never opened. Soon we were out of sight.

It was late afternoon when we reached the farm. Our observers hung back as Master Nolton and I went into the fields. The farmer ran his hand across a row of wheat, shaking his head as several small shadows scattered from the roots. “The barn and silo are worse. You expect a few mice, of course, but never so many. And we’ve only got two cats. But if you’ll give me twenty or thirty good rat-catching snakes, that should solve the problem.”

I nodded, thinking. Picking up a stick, I drew a rough basket in the dirt. Though I knew Master Nolton wouldn’t trouble the snakes, I thought it best not to provide dangerous ones. A basket was brought, and I started speaking into it.

“Guardian!” My voice rang with power, as if it had finally found its intended purpose. “Mouse-eater! Eyebright! Seeking-always! Hunter, finder, looker in dark places, field-protector, farmer’s friend. Wheat-watcher, pest-killer, fair sunlight basker…”

Each word sprang from my throat as a healthy, gleaming snake. I caught them in the basket, watching for vipers. Only one small adder, “Killer,” appeared, its jagged pattern easily visible among the coils of black and brown and gray.

Holding the adder back, I let the others go according to the farmer’s direction: some into the fields, some into the dark and rustling barn, some at the base of the silo. I heard them slither out to every corner of the farm, heard the despairing squeaks of their various dinners meeting death.

When I’d finished, Master Nolton showed me to the garden, where I produced a battalion of plump toads to protect the lettuce and celery. These sprang forth from very different words, requiring a much more placid mindset: “Hop, puddle, quiet, sit-on-a-log, dewdrop, helper, bump…” The farmer’s wife, delighted, gave me a large basket of vegetables in thanks.

“Well, Fan,” Master Nolton said, “you’ve more than kept your side of the bargain. I thank you. Will these breed, do you think?”

I had no idea. I shrugged, stroking the adder that had wrapped itself around my shoulders.

He sighed. “Well, if they don’t, we’ll ask you in to restock the fields one day. It’s prodigious magic that lady gave you.” Like many of our neighbors, he didn’t say ‘fairy.’ Farmers, having so much property to lose, were particularly unwilling to attract the Good Ones’ attention.

He shook my hand. In his tough grip was the promise of a new future: not one I’d ever dreamed of, but one that would sustain me comfortably as long as there were crops in the fields. As I accepted my fee, I thought absently that if I ran out of clients here, I could go from town to town, offering my magic tongue to anyone who needed it.

Then Mistress Nolton, patting my shoulder, took me to the kitchen for a hot meal. In the cozy, fragrant warmth of the farmhouse, I gorged myself on pottage, roast chicken, sourbread, cheese, and beer. I wanted to stay forever, eating my fill and feeling human again. Even our family home had never felt so friendly. I thought wistfully how nice it would be to have such a place to live, with a clean floor, a warm hearthfire, and a bit of good company when I wanted it.

But I’d finished eating. Thanking my hostess with a curtsey, I followed her to the door, thinking wearily of the cold dark road ahead, the cold dark home I was returning to. At least I’d had a good meal, and I was much richer than I’d been an hour ago. I could buy a proper broom, or even a cooking pot. Slightly cheered, I stepped out into the night to take the long road home.
Word spread about my work at Nolton’s farm. Soon every farmer and shopkeeper in the village lined up to ask me to speak serpents for them. Before long I’d collected a good sum of money. I bought a broom, a shawl, a cooking pot—though I had to build my fires outside, the hovel’s chimney being quite unusable. I began to dream of how I’d spend my surplus earnings: would I have the roof fixed first, or see about repairing the chimney?

I still couldn’t believe I was paid so well for an hour’s work. I wondered if my clients were being generous in deference to my situation, or else overpaying out of fear. Surely it would be cheaper to send children to catch snakes and toads in the woods. But perhaps my magic, being a novelty, was worth the extra expense. I did hear that my serpents served their purpose unusually well. They kept to the ranges where I’d put them, sunning themselves contentedly in the fields, their presence driving away any mice their appetites didn’t account for.

My own collection of snakes was quite large now. One or two adders always crept into a batch, and in the evenings I still experimented, testing the limits of my imagination and control. The toads, being creatures of small intellect and no social instinct, didn’t usually stay, but most of the serpents lingered. It was a sight to see them sunning themselves around the fountain, laid close as willow-work across the cobblestones. I was careful to be sparing with my words so the population wouldn’t grow too large. But they were good company. I didn’t mind the wide berth my human neighbors gave them. If the evenings weren’t so lonely, I thought wistfully, this wouldn’t be a bad life.

Living so close to a watering place, it was easy to hear all the village gossip. I was relieved to learn that Rose was all right. The very night she’d left, she’d met a highborn gentleman (some said the Prince himself, though they were probably exaggerating), captivating him with her beauty, gift, and sadness. Naturally, he’d carried her off. Now they were preparing for their wedding.

