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Twelve Wild Swans 
Adapted from Circle Round by StarHawk, Anne Hill & Hilary Valentine 

 
Circle round, and I’ll tell you a story. 
 
Once there lived a queen who had twelve fine, strong sons, but no daughters.  One day, as she sat sunning in her 
chamber, she happened to look out the window and there below, on the fresh snow, she saw a hunter killing a 
deer.  The deer’s red blood dripped down on the white snow and black ravens gathered around, hoping for a 
feast.   
 
“Oh, said the queen to herself, “If only I had a daughter with skin as white as that snow, hair as black as the 
raven’s wings, and lips as red as those ruby drops of blood, I’d give all my twelve fine sons for her.” 
 
Instantly, an old woman appeared. "As you wished so it shall be," she said. And as quick as she had come, she 
vanished. 
 
“Wait,” the queen cried, “I didn’t mean it!” 
 
But the old woman was gone. 
 
Sure enough, the queen conceived a child. When the time drew near for her to give birth, the king called all his 
twelve sons together and shut them up in the deepest dungeon of his castle, where nothing could get at them or 
harm them.  Twelve staunch guards stood at the door. The princes had plenty of good food and warm blankets to 
comfort them, and one teeny high widow to let in light and air.  The queen gave birth to a beautiful baby daughter 
with pale, pale skin and black, black hair and ruby red lips.  But at the very moment when the child’s first cry was 
heard, the twelve brothers turned into twelve wild swans.  With a rush of wings they flew out the tiny window and 
disappeared from the kingdom. 
 
 Rose grew to be a lovely young maiden.  She was not only beautiful, but kind, and good tempered, so that 
everyone who knew her loved her. She was never told of the existence of her twelve brothers or of how they had 
come to be lost. But as she grew, Rose always felt a strange sadness, as though she was missing something, or 
someone, she couldn’t name.  Sometimes when she went to play with the children of the village, she would hear 
them whispering behind her back, or catch them falling suddenly silent when she appeared. One day she came 
close to two children and heard them telling the story of how her brothers turned into swans and disappeared on 
the day she was born because of her mothers wish. 
 
And Rose knew she had to go to find her brothers. 
 
Late that night, she slipped out of the back gate of the castle, taking only a small loaf of bread with her.  She 
headed into the deep woods and began to walk. 
 
She walked and walked and walked.  She didn’t know where she was going, or where to look for her brothers. "I’ll 
just have to begin with where I am," she told herself. "If I don’t know where to go, I’ll go where my feet take me.” 
 
She found herself in the wildwood, and she was lost at once.  Her soft princess hands and her delicate princess 
clothes were soon torn and dirty, but Rose continued on her way until she found a little stream.  Here she stopped 
to rest for a bit, to drink and wash and eat some of her bread.  As she rested, an old woman appeared. 
 
“I’m so hungry, dearie,” the old woman said, “Wont you give me a bit of your bread?” 
 
“The bread is all I have” Rose said, “But I will gladly share it with you.”    
 
She stood up and spread her shawl to make the old woman a comfortable seat, and tore off a generous half of the 
loaf.  As they talked and ate, Rose poured out her story.  “My dear girl, “ said the old woman, “if you follow this 
river, you will come to the ocean.  Swans live there, by the side of the sea.  Perhaps there you will find your 
brothers.” 
 
Rose followed the old woman’s advice and at last came to the seaside.   As the sun began to set,  out of the pink 
streaked sky, twelve wild swans came flying, circling the shore and then landing on the sand. As the last ray of sun 
disappeared, they changed into twelve fine men. 
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“My brothers!” Rose cried out in joy. “My brothers I am your little sister Rose!  I have come to break the spell and 
free you if I can!” The twelve young men looked at Rose and began to rush forward in delight to meet her.  
Suddenly they stopped.  And looks of horror appeared on their faces. 
 
“What’s wrong,” Rose asked.   “My brothers, won’t you greet me?” 
 
“Oh evil luck to meet you like this,” said the oldest brother.  “Our poor dear sister! If only we had known for we have 
sworn a vow.  Since it was because of a woman that we were changed into swans, we vowed to kill the first 
woman we met, and that is you.” 
 
Rose stood frozen, too shocked to speak or move.  At that moment, an old woman appeared.  She looked at the 
twelve brothers and shook her head sadly.  “Break your wicked vow that never should have been made,” she told 
them.  “This is your sister Rose. You must cherish her, for only through her can you be freed.” And then she 
disappeared. 
 
