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Mayhem at the Market

s nwen was hiding behind a horse.
She was doing her best to pretend that she wasn’t

hiding, of course — that she was, in fact, just standing
there, minding her own business in a sheltered corner of
the tavern stable yard — but she wasn’t a very accomplished
liar, even when she was lying to herself. She was hiding all
right, and the thought of it was downright embarrassing.
Not so embarrassing that she was about to stop doing it,
though — Cerys Powell was out there somewhere, and
Anwen really didn’t want to bump into her.

As hiding places went, this was quite a good one. By
peering around the horse’s backside, she could see most
of the busy market crowd without being seen herself. She

stroked the horse’s flank as her eyes darted from person



to person, searching for the telltale flashes of golden hair
or sea-blue dress that meant Cerys was on the prowl.

“I don’t see her anywhere,” she told the horse.
“Perhaps she already left for the Academy.”

The beast snorted and flicked its tail in her face.

“There’s no need to be like that,” Anwen said. “I know
you're hungry, but I already told you I haven’t got any
food. And don’t pretend you didn’t understand me,
because I'm fluent in horse, I'll have you know. Well,
fluent in pony, actually, but it’s virtually the same thing.”

She realized this last statement had been a mistake
when the horse huffed and stamped its hoof, narrowly
missing her toes. Anwen sighed.

“Fine, I know when I've worn out my welcome,” she
said. “Honestly, why do horses have to be so snobbish?”

Cautiously, she stepped out from behind the animal.
She felt exposed, and her hand went instinctively to the
sprig of lucky heather woven through the untidy thatch of
her hair. Come on, Anwen, she thought. You’ve got a job to
do. Feeling a little more confident, she smoothed down
her green woollen dress and made her way into the market
square.

The village of Old Stump wasn’t a big place — just a
handful of cottages, the tavern and a mill, all built from
rough grey slate and topped with roofs of shaggy green

turf, studded with the last of the summer’s wild flowers.
They all stood, as the village’s name implied, on the stump
of one of the huge magic beanstalks that had dotted the
landscape in the days when giants still roamed freely. As a
result, Old Stump sat a few metres above the surrounding
countryside, and Anwen could see all the way to the
shimmering line of the sea on the eastern horizon, and to
the shadows of the Usbrid Woods in the west.

Farmers and traders from every point in between had
gathered for the village’s weekly market. Anwen relaxed
a little as she made her way through the crowd, taking in
everything that the stalls had to offer. There was Farmer
Pendaran with his wool and mutton; Farmer Pebin with
his apples; Meredith, the tall elderly fisherwoman, who
had rowed upriver from the coast with her barrels of
salted fish and live crabs.

Anwen watched Meredith swat away a cloud of pixies
that were hovering around her stall. They were knobbly
little creatures, bald and ugly, but with beautiful butterfly
wings that shimmered like stained glass as they darted out
of Meredith’s reach, jeering and pulling faces at her.

“Filthy creatures!” Meredith snapped. She tucked a lock
of her sleek grey hair behind one ear and sighed. “Anwen,
do you know where that good-for-nothing minstrel’s got to?
It’s his job to keep these things under control.”



“You mean Stillpike?” asked Anwen. “Sorry, I haven’t
seen him.”

Meredith made a grab for a particularly brazen pixie,
and missed. “You're good with animals,” she said. “Can’t
you persuade them to go and pester someone else?”

“Magical creatures are different,” Anwen replied.
“Pixies won’t listen to me. Unless...”

“Unless what?”

A smile spread across Anwen’s face as an idea took
hold. “What if T transformed them into something that
would listen to me?”

“You mean transfiguration?” Meredith suddenly
looked doubtful. “That’s High Magic. Can’t you whip up
something simple, like a charm or a warding spell? You
know, some good old-fashioned Folk Magic.”

“What if T transform them into butterflies?” said
Anwen.

Meredith squinted down her nose. “Can you do that?”

