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The stranger’s piercing eyes flash in her direction. Her clothing, covered in sand and dust, suggests weeks if not months in the desert. Maha feels chills in the midst of the heat. She moves through the crowded market and away from the woman toward an apple stand. Her pregnant tummy hangs heavily, slowing her down. “Haatim,” she whispers, as if her husband might hear her. But he is with the veterinarian tending to their horse that had gone lame as they’d approached the funduq, a roadside inn for travelers. Haatim cannot hear her, and she knows it. She is alone in this busy swarm of strangers.

Maha digs into her satchel, feeling for a small leather pouch that contains the piece of jewelry she brought with her. A lovely thing, it resembles one half of a scarab—a sacred Egyptian beetle—and shines like gold. It was given to her by her great-grandfather, who got it on a trip to Egypt. It’s a prized family heirloom. She hopes to find a leather string in the village market so she might fashion the bauble into a necklace. “Always keep this near,” her great-grandfather had said.

The mysterious stranger cleverly keeps her attention elsewhere. She pretends to shop for pottery, then oil, her head trained down and away from Maha. But Maha feels her watching. A pit forms in her stomach. Another chill runs through her. The woman knows exactly where Maha is at all times. “Haatim,” she murmurs once more, hoping her husband might hear her in his thoughts.

She buys a small sack of almonds and another of hazelnuts. All the while she steals glances, tracking the movement of the stranger. Two can play this game, she thinks. As an ox-drawn wagon passes, Maha ducks, using the wagon to shield her. She moves toward and past the stranger, who is now looking for her in the wrong direction.

She has a better view of her. The woman wears a beautiful scarf, sometimes pulled up over her mouth. Such scarves are worn to keep out blowing sand, but on this day, there is no wind. She is hiding her face so she won’t be remembered.

Change is coming like the winds that carry desert sand. Sometimes the winds uncover treasure. Sometimes they bury one alive. The woman looking for her could be bringing news, but is it good news or bad?

The stranger is gone in an instant. Maha loses track of her. She is four steps from a melon stand when a person bumps into her. It’s her! She feels a hand pull for her satchel. The strap does not break and does not come loose. It pulls at Maha, leaning her forward, connecting her with the stranger.

“Excuse me, miss. I’ve been looking for you.”

Maha steps back, unsure how this woman knows her.

“Don’t be afraid,” the stranger continues. “My name is Azza. I’m a historian of sorts. Of objects. I’ve come to warn you. You don’t know the power you hold.”

“What are you talking about?” Maha asks.

“The scarab,” Azza replies. As she speaks, she reaches into her pocket and takes out an object, revealing the mirror image of Maha’s scarab.

A chill runs through Maha. There was more to what her great-grandfather said when he gave her the heirloom: “Always keep this near, my dear. And never make a half a whole, for its power is one to fear.”

Azza steps closer. “Can I see your half?”

Something in Maha’s gut tells her not to trust this woman. “No, leave me alone,” she says firmly.

“I will have your half of the scarab!” Azza says, now brandishing a curved knife the length of her forearm.
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“You will not!” Maha cries.

One moment Azza is standing there. The next she is not. Haatim has swept in and is wrestling to get the knife. The blade flies. A child screams. Market-goers stand back, forming an open circle around the scuffle.

Maha reaches into her pouch, feeling the reassuring cold touch of her half of the scarab. She holds it close to her chest. At the same moment, a piece of jewelry flies from Azza’s hand. Then, as if by magic, Maha’s half of the scarab mysteriously lifts from her palm and joins its companion. The scarab is now whole. It glows a vibrant yellow. The crowd gasps, and many run away out of fear. Others stand, not moving. They are entranced. Haatim and Azza stop their fighting. They, too, watch in amazement as the golden beetle shimmers, its metal wings moving as it hovers three feet off the ground. Several people faint at the spectacle.

Screams and finger-pointing announce the arrival of another object flying low in the sky. Children jump for joy as their parents rush to protect them and hide their eyes.

Haatim rolls away from Azza, trying to avoid this new flying object, but its aim is true. It comes right at him. It knocks Haatim in the knees, and he falls onto the flying object. Maha is scooped off her feet and finds herself next to Haatim. They fly behind the blinding scarab up and over the buildings and harnessed horses walking in circles to grind corn into flour.