I felt sorry for Rose. She’d always loved being outside, talking to animals and roaming the woods barefoot. A prince’s wife couldn’t carry on so. And she would be kept busy replenishing the royal treasury, or whatever treasury she was marrying into. I heard she was sending money to Mother, though, so at least I needn’t worry about that.

As for Mother, she rarely left her house, only occasionally shuffling out to sweep the walk or send a child for water. She must have known where I was, but never came to the fountain. Good, I told myself: I didn’t want to see her. I’d learned that Mother had complained bitterly about Rose’s “betrayal” and my “bad luck”—and that she’d been shocked when everyone had taken her daughters’ side. Everyone knew how foolish it was to go chasing after fairies. Mother was judged to have been justly punished for her greed.

I did feel just a little bad for her. Mother had never taken care of herself in her life. It seemed unlikely she’d learned to manage in the last few weeks. I also knew, though, that I’d never go back, even if she begged me. She’d shown her true self so completely, and so cruelly, that I could never look at her the same way again. At least Rose’s money would keep her fed, however little she deserved it.

All this time, my mind kept going back to the real instigator of everything that had happened: the fairy herself. I often dreamed of that encounter under the full moon: my mingled fear and captivation in the moments before the curse fell. I remembered her sharply lovely face, the depth and intelligence of her dark eyes. Most of all, I remembered the instant’s flash of horror and remorse I’d seen in her face. I would have given a great deal to know what she’d been thinking.

Though I knew it was madness, I somehow yearned to see her again. I told myself that I only wanted a final say—to tell her what I thought of her with the full power of my new gift. But in my heart, I knew that wasn’t why.

Every night I watched the clearing through my window, hoping she’d appear again. But for almost a month of nights, the clearing stayed silent and still. Sometimes, unable to sleep, I took the silver pitcher out and filled it at the fountain, loitering to see if she’d come and demand it. But in the end, I always retreated to my dark cottage with only my snakes for company. I lay in my bed of leaves listening to the night sounds, trying to think of words lovely enough for her, a way to describe her in serpents. Then I’d fall asleep with the silver pitcher beside my head, dreaming of her again.

Then, at last, the moonlight began to brighten. As the moon grew full, the clearing around the fountain seemed to shiver again with magic and potential. Finally, I looked out my window one night and saw a woman walking out of the forest.

Her. I watched helplessly, unable to move though I’d wanted to see her. She was simply dressed tonight, in a white gown that held the moonlight, a silver circlet resting on her brow. She stood by the fountain a long time, looking around as if waiting for someone. Though she might have been looking for another unfortunate beneficiary, I somehow knew that it was me she wanted to see.

Instinct told me to go and speak to her, or at least to listen to what she had to say. But my nerves froze me. I tried vainly to make my legs move, to let go of the broken window ledge. I couldn’t. I had remembered suddenly that I might still excite her ire again, bring down on myself some worse power than she’d given me before. I couldn’t manage another such gift. So I stayed where I was, cowardly but safe. After a long time, the fairy turned and walked back into the forest.

It happened the same way for two more nights. Each night I watched helplessly as the fairy stepped from the forest, trailing light like a lost moonbeam, to stand a long while beside the fountain. I had ample time to watch her, admiring her strange beauty, noticing more and more the strange wistfulness in her expression. Each night I thought of going to talk to her. Each time, shyness (and prudence) held me back.

Finally, the moon reached its full radiance, limning the world in blue. I’d had three days to think of all I risked in speaking with my beautiful enemy. I had concluded that the risk was worth it: I couldn’t stand to let the moonlight pass without speaking to her. On the fourth night, I was ready.

I waited patiently for the last courting couples to trail home through the moonlight. Then I took the pitcher and went to sit on the fountain’s rim.

The world was silent. I felt as if a strong magic had begun, cast down on the clearing by the blue-white stare of the enormous full moon. I wasn’t frightened. This time, I was sure of what I was doing.

I waited a long time. The night grew deeper, the stars brighter, the air cooler and wilder. Shivering, I trailed my hand through the moonlit water. Strange how something could be so beautiful and yet so dangerous.

Eventually the wind faded. Then there was complete silence except for the water pouring constantly from the mouths of the stone grotesques, crystal drops falling into darkness. I didn’t look at the forest, both afraid that I would see her and that I wouldn’t. I watched the water until I heard her footsteps, light and sure, walking through the leaves towards the clearing.

Looking up, I saw her. Without her fine clothes, she looked smaller, less consequential. Though she was still radiant, still clearly otherworldly, it was clear now that she was only a girl, my own age or a little older. I mused that if she’d looked this way the first time I met her, I would have been much more cordial.

And there was something in her face that I recognized, something that drew me as one heart draws another. She didn’t look cruel or angry, not even very haughty. What I saw, more than anything that could be named, was a deep, terrible loneliness.

She froze when she saw me, dark eyes widening. I took advantage of her surprise. Before she could speak, I filled the silver pitcher with water and offered it to her to drink.