“Of course,” said Anwen. “I mean, they’ve already got
the wings.”

Meredith looked from Anwen to the pixies, who were
now waggling their knobbly bottoms at her. “Fine,” she
sighed. “As long as you know what you’re doing.”

Anwen beamed. “Of course I do.”

She didn’t quite have the heart to tell Meredith the
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truth — that transfiguration was indeed a delicate sort of
High Magic, and she had only ever managed it once
before, when she had turned an old shoelace into a worm.
She’d been trying to turn it into a snake, but that was
beside the point, and she was confident she could pull it
off properly this time. She just needed to concentrate...

Closing her eyes, she raised her hands towards the
pixies and tried to sense their presence with her mind.
Then she began whispering the secret words of the spell,
stumbling over the pronunciation of the ancient language
as she focused on shifting the transformation from her
imagination into reality. “Gléyn Byw, Gloyn Byw, rwy'n
dy weld di, dere atafi.”

She felt a little spark of power slip out of her into
the world, heard the snap! of the spell taking effect, and
opened her eyes to admire her handiwork.

The pixies had certainly changed. But instead of
butterflies, they were now a swarm of large, angry hornets.

Anwen’s heart sank. “Bother,” she said. “I was sure I'd
got it right.”

“Change them back!” Meredith cried, throwing her
arms up to shield herself as the swarm surrounded her.
“Quickly!”

“I haven’t learned the counterspell yet,” said Anwen,

trying in vain to shoo the insects away from Meredith.
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“But if we wait a bit, they should change back
automatically.”

“Should?” said Meredith. “How long?”

A hot prickle of embarrassment crept into Anwen’s
face. She was about to admit that she hadn’t actually read
that passage of the textbook when, with a series of fat, wet
popping sounds, the pixies reverted to their natural form.
“About that long,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief.

“Get out of it! Go on!” Meredith batted a few of the
creatures away. The others darted back out of reach and
resumed their taunting.

“I'told youIonlyneededasimple spell,” said Meredith.
“Of course, if Stillpike could be bothered to show up and
do his job, I wouldn’t need one at all.”

“Slander!” said a voice behind Anwen. “Some people
have no respect for our hardworking veterans.”

Anwen turned and found herself face to face with a
small man in a military greatcoat. His thinning hair was
slicked back, his face was lined and shrewd, and he wore
a pencil moustache that looked as if it had been painted
on with ink. He greeted them both with a wink that
immediately lifted Anwen’s mood.

“Ladies. Colonel Auric Stillpike, war hero and teller of
mighty tales, at your service.”

More like tall tales, thought Anwen. Everyone for miles

12

around knew that Stillpike had bought his military coat
from a wandering salesman, and that most of the medals
pinned to his chest were from agricultural shows,
including one for Most Amusingly Shaped Rhubarb.

“It’s about time,” said Meredith. “I pay you to keep
these little pests away from my produce.” She swatted at
the pixies again.

“So do a lot of other discerning stallholders,” Stillpike
replied. “And some of them are willing to pay extra for
more prompt attention. Perhaps I could interest you in
my premium service?”

Meredith gave him a hard stare. “Just get rid of them.”

Stillpike turned to Anwen with a look of exaggerated
anguish. “D’you see how she treats me, m’dear? The man
who fought off a battalion of giants, single-handed, in the
Great Beanstalk War?”

Anwen laughed. “The Great Beanstalk War ended
almost a century ago. You're not that old.”

His expression brightened in an instant. “I'm delighted
you think so. Fresh air and clean living, that’s the secret to
my youthful good looks.” He waggled his eyebrows
conspiratorially and swung back to Meredith. “And now,
my good lady, let’s deal with these pesky pixies.”

“Finally,” said Meredith.