The 12 brothers rushed forward happily and embraced Rose.  “How lucky we are,” said the oldest brother, “That 
you came to this shoreline today. All year long we live in an enchanted land far, far over the sea. We are swans by 
day and men by night, and only once a year, at the time of the summer solstice, can we return to the land of our 
birth. The way is so long that we need all the hours of the longest day of the year to make the journey.  For if night 
were to catch us on the way, we would change back to men and fall into the sea and drown.” 
 
“If only I could come with you to that land!” Rose said.  “I know that there, in the land of magic, I could find the way 
to free you.” 
 
“We will take you there,” her brothers promised.  They gathered together reeds from the riverside and wove 
together a giant basket from them, with ropes woven of cattails tied on the rim.  Then they all slept through the 
short hours of darkness. 
 
As dawn broke, the brothers changed shape, an all of them grasped the basket with their bills, lifting rose into the 
sky.  They flew and flew, until it seemed their strength must fail, but as twilight came they spied a huge rock jutting 
out of the surf and here they landed just as they began to shape shift.  With Rose in the middle, they huddled on 
the rock through the night.  When dawn came, they again rose into the sky. 
 
Again they flew and flew all through the longest day. As the sun began to dip toward the far horizon rose could see 
a golden gleam along the billowing clouds.  And they drew closer, she could make out the shape of a tall palace 
with pillars of gold and windows of crystal. 
 
“What is that beautiful palace?" she asked.   
 
“That is the castle of  the dark fairy, the Fata Morgana, where no mortal may come.”  
  
At last they landed on the shore of the magical land across the sea, just as the last rays of sunshine disappeared.  
The twelve [wild] swans again transformed into Rose’s twelve brothers, and together they climbed up the path to 
the cave where they lived together on the side of the mountains. They were all very tired and after a simple supper 
of berries and nuts, they slept. 
 
Rose slept deeply, and as she slept, she dreamt she was standing on the silver shore of the golden palace of the 
Fata Morgana.  In her dream, she climbed up a narrow path and found a high narrow door that stood open for her 
to enter.  Gathering her courage she entered the high hall of the Fata Morgana.  The walls gleamed with gold, lit by 
the cool rays of sun that penetrated through the windows of crystal and precious stones.   
 
She walked slowly into the palace, her heart beating, as at the far end of the hallway she could see the form of a 
woman waiting for her.  Rose walked on until she could see that the woman was dressed in swirling dark robes, 
rich with the colors of indigo, purple and velvety black of the night sky.  Her eyes were dark and gleaming, and face 
was neither old nor young but somehow seemed to be all things at once. 
 
“Who are you?”  Asked the Fata Morgana, for it was she.  “Why have you come to my place, where no human can 
enter but in dreams?” 
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“I am Rose, if you please, ma’am,” she said, “and I have come to ask for help.  I want to free my brothers, who are 
under an enchantment since my birth.  They are swans by day and men by night.  Because of me they were 
changed into swans.  Somehow I must free them.” 
 
The Fata Morgana looked at Rose for a long time. Rose forced herself to stand still and breathe deeply even 
though she felt that the Dark Faery could see straight trough her and knew all f her secrets and faults. 
 
 “I know your story,” she said to Rose, “And I know the fate of your brothers.  It is not because of you they became 
swans, but because of your mother's careless words. Nevertheless, you can free them, if you have the courage, for 
the task will not be easy.   
 
“Around the cave where your brothers sleep, stinging nettles grow,” said the Dark Faery.  You must pluck the 
nettles with your bare hands, and crush them with your bare feet, and spin them into thread.  If you use up the 
nettles that grow by the cave, you must use nettles that grow in a graveyard.  From the thread you must weave 
cloth, and from the cloth you must cut and sew twelve shirts, one for each of your brothers.  And the whole time 
you do this work, even if it takes years and years, you must not speak, or laugh, or cry out loud.  Now, do you still 
want to fee your brothers?” 
 
“Yes,” said Rose quietly, and it was the last word to fall from her lips for many years  
 
Rose awoke, safe among her brothers in the cave, waking with the first light of morning.  Without speaking a word, 
she left the cave and began plucking nettles with her bare hands.  They stung and her eyes filled with tears, but 
she made no sound.  When she had gathered a big pile, she took off her shoes and began to crush them with her 
feet, and by the time they were crushed to a pulp, her feet were red and sore. But she sat down and began to spin 
the fiber into thread.  
 
Days and weeks passed. Every day Rose picked nettles and crushed them and spun, and when she had gathered 
enough thread she began to weave. She spoke not a word, and her brothers understood that she was engaged in 
a task of magic. They fed her and sheltered her and treated her kindly, and in spite of the pain she suffered in 
plucking and crush the nettles, Rose was very happy to be in their company. She never laughed nor cried, but they 
all lived together in peace. 
 
