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I

O

nce upon a time, in a land quite far away, snow was
falling heavily from the dark sky, blanketing the land of

Splinterfell in white. It was a night full of promise to some,
for the first day of snowfall marked the beginning of winter
and the coming of festivities and joy. It was time to shut up
windows, spend time with loved ones and retreat from the
outside world.
Not everybody could take part in such joy, though. There
were some families who had less than others, and the fall of
snow meant a definite end to the hopes of crops and work.
There was one family who were particularly less fortunate
than others. Naina lived in a little hut on the outskirts of the
village and spent her days sewing clothes for wealthier ladies.
3
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Her husband, Samar, was usually gone for most of the day,
trying to find work, but he never had any luck. Some said his
bloodline was cursed to poverty. Others cruelly and unfairly
whispered that he was a bad worker, so nobody would hire
him.
When Samar returned home one night after another long,
hard day of searching for work, his hands were once again
empty. Naina began to weep, tired from her day of stitching,
with nothing to eat since morning. She feared for her unborn
child; there were only two more moons to go until the baby
came. Unable to bear seeing his wife so upset, Samar went
back outside in search of food.
Over the hill, right by the edge of the woods, there was one
house to which nobody ventured too close. The dark wooden
building was surrounded by different crops and berries in
the garden. It was said the Witch of Splinterfell lived there –
though nobody had ever seen her – and that anyone who stole
from her bounteous garden would have to pay a price. What
that price was, no one could be sure, but few were willing to
take the risk to find out. Samar, however, was desperate. He
snuck his way over to the house and slipped in through the
large gates that encircled it.
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Samar felt as though he had stepped into
a dream. There were all kinds of fruits and
vegetables growing in the Witch’s garden. He
stood in uncertainty for a moment, and then
began to take as much of the food as he could
carry. He ran back to his house, looking over his shoulder all
the while. He spotted no sign of the Witch nor anybody else.
Naina was overjoyed when Samar came home with the
food. She turned the vegetables into a stew and they ate
merrily, with the fruits for dessert.
The next evening, Samar returned home again having had
no luck in finding work. He hesitated before entering his
house. Through the window he could see his wife lying in bed,
cradling her large stomach. He gazed at her for a moment,
making his decision.
Samar snuck back into the Witch’s garden and took all he
could carry again.
The Witch didn’t seem to exist. So Samar returned again
and again over the next two months, taking whatever food
he could find. Naina began to glow with health and, soon
enough, the time came for their child to arrive.
The birth of Naina and Samar’s baby carried on through
5
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the night and day. Finally, the baby came screaming into the
world. Naina and Samar were weeping and laughing from
exhaustion. It was a girl. They called her Rumaysa.
Just as Naina was holding her daughter for the first time,
joyfully cradling her and stroking her cheek, a knock sounded
on their wooden door.
‘Who is it?’ Samar called.
‘It is I,’ came a low voice. ‘The one from whom you have
been stealing.’
Samar froze. The hairs on his body stood up.
‘Who is that?’ Naina asked, clinging her baby tighter to
her chest.
‘I don’t know what you are talking about!’ Samar cried,
frantically searching for some sort of weapon – but their small
house was bare.
The door swung open with a loud smack to reveal a figure
cloaked in black. All they could see of her pale face was dark
red lips and a pointy chin.
Samar’s eyes widened in horror. It was the Witch.
‘For two moons you have stolen from my garden,’ the
Witch said. ‘Now I have come to take what is mine.’ She lifted
a skeletal finger and pointed at the baby.
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‘No, you can’t,’ Samar said, paling with fear. ‘That’s our baby!’
‘You should not have stolen from me. You know how the
old song goes, don’t you, Samar?’
Samar was terrified. How did she know his name?
He knew the song – everyone in the village did. But he
thought it had just been another children’s rhyme.
The Witch began to sing, cackling:
Under the dark moon, the Witch’s garden blooms.
Take what you will from the trees or the ground
But she will take your first seed to sprout.
It was a terrible song, not catchy at all, but Cordelia (for this
was the Witch’s name) seemed to think it was inspired.
‘No, please—’ Samar begged, but the Witch silenced
him with a snap of her fingers. She strode over to Naina and
snatched the child from her hands.
‘No – my baby!’ Naina cried out. ‘Please! You can’t take
her!’ She struggled to get up. ‘Please!’
‘Too bad, dear,’ the Witch hissed. ‘She is mine now.’
‘No – Rumaysa!’ Naina fell out of her bed, struggling
towards the Witch. Cordelia cackled and slammed the door
7
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on her way out, disappearing with the child into the night.
‘No!’ Samar roared, his voice suddenly returning.
‘Samar, we have to do something!’ Naina screamed.
Samar could barely think. He desperately ran outside,
trying to see which way Cordelia had gone. Up above, he saw
what looked like a bat in the night, flying away towards the
moon. He blinked and the silhouette was gone.
Panic coursed through him. ‘No! No! No!’ he screamed,
clutching his hair. Samar ran towards the Witch’s house,
through the brambles and boughs that led to the edge of the
forest. But when he reached the house he’d so often visited,
it was gone.
He stared around in shock. The land on which the Witch’s
house used to sit was now just a charred patch of ground.
There was nothing but burnt grass and ashes. Samar’s knees
went weak and he fell to the ground in despair.
In the distance, a cackle echoed in the air.
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II