Stillpike pulled a miniature guitar from the folds of his
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coat. The instrument was old and battered but, when he
struck a chord, it rang out clearly. It was a happy sound
that lifted Anwen’s spirits still further, but that was
nothing compared to the pixies’ reaction — they stopped
flitting about and turned as one towards the sound, their
eyes wide.

“Come along, my pretties,” said Stillpike, strumming
the chord again, then adding a second and third. “Follow
the Colonel, and he’ll play to your hearts’ content.” He
repeated the three chords, layering in some plucked
strings until the music became a happy little jig. He
danced backward and the pixies followed, mesmerized.
“See? No magic required, just natural talent.” He grinned
as he skipped away into the crowd, the pixies trailing after
him. “Always a pleasure, ladies.”

“The cheek of that man,” said Meredith, watching
him go.

“I quite like him,” said Anwen.

“There’s no accounting for taste. But enough about
him. I take it you’re here with my order?”

Anwen straightened, suddenly remembering that she
was supposed to be on business. “Oh, that’s right.” She
pulled a small glass bottle, filled with what looked like
olive oil, from her dress pocket and held it out. “Grandma

mixed it for you this morning. Oil of Good Fortune. Just
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sprinkle it over your fishing nets, and they’ll always catch
something. Guaranteed effective from one full moon to
the next.”

“This is the sort of magic I'm talking about,” said
Meredith, accepting the bottle. “No fancy incantations,
just simple, everyday spellcraft. What does your grandma
want in return?”

“Four salted herring, please.”

Meredith pocketed the bottle, pulled the fish from
one of the barrels, wrapped them in cloth, and handed
them over. “Give your grandma my regards,” she said.
“From one old boot to another.”

Anwen grinned. “T will.”

She started back through the market, and her thoughts
returned to the failed transfiguration spell. Months of
study, poring over her textbook late at night when her
other duties were all finished, and she still didn’t seem
any closer to mastering it. What did she keep doing
wrong?

“There you are, ditch witch.”

Anwen froze. Then, with a sinking feeling in her
stomach, she turned around.

Three girls stood before her — one tall and square, one
small and mouselike, both dressed in rough woollen

dresses similar to her own. But the girl in the middle was
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different. Her golden hair cascaded over the folds of a
beautiful sea-blue dress, which glimmered like sunlight
on water. It even behaved like water — the fabric flowed
and broke into tiny white-capped waves that gathered like
lace at the hem. It was the best glamour magic Anwen had
ever seen, and she burned with envy at the sight of it.
Cerys always found a way to make her feel shabby and
awkward, without even trying. She would sooner die than
let Cerys know this, of course, so she puffed out her chest
and set her face in what she hoped was a dignified
expression.

“There’s no such thing as a ditch witch, Cerys Powell,”
Anwen said haughtily. “I'm a Meadow Witch, as you very
well know.”

“You’re only an apprentice,” said Cerys. “And you
don’t live in a meadow, you live in a ditch.”

“I live on the bank of a stream,” Anwen replied.

Cerys tilted her heart-shaped face to one side and
flashed a smile without a hint of warmth in it. “I don’t
care,” she said. “I know what you’re doing and you’re
going to stop it.”

“I haven’t done anything.” But that was a lie, and
Anwen could already feel a guilty blush starting behind
her ears.

“Don’tdenyit,” said Cerys. “You’re sending the seagull.”
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Anwen fought to stop the blush spreading to her face.
“What seagull?”

“The one that’s been following me all week,” said
Cerys. “The one that waits outside my house each
morning. The one that...” She trailed off, apparently
unable to get the words out.

“The one that what?” asked Anwen, biting the insides
of her cheeks.

“The one that keeps pooing on me!” Cerys snapped.

It was finally too much, and Anwen let out a great
snort of laughter.

“It’s not funny,” Cerys retorted, while her friends both
glowered disapprovingly. “Every time I step outside it
starts dive-bombing me. And I know you told it to!”

Anwen took a moment to restore her composure and,
choosing not to risk another lie, looked up into the clear
blue sky. “I can’t see a seagull anywhere,” she said.