But one day, as Rose sat outside the cave, spinning her thread, who should ride by but the king of the land.  He 
was struck by her mystery, her purpose, and her beauty, and he fell in love with her at once.  She was also of an 
age for love, and so she gathered up her things and went with him to his palace. They loved each other well and 
would have been very happy had it not been for the jealousy of the king’s mother, who feared this strange, 
speechless young woman with her odd ways. 
 
Since Rose no longer lived in the forest, when she needed more nettles for her work, she had to harvest them from 
the churchyard.  She did not want to be questioned, so she did her harvesting at night, The King’s mother secretly 
watched her and in the morning went before the king.  "A witch!” she cried!  That’s who you’ve brought among us.  
What would an honest woman be doing in the graveyard at night?  why doesn’t she explain herself?”  the king 
defended his love and refused to listen to accusations, but the whispers behind Rose’s back grew. 
 
A year passed, and Rose gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. All through the pangs of labor she never once cried 
aloud, and though she was thrilled with joy to see her baby daughter, she did not laugh. When the child was 
sleeping, she continued to work on the shirts. 
 
That night, as she slept, the jealous old queen stole the baby and threw it off the castle walls into the waiting mouth 
of a huge wolf.  Then she marked the young mother’s mouth with red and raised the alarm.  “Alas!  The witch has 
eaten her own child!” 
 
“You see," the old queen said," she is evil, just as I told you. You must get rid of her." 
 
But the king shook his head. "She is my wife, and I love her dearly,” he said. “I do not believe your story. 
Something else must have happened, although I do not know what. But my wife is a good woman, and I cannot 
believe she would harm her child." 
 
 Rose was terribly sad at the loss of her baby.   She spun and wove and sewed with more determination than ever, 
but her eyes filled again and again with unshed tears.  Now she knew what the dark Faery had meant when she 
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aid, “it won’t be easy." 
 
Another year passed, and again Rose gave birth, this time to a beautiful baby boy.  But again the old queen stole 
the baby and threw it into the waiting jaws of the wolf, marking rose’s mouth with red.  But this time the king could 
not defend his wife. Try as would to convince his court and advisors that she was a good person, his own brother 
led the people condemning her. 
 
They took Rose and threw her into the deepest dungeon below the castle, and they took all her shirts and thread 
and weaving and threw them in after her. "Here, Witch!" they cried. "Take your filthy spells!" 
 
All the while, Rose still did not speak to save herself. By this time she was almost finished with her task. She was 
working in her twelfth shirt. Deep in the dungeon, she continued to spin and weave and sew. When morning came 
and the guards arrived to take her away to her execution, she was still busily working. They bound her to a cart, 
but her hands were free, and as they wheeled her through the streets she hardly noticed the jeering crowds of 
people, because she was still working so hard on the last shirt. Even when they took her from the cart and bound 
her to the stake, she spared no thought for fear, but continued her work. 
 
The king was weeping and could not bear to light the pyre, but his brother took the torch and walked toward Rose. 
At last she looked up from her work, to see the torch thrust into the wood at her feet. The wood caught fire, and the 
flames began to rise around her. 
 
Suddenly, from the sky, twelve white swans appeared, wheeling in a great circle around the stake where Rose was 
bound ad beating out the flames with their wings. She took the shirts and tossed them, one by one, onto the backs 
of her brothers, and as they landed, the twelve wild swans transformed into twelve fine, strong men. 
 
 "I am innocent," Rose cried, and fell down as if dead. The flames around her changed into roses. 
 
The king cried out and ran to her, cutting her down from the stake and holding her in his arms. Her eyelids 
fluttered, and she took a deep breath. She wasn’t dead after all—she had only fainted! 
 
A great roar burst from the crowed. Suddenly an old woman appeared, holding a newborn child in her arms. A 
year-old girl toddled by her side. 
 
“Here are your lost children,” she said to Rose. “Guard them and cherish them well, for they are restored to you.” 
 
With great joy, the king and Rose embraced their children. The crowd cheered, and everyone was happy, except 
for the king’s mother, who was so mad that she burst and were never heard from again. 
 
Then Rose’s brothers walked up and greeted her with great happiness. “You have freed us,” they said. “With your 
courage and perseverance, you have broken the spell that bound us. Now we can all be together.” 
 
One by one she kissed them. But Rose had not quite finished the very last sleeve of the last shirt. And so when her 
youngest brother came forward to embrace her, he reached for her with one human arm and one swan’s wing. 


