Chapter Eighteen

s wide and wild as it looked from the
bank, the river was unimaginably
broad and treacherous close up. But
Briar Rose was more than equal to the task,
powering through the rushing water like a
steamboat, her giant wings and eclegant neck
sheltering the two children from the spray,

while her enormous webbed feet pounded
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witch cast such ,
asked Lana.

Briar Rose shrugged. ¥

I hav -
punish me, | € no idea. T,

2 suppose. Now hurry, Aj) that
attersis you get to Hansel and Grete] befor
it’s too late.’ ;
‘We'll find them,’ said Lana, hugging the
swan one last time. ‘As soon as this horn
dries out, we’ll blow on it, the prince will
come, and you’ll all be together again.’
‘Promise?’ asked Briar Rose.
‘Promise,’ added Harrison, joining the hug.
Then he and Lana splashed out of the
shallows and up the bank, pulling on handfuls
of wild grass to help them reach the top. Then
they scurried alongside the stream, Lana in

front, Harrison behind, as it carved across a
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W? There are no low branches

It was true. Everywhere they looked

: slender
white tree trunks towered

. above them
propping up a shimmering canopy of greer;
leaves. Even if they stood on one another’s
shoulders, they’d never be able to reach.

“That’s weird,” said Harrison.

‘What is?’

‘Listen. No birds.’

‘Wait.” Lana put her finger to her lips. ‘I
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But the house appeared to %)e en: ity
pty. They
could see now that the decking around
the house was crowded with plant pots.
Lana turned and nodded at Harrison, and
the two of them noiselessly mounted the
last few steps. No sooner had they done

so than they heard more laughter, coming
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‘Higher! Higher!’ shouted Gretel

‘I'm trying!’ bellowed Hansel,

Lana couldn’t help grinning. By
. ar

Rose’s children were safel She glanceq
up at the house. The windows showe no
signs of life, and the side door was closed.
She nudged Harrison, and the two of them
wove their way across the deck towards
the apple trees, then ducked down behind
a barrel.

‘Hansel! Gretel!” called Lana, in as loud a
voice as she dared.

But Hansel and Gretel were far too busy
with their game to take any notice.

‘Come on, you weakling!’ hooted Gretel.

‘I'm not a weakling!” barked Hansel.

‘PSSST!” hissed Lana. But on the other side
of the apple trees, the see-saw kept swinging.
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Don’t be such a baby!’ he said ’
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both children at the same time,

‘Let go!” growled Harrison, trying to
twist out of his grip, but the little old man’s
strength was far greater than his small frame
suggested.

‘Trust me,’ he leered, ‘this is nothing
compared to what my mistress has planned.
You wait till she gets home.” Then he
marched them across the deck, kicked open

the back door and dragged them into the
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parsley sauce, I expect.’

As he spoke, there was a rattling soun
a cloud of steam belched out of the lid, afr'1 d
lar‘ge cauldron that was heating over the fi(r)e '
My mistress loves children, you see. Arrd
thanks to me, she now has a constant supply.’
He put some more wood on the fire, therl

picked up the empty log basket and headed
for the door.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Lana.

The little old man paused. ‘Seriously?
Surely you’ve worked it out by now?’

Lana shook her head.

“You see, here in the world of fairytales we
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sense of this. ‘Yo kept tellin
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y brown eyes. ‘How
you get silly children to do what
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‘But wait,’ interrupted Harrison. ‘Why
take us to all those other bits of the story?
Why not bring us straight here?’

The little old man grinned. “Why do you
think?’

Harrison shrugged.

‘To make you brave. If you'd come
straight here, you’d have been terrified. And

my mistress would hate that. She says
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‘We have to stay calm,’

‘She’s going to eat us! The witch is going
to come back, and then she’s £oing to eat )’

‘HARRISON!" Lana gripped her brothe,
by the shoulders. He stared at her with eyes
like saucers. ‘Remember our mission. We're
here to save Hansel and Gretel, Somehow,
we have to get out of this cage!’

‘How are we going to do that?’ asked
Harrison, a note of despair in his voice,
Everything he’d studied hadn’t prepared him
for this particular problem.

Lana’s mind was blank. She had no idea how
they would escape. But then a thought struck
her. It was risky, but it just might work.

‘“When he comes back, ask me to tell you a
story,” said Lana.

But that was all she had time to say, because
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in
¢ moment the door flew open, and i
a

e the little old man, struggling with a

vy basket of logs. .
a watched him work in silence,

r moment. Her heart was racing,

an
osing he .
she was determined not to show it.

[ have to admit,’ said Lana, doing her
¢ to sound as casual as possible. ‘The
ermarket, the pick 'n’ mix, hooking us in

h fairytales . . . it really was very clever.’

fire.

“The witch is going to be so pleased
th you.’

- There was a pause, while the little old man
odded the flames with a poker.

‘When is she coming back?’
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‘Never you mind.’

‘Lana?’ Harrison pleaded. ‘Please wil] you
tell me a story, to take my mind off the witch?’

‘Oh, very well,” said Lana, pretending to
be cross. ‘Just a quick one.’

‘Can it be a fairytale?’

The little old man pricked up his ears,

‘Of course,’ replied Lana. ‘Now, let me
think ..

Lana pretended to think, but all the time
she was watching the little old man closely.
He was stirring the cauldron, but Lana could
tell that he was listening,

‘T know, she said, in a confident voice,
‘what about The Little Boy, the Little Girl, and
the Little Old Man?’

‘Oh, yes please, said Harrison. ‘Ilove that one!

Of course, Harrison had no idea what Lana
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ing about.
'W how does it start?’” mused Lana.
b

b

d this . . . well, this is pretty much what