“Because Bronwen and Efa keep chasing it off,” said
Cerys, nodding to her friends. “I can’t spend all day
sheltering indoors if I'm leaving for the Academy of High
Magic tomorrow. I've got to buy things for the journey.”
She put her nose in the air and looked down it at Anwen.
“Tell your bird to leave me alone, ditch witch. I don’t want
it following me all the way to the capital.”

Anwen, who had been preparing to issue a reluctant
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confession, felt her anger flare. “Stop calling me a ditch
witch,” she growled. “Just because you’re going to the
Academy doesn’t mean you're better than me.”

“That’s exactly what it means,” said Cerys. She flicked
at the heather in Anwen’s hair, dislodging a few petals.
Anwen clamped a hand over them. “Lucky flowers and
chatting to animals might be all right for you Folk Magic
types,” Cerys continued, “but the Academy wants genuine
talent, which is why I'm going to become a fully qualified
glamourist, and you're staying here. In your ditch.”

Anwen stamped her foot. “The only reason I didn’t
pass my entrance exam is because you sabotaged it!”

“Me?” said Cerys. “I wasn’t even in the room. You
messed it up because you can’t handle High Magic, and
now you’re taking it out on me with that stupid seagull.”

Anwen could feel her face burning, but she no longer
cared. “I should send a whole flock of them after you,” she
said. “It would serve you right. And just wait, I'll apply to
the Academy again next year, and I'll get in.”

“Try it,” said Cerys. “After the disaster you caused, I
doubt they’ll even bother opening your application. How
long did they say it would take for the examiner’s eyebrows
to grow back?”

Bronwen and Efa sniggered, and Anwen balled her

fists as her anger reached boiling point. She didn’t care
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how much trouble it got her into, she wanted to knock
Cerys flat on her back.

But before she could move, there was a guttural shriek
high above them. All four girls looked up, and Anwen saw
the silhouette of a bird flash across the sun. Something
fell from it with a wet SPLAT! and Cerys cried out in
dismay. Slowly, with a mix of triumph and trepidation,
Anwen lowered her gaze.

Cerys stood rigid as a statue as a thick yellow trail of
bird droppings oozed down her face and dripped onto the
shifting surface of her dress. Bronwen and Efa gasped in
horror. Passers-by stopped and stared.

“This is your fault,” Cerys hissed.

Anwen swallowed, uncomfortably aware of all the
attention they were now attracting. “If it makes you feel
any better, getting hit with bird poo is supposed to be
lucky,” she said.

Cerys answered with an incoherent howl of fury. Her
concentration broken, the glamour spell surrounding her
dress stuttered and died, revealing plain grey fabric,
heavily patched and mended, underneath. “You think
you're so clever, Anwen Sedge,” she shrieked as Efa and
Bronwen produced handkerchiefs and hastily wiped at
the mess on her face. “You’re nothing but a useless ditch

witch. And that’s all you’ll ever be!”
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More people were stopping to gawp now, and Anwen’s
face felt so hot she was surprised it hadn’t spontaneously
combusted. “Oh yes?” she said, with as much dignity as
she could muster. “Well, I'm going back to my ditch to
practise High Magic until I'm better at it than you.” Then
she turned and marched away, her heart thumping.

She didn’t look back until she reached the slope
leading out of the village, where she flopped against the
wall of the tavern and deflated like an old balloon. She
was still angry, both at Cerys, for the things she had said,
and at herself for being found out so easily — if only she’d
called off the seagull a few days ago, Cerys would never
have suspected a thing. Now half the market knew what
had happened, which meant that word was bound to get
back to Anwen’s grandmother. And she was not going to
be happy.

“Well done, Anwen,” she muttered to herself.
“Another stupid mistake.”

She was so stressed that her head was filling with a
high-pitched whistling noise. She screwed her eyes shut
and rubbed at her temples, but the noise only got louder.
Louder and deeper.