Maha struggles to sit up, holding either side of the flying thing. Wind whips her hair. Her husband is . . . smiling. “Why are you smiling, Haatim? What is happening to the two of us—the three of us?” She clutches her tummy.

“Maha, look! We’ve been saved!”

“How? What is this spirit we’re riding?” she cries over the roar of the wind.

“Spirit? No, Maha. Not a spirit at all. Think of the stories and fables our parents and grandparents have told us!”

“A ghost?” Maha sounds terrified.

“Not at all!” shouts Haatim. “We are riding atop the most fabled of all carpets: the Magic Carpet of Agrabah!”
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The rippled desert sands appear calm and peaceful from above. The scarab flies before the carpet, as if leading it. When the scarab darts left, the Magic Carpet follows. A dagger of fear shoots through Maha. What could there be to fear about the scarab? But she pushes the thought away, reminding herself she is riding the Magic Carpet!

Laughing loudly, Maha and Haatim grab the edges and hold on tightly. “I am a bird!” calls Maha, letting go and lifting both hands while she giggles.

“We move like the wind!” shouts Haatim.

The scarab flies lower, the carpet close behind. Maha can identify clumps of cactus and wavy rivers in the distance.

She sings loudly. It’s an old song about a bird whose broken wing is healed by the sun. Haatim joins in as he points out the sights below.

Suddenly a tassel on the front corner of the carpet lifts and reaches back and takes Maha’s hand.

“Haatim, look!” Maha kisses the tassel, and it holds to her more tightly.

“This is amazing! I will never forget this moment!”

“It’s a whole new world!” Maha cries out. “And this wonderful carpet saved us—our family.”

“I only hope our child will one day see the world as we do now.” Haatim smiles, a roguish glint in his eyes.

The scarab suddenly breaks into its two pieces. One flies or falls to the right. The other, to the left. They skid across the ground and stop as the front of the Magic Carpet lifts and slows. It lands softly on the ground as the scarab halves glimmer some ways apart.

The two lean away from the glowing, swirling cone of sand that spins between the two halves of the scarabs. “Haatim?” Maha murmurs.
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“What is this?” he whispers. His wife quickly fills him in on her family’s warning about the scarab. Concern fills Haatim’s eyes.

The sand itself appears to take shape. Fuzzy at first, it forms into long waves of hair—a mane? A chin appears. Two teeth as tall as a giraffe! An enormous head, nearly as high as a mountain, reveals itself. It’s the head of a . . . tiger!

“The fables,” utters Maha. “I know this one. It is also from my childhood.”

“I’m scared.”

“So am I. It is the Tiger of the Sands. It guards the Cave of Wonders.”

The Tiger speaks in a voice that could hold back the sea. It is low and rumbling. It is demanding and confident. “WHO . . . DISTURBS . . . MY . . . SLUMBER?”

Maha and Haatim shake so hard they nearly fall off the carpet.

Haatim speaks. “I am just a regular guy in search of a home. My wife is pregnant with our first child. If you please, we will move on and leave you at peace.”

“You have disturbed my peace,” roars the Tiger of the Sands. “For this, you must pay.”

Maha raises her voice. “We can pay.” She gestures to her money belt. “Take it all.”

“I have no need of your coins. The cave I guard contains much gold, gems, and treasure,” says the Tiger, “but I have never seen such a carpet.”

“Yes,” says Haatim, “this carpet is one of a kind.”

“You may take from here whatever treasure your pockets can hold. But you will leave me the carpet.”

“And we would do so, gladly. We would be honored to please the Tiger of the Sands. But this carpet is not ours to give,” Haatim says. “It has a life of its own just as do I or you. Besides, my wife and I will now be afoot in the desert. We will not last more than a single day. I respectfully refuse your generous offer.”

“YOU . . . DARE . . . REFUSE? No one refuses the offer of such treasure!”

“We choose life over treasure.”

“Very well. Provide me the carpet upon which you sit and you shall find a farm of twenty kilometers with water and livestock and trees and a mansion awaiting you on the outskirts of Agrabah.”