Looking stunned, she took the pitcher and drank deeply, her graceful neck outlined in moonlight. Finally she lowered the empty pitcher and gave it to me. The motion carried forward a waft of strange, woody perfume. “I didn’t ask you for water,” she observed. Her voice had lost its ringing overtones. Now it was quiet, almost shy. “You gave it freely, unasked. By the customs of my people, I owe you a gift.”

I was too blank with surprise to respond. I’d only wanted to make a peace offering. I hadn’t expected a gift.
Before I could untangle my thoughts, she continued, “I visited your sister. I hadn’t considered what you said, but you were right to say it—though you said it rudely.” Her scolding glare was softened by the smile that followed. “I gave her the power of choice. She may now speak jewels and flowers, as before, but only when she wants to.” She looked away, blushing. “She was glad of the change, as it happened. Apparently her gift was causing complications.” She sighed, brushing the subject aside with a wave of one graceful arm. “I assume you’d like a similar alteration? Or I can lift the curse altogether—for perhaps I was a little hasty.”

I almost flinched. Lose my serpents? My silver tongue—my livelihood? Had I offended her so? But maybe she didn’t know how well I’d come to live with my new power. When she gave it, it had only been a punishment.

Shaking my head, I limited my words carefully. “If you wish to give me a gift, lady, I’d most like for my house to be more comfortable.” Releasing an armful of toads and serpents, I gestured at the hovel where I’d spent my nights since the last time we’d met.

This seemed to startle her, but she glanced at the hovel and nodded, waving her hand. “Done.”

Light spilled out of the forest, making me blink. When I looked back at the cottage, it had been transformed—restored, perhaps, to a younger version of itself, though I doubted it had ever been this nice. Firelight blazed from new glass windows, illuminating a neat stone walk and a flower border. The roof looked seamless and whole. Smoke puffed from a chimney I’d suspected was beyond repair. The faint scent of baking bread suffused the air.

The fairy looked at the house, too, something like wistfulness returning to her expression. “I hope it’s to your liking,” she said. Then she bowed soberly, as if she were about to go.

“Wait,” said my tongue unbidden. A toad sprang from my mouth, bouncing off the fairy’s shoulder into the fountain. Wincing, I rescued it.

Fortunately, she looked amused. “Yes?” she said as I released the toad.

“How… can one give a gift to a fairy… without creating any debt?”

It took me a moment to untangle the nest of snakes my words had created. When I finally looked up, she was looking at me wonderingly.

“There is one way.” Her voice sounded… hopeful? “A friend may give gifts freely and be owed nothing, receive them and owe nothing.”

There was promise in her eyes. I took a deep breath. “How… does one become friends with a fairy?”

She moved closer, watching me set three toads and a handful of snakes on the fountain’s rim. “It may be done… for example… by exchanging names.”

At first I didn’t understand. Then I remembered: names are terribly important in Faerie. To give one of the Good Ones your name is to put yourself forever under their power. For them, exchanging names must be a shocking act of trust.

But I wanted to do it.
“My name is Francoise,” I said clearly. “But I’m called Fan.”

Seven little toads leapt out with my words, followed by one snake: a little brown serpent with a pattern of dancing diamonds down its back. Fan. An adder, but a surprisingly pretty one. I held it out for her to see, stroking its angular head.

She looked stunned. It occurred to me then that holding a venomous snake in front of someone wasn’t a conventional way of making friends. I feared I might have offended her, but she looked more fascinated than alarmed. Smiling slowly, she said, “I’m Serzhagwyn.”

The earth rang with her name. “Serzhagwyn,” I repeated reverently. A beautiful white serpent slid from my mouth, eyes shining like diamonds. This was no mortal serpent. It was a thing as unique in the world as its namesake. I gathered it in my arms and felt the magic rolling through it, the power to change anything it touched for good or ill. A fairy snake—the most beautiful creature I’d ever created.

For the next few moments I could only admire the wonderful snake. Finally, shyly, I offered it to the woman who’d inspired it. Looking spellbound, she took it. It twined around her arms as naturally as all the world.

Serzhagwyn stroked it gently, looking stunned. She didn’t speak for a long time. At last she said hoarsely, “This is more than a token of friendship, Fan.” I shivered when she said my name, as if her lips brushed my skin as she said the word. “To my people, this would be more of a courting gift.”

The breath left my body. Courting? Could she mean that? If we were courting, I’d never have to say goodbye. I could see her every day—hear every word she wanted to give me, learn all the mysteries in her eyes. I never would have dreamed of asking, but since she’d suggested it… “That’s fine, too,” I said, swallowing nervously as I caught three toads and set them free.

Her eyes widened. She laid the silver snake very carefully around her shoulders. It coiled there happily, as if it had been made to fit there. Then she offered me her hand.

I took it gently. Though her skin hummed with magic, it felt almost like mine. Meeting her dark eyes, I raised it to my lips, feeling as if I were sealing a pact. 
She caught my other hand, kissing it in turn. “Shall we go, my Fan?”

“Yes, Serzhagwyn,” I said. Hand in hand, we walked into the woods, down the stone walk to a cottage warm with firelight, a train of snakes and hopping things following happily behind.