She opened her eyes, and realized that the sound
wasn’t in her head at all. The bustle in the square died

away as shoppers and stallholders looked around in
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confusion, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound.
It seemed to be coming from everywhere.

Then a shadow appeared on the ground, growing
larger by the second until it engulfed the whole square.
Anwen raised her face to the sky, and gasped.

Something was up there. Something big enough to
blot out the sun, and it was getting closer, fast. The whistle
was the sound it made as it plunged through the air, and
Anwen just had time to realize that the thing looked like a
person before the market descended into total panic.
People screamed and ran, abandoning their stalls and
baskets in the rush to get clear. It was a stampede, and it
swept Anwen with it, carrying her out of the village in the
seconds before the enormous thing crashed down on the
square with a noise like a mountain splitting in two.

The ground leaped, tossing people into the air like
toys. Anwen spun end over end, terrified and helpless,
before cold water closed around her. She swallowed a
mouthful and resurfaced, spluttering.

She had landed in the stream that skirted the village.
Its waters slopped and rolled, breaking over the banks and
sending flocks of nesting birds screaming into the sky.
The dull roar of the gigantic thing’s impact went with
them, spreading out across the fields in an almighty echo.

Anwen hauled herself onto the bank and collapsed,
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trembling with shock. People lay scattered around her,
some of them unconscious, others stunned and moaning.
She forced herself to her feet, staggered onto the road
leading into the village, and gave a small cry of disbelief.

Old Stump was gone, flattened beneath the bulk of the
fallen thing, which now loomed in front of her like a low
hill. As the dust settled, Anwen was able to make out more
details. It was shrouded in enormous folds of material:
she saw gold embroidery and sprays of white lace as big as
ships’ sails. Stranger still, two things like monoliths now
stood on either side of the slope leading into the square.
They were wide with a flat surface, and stood almost three
times her height, tapering towards the sky. It took her a
moment to realize they were the soles of an enormous
pair of feet, shod in some kind of silk slippers, their toes
pointing at the sun.

That’s when she finally understood what she was
looking at, and had to sit down before the shock of it
knocked her over.

This was a giant.
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CHAPTER 2

Alwen was still sitting in the road, staring at the
fallen giant, when she heard the familiar creak of a
door nearby.

“What on earth...?” a voice exclaimed.

She turned towards the stream beside the road. A
mighty oak tree overhung the opposite bank, its knotted
roots stretching down to the water’s edge. They formed a
circular hollow in the slope, into which a bright red
wooden door had been set. This was the home she shared
with her grandmother. A hand-painted sign nailed to the

trunk read:

Eira Sedge (& Apprentice)
MEADOW WITCH
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Folk Magic Services and Consultations
(Household Charms, Midwifery,
Healing Potions, Burial Rites, etc.)

The door stood open, and Eira’s moonlike face poked
out.

“Well, that’s just made my afternoon more
complicated.” She scurried out the door, across a stepping-
stone in the middle of the stream, and up onto the road,
wheezing slightly.

Eira Sedge was small and round and looked as if she’d
been partially knitted. Despite the summer sun, she wore
aheavy woollen shawl over her dress, and fingerless gloves
on her hands. Her grey hair was piled up in an untidy bun,
pinned in place with a pair of knitting needles.

She surveyed the scattering of shell-shocked villagers,
then hurried to Anwen’s side, pulled her to her feet, and
patted her down.

“It’s a giant, Grandma,” said Anwen, slightly dazed.

“Yes, I can see that,” Eira replied.

“Then shouldn’t we get out of here?” said Anwen.
“Before he gets up?”

“I don’t think he’s in any hurry,” said Eira, clasping
Anwen’s head in both hands and peering closely at her

pupils. “He’s dead.”
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The word rang in Anwen’s head like a bell. “Dead...”

“As adoornail,” said Eira. “The poor soul fell out of the
Sky Kingdom into our world. That’s a very long drop, even
for a giant.”