O

ne dark and dreary night many years later, a young girl
named Rumaysa was sitting in a small tower room lit

by candlelight, working with straw and a spindle. The young
girl sang a particular song as she hunched over the wheel, the
long hours of the night filled with her soft melody. It was a
curious thing, spinning straw, but something odd happened
while Rumaysa worked. With each moment of her song, the
straw she spun turned into gold.
The gold shimmered with the flickering light, but the room
was still rather miserable to look at. The large spindle took up
most of the space in the centre of the creaky oak floor, framed
by a wooden bed and a cracked stove and sink. A small toilet
at the back of the room had been curtained off with an old
9
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blanket. The only thing that was remotely nice were the piles
of books stacked up against the cobblestone walls. The Witch
who held Rumaysa captive had given them to her from a
young age – it saved her having to speak to the girl too much.
Rumaysa stopped singing as the edge of her frayed sleeve
caught on her dark wooden spindle. She frustratedly pulled
it off the spinning wheel, but it still created a new tear in
her greyed and well-worn dress. She sighed in annoyance and
continued working.
She was a scrawny girl whose golden skin had a deathly
pallor to it – probably because she’d been trapped in a tower
her whole life. Her sharp face could probably cut something if
you asked her nicely, and she wore a simple grey hijab on her
head. Her eyes were big and honey-brown, sparkling with a
fierce energy as she concentrated.
There was a rustling at the small window where the wisps
of moonlight streamed into the tower through the thick trees
outside. Rumaysa jumped, nearly dropping the straw in her
hands, worried that the noise announced the arrival of the Witch.
But it was a beautiful owl that swooped into the bleak
room. Her feathers were ruby red and glistened as though
they were on fire.
10
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‘Rumaysa!’ the owl hooted in greeting.
Rumaysa breathed a sigh of relief. She put down the straw
and stretched her aching fingers. ‘Hi, Zabina. Was the coast
clear?’
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‘Not a witch in sight,’ replied Zabina. She glided over to
drop some berries in the girl’s lap.
‘Thanks!’ Rumaysa exclaimed. ‘Where did you get them
from?’ Her stomach gave a loud grumble as though asking the
same question.
Zabina settled herself on the edge of Rumaysa’s bed. ‘From
the bushes by the river. I was going to get some nuts from the
other side of the river, but the wind was a bit fierce today.’
‘You’re the best,’ Rumaysa said gratefully, throwing a
handful of the fruit into her mouth.
‘I know,’ Zabina replied, bowing with her wings spread
out.
Rumaysa’s tower was surrounded by thick, ugly trees with
branches that were spiked with sharp red thorns. No creature
that lived outside these cursed woods dared to enter for fear of
the Witch. The exception was Zabina, who was nosy enough
to pry in the first place and small enough to fly around without
being seen.
‘So, what’s the news from the outside world?’ Rumaysa
asked through another mouthful of berries.
‘Well, it appears that the foxes have been stealing food from
the wolves, and then Faruk the jaguar found out his sister is
12
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going to elope with a tiger, so there’s a lot going on in the big
cats’ quarter . . .’
Rumaysa listened intently to Zabina’s monologue on the
forest gossip. The owl lived in a much less frightening jungle
in Whistlecrook, where plenty of creatures roamed, mostly
peacefully. Apart from her books, Zabina’s speeches were
Rumaysa’s only real glimpse of life outside the tower. She
soaked up every word, imagining the colours of the different
creatures, how the rubble of the earth felt under their paws,
the wind in their fur – the freedom.
As Zabina continued talking, Rumaysa got up from her
seat to sweep the floor. She gathered the mess from around
her spindle and threw it outside her window. The trees that
surrounded her tower seemed to bristle slightly as the straw
cascaded around them.
Turning back from the window with a shiver, Rumaysa
asked, ‘What else have you been up to today?’ to distract
herself.
Zabina looked at her pink talons. ‘Well, it just so happened
that I saw Dana as I was getting the berries.’
‘Oh, so that’s why you went to the riverbank,’ Rumaysa said
knowingly, raising an eyebrow. Zabina was currently nursing a
13
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very serious crush on a raven in the woods. She began gushing
while Rumaysa laughed and sat back down at her spindle.
Now, you might be wondering what on earth a girl
was doing speaking to an owl, and really there is no other
explanation besides magic. Many years ago, an entire forest
had suddenly sprung up in the middle of nowhere, encircled
by a thick, bubbling river laced with poison. What used to be
a swathe of fields along the western plains of Whistlecrook
was now full of thorny sky-high trees. Grey clouds hung
permanently over the woods, and the townspeople whispered
that the forest was full of evil.
The King of Whistlecrook had tried to get the forest torn
down, but no boat could make it through the cursed waters.
Many workers had found misfortune in its dark depths.
Eventually, the King had given up. As no trouble came from the
new woods, it was left alone, and the townspeople kept away.
Nobody knew that in the very centre of this cursed forest
was Rumaysa’s tower, where she had lived all these lonely
years.
For the fruits that had grown in the Witch’s gardens were
laced with strange magical properties. As Naina had consumed
them while with child, Cordelia knew that Rumaysa would
14
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carry magical powers, and so she kept the girl in a tower,
forced to spin gold, day after day.
After all these years, Rumaysa still wasn’t certain what
the Witch did with the gold. Zabina thought that Cordelia
consumed the gold to stay immortal. Rumaysa supposed she
used it to live a wealthy life.
Magic is a strange thing. And Cordelia knew how to work
it to her benefit.
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