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CHAPTER 1

nce upon a time, in a kingdom just over the next hill, there lived a
fierce warrior hamster named Harriet Hamsterbone.

Harriet’s parents were a king and queen, which meant that she was
a princess by definition, but Harriet herself was more interested in slaying
monsters than in most of the traditional occupations of princesses.

Up until a few months ago, she had been invincible, owing to a fairy
curse gone awry, but now she was merely very, very stubborn.

She was also a bit cross because she had to give up cliff-diving. Cliff-
diving is a marvelous sport if you are invincible, but not so marvelous if
you can actually break every bone in your body doing it.



“I don’t know, Mumfrey,” she said. “If I go back home, Mom is going to
try to get me to take deportment lessons. I don’t think I can stand to balance
a book on my head again.”

“Qwerk . . . ?” said Mumfrey, which is Quail for “Yeah, but what are you
gonna do?”

“I need an adventure,” said Harriet. “I need to do something! I’m nearly
twelve and a half! Do you know how long it’s been since I fought an ogre?”

“Qwerk,” said Mumfrey, which is Quail for “Seven and a half weeks.”





The problem, Harriet decided, was that she was bored. The monsters had
all heard about her. Many of the ogres had given up eating people and taken
to vegetarianism in a big way so that she wouldn’t show up and start
whacking them with her sword. Jousting contests now had rules stating that
if you’d won in the last three years and you were a hamster whose name
started with H, you had to sit out and let somebody else try. She’d been
away from home for three weeks, just trying to find something to do, and
there was nothing.



“Qwerrk,” said Mumfrey, but he said it under his breath. Mumfrey knew
that in a land containing dragons, ogres, dark knights, and fearsome curses,
there was nothing half as dangerous as Harriet when she was bored.

Harriet was trotting along on Mumfrey’s back when she heard a voice
from the side of the road.

“Good warrior, will you not stop and help a wretched old soul?”
The hamster reined in her quail and eyed the speaker suspiciously.
There was a little old lady sitting on a rock by the side of the road. She

was a shrew, but the smallest, oldest, most bent-over shrew that Harriet had



ever seen.
“Please, mighty warrior, won’t you spare a crust of bread for a starving

old woman?” asked the shrew. Her voice was weak and creaky and sounded
like an old door hinge in the rain.

Now, Harriet had had more than her fair share of experience with fairy
god-mice and wicked rat-fairies and witches and curses.

She was also nobody’s fool.
Nobody talks like that in real life, she thought to herself. And I’m about a

six-hour ride from the next village, which means that this old woman has
been doing some hiking to get here.

You should be polite to people on general principle, of course. But if you
happen to be wandering through a magical land, and a little old lady asks
you for help, you should be extremely polite to her, just in case. Otherwise
you may well wake up with earthworms falling out of your mouth whenever
you talk, or various other suitably awful fairy punishments.

“Sure,” said Harriet, sliding off Mumfrey and rummaging in her
saddlebags. “I’d be happy to.

“Let’s eat our lunch together.”



She had two cheese sandwiches and some carrot sticks set aside for
lunch. Just to be on the safe side, she gave the old shrew the lion’s share of
the carrot sticks, along with a sandwich.

She also made sure that her sword was within easy reach. You never
could tell with fairies.

The shrew ate her sandwich and most of the carrot sticks and also the
cupcake that Harriet had been planning on eating for dessert. Then she
belched. Loudly.

“Thank you, dearie,” she said, patting Harriet on the knee. “That was
very gracious of you.”

“I’m glad that I could help,” said Harriet.
The shrew tapped her nose with a long claw.



There was a brief, awkward pause.
“I see,” said the shrew, in a much less feeble voice. “Figured that out, did

you?”
“Sorry,” said Harriet. “You’re a bit far out of town for a real little old

lady. And you rather overdid the helpless-old-lady thing. Plus . . .” She



cleared her throat. “It’s your shadow. You haven’t got one.”
“Bless it!” growled the old woman, and whistled sharply.
Her shadow, which had been cavorting with the flickering shadows of

some willow leaves, jumped up and came sliding hurriedly across the grass.
It fastened itself to her heels and hunched down, looking sheepish.

“Silly old thing! You cut it loose once, and it gets in the habit of
wandering off.” The shrew scowled.







“You keep being so sharp, you’re liable to cut yourself,” said the shrew,
looking cross. “Fine. Off with you, then. I’ll wait for the next hero.”

Harriet sighed. That was the problem with fairies. Some of them were
extremely touchy.

“Well . . .”
“It’s possible that I might have another cupcake in here somewhere,” said

Harriet. “I was going to save it for Mumfrey, but if you’re going to send us
both on the quest . . .”

“Qwerk!” said Mumfrey, annoyed. That was his cupcake!



“It’s a good quest,” said the shrew. “I wouldn’t want to waste it on just
anybody.”

“Fine!” said the shrew fairy, snatching the cupcake and devouring it in
three bites. (Shrews are almost always hungry.)

She licked frosting off her whiskers and patted the rock beside her.
“Now, sit down, dearie, and I’ll tell you the story of the Twelve Dancing

Mouse Princesses . . .”
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