“But...but that’s terrible!”

“Yes, it is, but right now I'm more worried about you.”
Eira released Anwen’s head and took hold of her arms
instead, bending them this way and that. “I can’t find any
injuries. Are you hurt?”

“I...Idon’t think so.”

The examination stopped abruptly. “Then why didn’t
you say so? Don’t just stand there, help me with the
wounded.”

It was almost a relief to be told what to do, and Anwen’s
confidence returned as she followed her grandmother
from person to person, checking for broken bones and
concussions, and helping to treat cuts and bruises. Those
who were well enough were enlisted to join the aid effort,
and within fifteen minutes the two witches had established
a makeshift field hospital in the road between the giant’s
feet. It wasn’t much — just a wonky table and a handful of
chairs salvaged from the rubble of the tavern — but it was
enough to draw people together, whether injured or not,
and a nervous crowd soon gathered in front of it.

Anwen spotted Cerys among them, still accompanied
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by Bronwen and Efa. She looked shocked and dusty, but
had taken the time to restore the glamour magic around
her dress, and even added a collar of white-capped waves
when she caught Anwen looking.

Fine, don’t help, Anwen thought, and turned back to
her work. There was certainly plenty to keep her busy,
and she spent the next hour shuttling back and forth to
the oak tree, fetching healing herbs and potions for Eira,
who diagnosed each patient with an expert eye.

Remarkably, everyone who had been at the market
was soon accounted for and, with the exception of a few
broken bones and concussions, there were no serious
injuries.

“This calls for a ballad!” announced Stillpike, who had
been leading the pixies out into the fields at the time of the
disaster. He struck up a rousing song on his guitar, and
people clapped and sang along, albeit somewhat groggily.

“It could have been worse,” said Meredith, who had
arrived at the field hospital nursing a sprained wrist. “I
sprinkled myself with your Oil of Good Fortune as I ran,
Eira, and when the giant landed, I got thrown into a hay
bale. A nice soft landing. Ouch!” She flinched as Anwen
tightened a bandage around her wrist.

“Sorry,” said Anwen. “But if you landed in the hay
bale, how did you hurt yourself?”
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Meredith looked embarrassed. “I tripped over on my
way here,” she said. “I was coming to help.”

“Silly old goose,” said Eira, who was furiously mashing
ingredients in a large stone bowl. “A woman of your age
should watch where she’s going.”

“I'm the same age as you, you old battleaxe,” Meredith
replied. “Maybe you should make your luck potions a bit
stronger.”

“Nobody warned me it was going to start raining
giants,” said Eira.

The two women glared at each other, then burst out
laughing, but Anwen slapped a hand to her forehead in
sudden frustration.

“Oh no!” she said. “The salted herring you gave me!
I must have dropped them when I landed in the stream.”

Eira wiped a tear from her eye. “We’ll survive, my
dear. Besides, we’ve got bigger problems to deal with.”
She tipped the contents of the mixing bowl into a small
cauldron that was bubbling on a camping stove. “This
white birch tea is almost ready,” she said. “It’s a natural
painkiller, and I've stirred in some dewdrops gathered on
the solstice for a bit of extra magical kick. Help yourself
to a cup, Meredith, and dish it out to anyone else who
needs some.”

“Gladly,” Meredith replied. “But why can’t you do it?”
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“Because Anwen and I have another job to do.”

“What'’s that?” asked Anwen.

Her grandmother dusted off her hands. “We’re going
to examine this giant.”

w )
The giant was big. His feet straddled the western entrance
to the village square, while his head blocked the road
leading out of it to the east, forcing Anwen and Eira to
make their way through the surrounding fields to get from
one end of the body to the other.

The closer they got to the giant’s head, the more
apprehensive Anwen became. She’d seen dead bodies
before, of course — one of the most important services a
Meadow Witch could offer was preparing the dead for
burial — but she’d never seen a giant up close. No living
person had. She’d heard plenty of horror stories, though
— of their bloated faces and jaundiced, warty skin. Of their
baleful eyes that seemed to stare right through you. But
most of all, she’d heard about their gaping maws full of
crooked tombstone teeth, perfect for grinding human
beings into jelly.

So it was a bit of an anticlimax to discover, when they
rounded the giant’s shoulder, that he actually looked quite

normal. His face was narrow, his skin smooth and his lips
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slightly parted, revealing a neat row of teeth that shone
like pearls. Black, lustrous hair lay in an untidy fan around
his head. If it wasn’t for his deathly pallor, he could have
been asleep.

“Oh,” said Anwen. “He doesn’t look very monstrous.”

“You shouldn’t put too much faith in Stillpike’s old
war stories,” said Eira. “As far as I know, giants are people,
the same as you and me. They’re just bigger.”

“That’s an understatement,” said Anwen. “He’s the
size of the whole village.”

“Thirty...maybe thirty-five metres from head to toe,
would be my guess,” said Eira. “Which reminds me, you’ll
need this.” She pulled a small leatherbound book and a
stick of charcoal from her apron pocket. “We need to
write down our observations.”

Anwen groaned. “You mean I need to write down our
observations. You're turning this into a lesson, aren’t you?”

“You’re my apprentice,” Eira replied. “Everything’s a
lesson.”

With a great show of reluctance, Anwen took the book
and opened it. It was filled with untidy notes from previous
lessons, interspersed with sketches of flowers, people and
animals that she had done while bored.

“Take a good look at our giant,” said Eira. “What’s the

most interesting thing you notice?”
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“He’s huge?”

“I said the most interesting thing, not the most
obvious. Try again.”

What could be more interesting than that? Anwen
thought, but held her tongue and looked more closely.
“His clothes?” she asked. “They’re really fancy.”

Eira nodded. “Certainly, the finest I've seen in a good
many years,” she said. “Not even the local magistrate
dresses this well.”

Anwen gave a satisfied grin. It was so obvious now
that she’d seen it. The giant wore a long golden frock coat
with matching waistcoat and breeches, a ruffled shirt of
lavender silk and a shining white cravat. Just visible at the
opposite end of Old Stump were the tips of his white silk
slippers, embroidered with gold thread.

“So he’s rich,” she said.

“Most giants are,” said Eira. “Their whole society
revolves around gold, you see. That’s one of the reasons
the Great Beanstalk War started — after centuries of living
together peacefully, people down here saw all the gold up
there and got greedy.”

Anwen pictured gold coins the size of cartwheels,
piled as high as mountains. “How did we fight against
people this big?” she asked.

“With magic,” said Eira. “For all their size, giants can’t
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use magic at all. It’s why the war ended in a stalemate.”

A world without magic, thought Anwen. What a strange
place the Sky Kingdom must be. “I wonder who he was,” she
said.

“That’s one of the questions we’ve got to answer,” said
Eira. “And as quickly as possible.”

“What’s the rush?”

“There hasn’t been any contact between the human
world and the giants since the war ended,” said Eira.
“Both sides signed a treaty — the giants stay in their world
and we stay in ours. No exceptions.”

“So how did he get here?” asked Anwen.

“He must have fallen through one of the thin places,”
said Eira. She peered straight up into the sky, shielding
her eyes from the sun.

“Thin places?” Anwen turned to a fresh page in her
book and scribbled the words down.

“Holes in the world,” said Eira. “Gaps that lead from
one realm to another.” She lowered her gaze, held her
hands out in front of her, palms downward, and placed
one on top of the other. “Our worlds are layered, like
this,” she said. “Humans underneath, giants up above.
The thin places are like doorways between the two layers.”

“So the thin places are all up there?” Anwen pointed

upward.
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“Exactly. That’s why most people call the giants’ realm
the Sky Kingdom. They don’t actually live in the sky, of
course, it’s just the only way to reach it.”

“And that’s what the magic beanstalks were for.”

Eiranodded. “Old Stump used to be the site of a beanstalk,
so it stands to reason there’s a thin place above it.”

Anwen squinted at the sky, half hoping to see a
collection of giants staring back at her, but it was blue and
empty. “Are the holes invisible?”

“Until you stumble into them,” said Eira. “Which is
what I had assumed happened to this poor fellow.”

Something about her grandmother’s tone made
Anwen turn to her. “But?”

“But,” said Eira, “that was before I got a good look at
him. And there’s something wrong.”

“Apart from him being dead, you mean?”

“It’s a question of how dead,” said Eira. “I've worked
with cadavers all my life, and this man does not look like
he passed away within the last hour.”

Anwen looked at the giant again. Yes, his skin was
smooth, but it was also slightly waxy, and she knew that
dead bodies got like that after a day or so, if you didn’t
keep them cold. “Maybe giants’ bodies work differently?”

“Maybe,” said Eira. “But I want you to make a careful

note of everything we see here. Sooner or later, someone
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official is going to start asking questions, and I want to
make sure we have some answers for them.”

Anwen nodded, suddenly businesslike. She scribbled
down a summary of all the things they had discussed, then
turned a page, sat down in the grass, and made a sketch of
the giant’s profile. It seemed like a sensible idea to keep a
record of his features — people asked her to do that at
funerals sometimes, as a keepsake of the face they would
never see again.

When her sketch was complete, she got up and dusted
the grass from her bottom. “I'm going to go round and
draw him from the other side too,” she told Eira, who was
inspecting the stitching of the giant’s collar. “In case he’s
got any distinguishing features or anything.”

“Good idea,” Eira said. “Come back and find me when
you're finished.”

Anwen kicked through the long grass and poppies as
she made her way around the top of the giant’s head. It
took her a couple of minutes, as she had to cross the road
heading east out of the village and negotiate a turnip field
on the other side.

Will anyone up there in the Sky Kingdom miss this face?
she wondered, reviewing her sketch as she walked.
Drawing someone always made her feel closer to them,

and she realized that her view of the giant had shifted in

33



the last few minutes. He was no longer just a thing that
had crashed down into her life, but a person.
A problem, yes, and a total stranger. But a person, at least.

“I hope I don’t have to bury you, though,” she said to
the fallen body. “That would be a lot of work.”

She reached the middle of the field and sat down with
her back to the stream, ready to start her new sketch. That’s
when she looked up at the giant’s face and saw the wound.

It was small but serious — an ugly bruise just above his
eye, speckled with a few drops of dried blood. Anwen
sketched it quickly, her sense of disquiet growing with
every stroke of the charcoal. Something about that wound
was wrong.

By the time she snapped her notebook shut, she knew

what it was.
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“It’s on the front of his head,” she told Eira as they stood
together examining the wound fifteen minutes later. “But
he landed on his back, so it can’t be an injury caused by
the fall. It must have happened in the Sky Kingdom,
before he fell through the thin place.”

Eiranodded. “I've always said you’ve got a good eye for
detail, if you’ll only learn a little patience. What else can

you tell me?”
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“He hasn’t sustained any other injuries,” said Anwen.
“I asked a family of field mice to check his scalp over, in
case there was another wound hidden by his hair, but they
didn’t find anything.”

“Good thinking,” said Eira. “Anything else?”

“His injury isn’t fresh. I can’t be sure, but it looks a few
hours old.”

Eira’s expression was grim. “At least twelve. Which
confirms my worst suspicion.”

“What’s that?”

“That this giant’s death was no accident, and he didn’t
fall into our world by mistake. The blow to the head killed
him sometime last night, and then his body was dumped
here.”

“You mean...” Anwen left the question unspoken.

“Yes,” said Eira. “This was murder.”

35