Maha is aghast. The Tiger of the Sands is offering everything she and her husband have ever dreamed of. “Haatim, do you hear that? It is—”

“Trickery,” Haatim tells her softly. “Unfair. We must not fall for such honey-tongued nonsense.” He strokes the carpet. “My friend, this is your choice to make. It is not for me to decide your fate.” Haatim raises his voice to the Tiger. “What good is such a generous offer if we die on our journey? There is no destination if there is no journey.”

“Be that as it may, behold what you refuse.” The Tiger’s mouth opens wide, revealing a staircase leading to mounds of gold and hills of diamonds.

Maha swoons and nearly faints. Haatim’s eyes bulge. “The temptation is very great,” he says to his wife. “Help me not let greed distract me from my sense of right.” But Maha can barely speak. She has never seen such a sight. “The carpet will fly where it chooses.”

The Tiger’s eyes shift slightly. Her husband doesn’t see it. He is so entranced by the treasure. Maha does.

“It’s her!” she cries out. “The woman from the market.”

Haatim sees the stranger from the market riding swiftly atop a quick-footed horse.

“WHO . . . IS . . . THIS . . . UNINVITED . . . STRANGER? You have betrayed me!”

“Azza is no friend of ours,” shouts Maha as she rides the Magic Carpet.

Without warning, the carpet lands in front of the Tiger’s open mouth. The back of the carpet curls and gently pushes Haatim and Maha onto the sand. A tassel reaches out to keep Maha on balance. She says a word of thanks.

The carpet then wheels around. It travels at a blurring speed straight for the woman. The horse shies as the carpet bears down on its rider. The sudden movement dumps Azza from the horse. The woman struggles to stand in the shifting sand. When she stands, the sight of the sand tiger momentarily overwhelms her.

Her eyes dart toward Maha. “Looks like I succeeded without your help.”

Before Maha can respond, Azza takes in the sight of the treasure deep within the cave. Something comes over her. Greed fills her eyes and she lets out a cackle of glee.

She charges toward Maha and Haatim, the glint of her once lost knife shining menacingly.

Maha and Haatim have nowhere to hide. “Inside!” Haatim cries.

Just as he does, their knees buckle and they fall back.

Onto the carpet!
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The Magic Carpet enters the Tiger’s open mouth and dives to follow the stairs.

Azza follows on foot, hurrying down the stairs. The Tiger calls out, “HEAR . . . THIS . . . THIEF! Leave this place now! Touch nothing or you all shall suffer!”

The woman pauses in front of a towering pile of gold coins. She looks like a hungry dog awaiting a scrap of food.

“Touch nothing!” Haatim shouts as they fly the carpet over the stranger’s head.

“Something has come over her!” Maha yells back.

“Greed has come over her,” says Haatim. “She hears only the pounding of her heart at the sight of such treasure.”

Inside the cave, Azza seems to have forgotten Maha and the scarab. She reaches out and cups a handful of coins. The effect is instantaneous. The entire cave rumbles and shakes. Gaping lines crack open on its ceiling, walls, and floor. The piles of treasure teeter and spill like rivers of gold and avalanches of jewels. Snakes tumble and slither from the opened cracks. There are so many it looks as if the walls have come alive. The woman, burdened by the weight of so much gold stuffed into her pockets, can barely walk, much less run. She struggles to climb the stairs, but she is too slow. Maha watches as the woman empties her pockets and scrambles to stay ahead of some of the snakes. Gold coins cascade down the stairs, turning it into a waterfall.

“What is that?” Haatim calls to his wife, pointing. A golden tunnel leading deeper into the cave has gone dark. It has been plugged. “That avenue is now cut off to us. There is no escape.”

“I hate to say it, Haatim, but I believe this plug is alive.”

The darkness in the hole is no longer simply black. It is hairy. It is moving. A spider pulls itself through the hole. Adjusting its eight legs, it stands taller than a building. As Maha cries out in fright, steering the Magic Carpet away, the spider spins a giant web between the walls of the cave. It happens so quickly that it, too, must be a trick of sorcery, a bit of dark magic. The net of webbing looks like an archer’s target, concentric circles all leading to a solid center now covered by the spider itself.

A golden goblet sails toward Maha.

“Duck!” she cries out. “We can’t touch the treasure!” Haatim follows her actions by pressing his face to the carpet.

The corner of the carpet lifts and swats the goblet away.

Maha pats the carpet, thanking it.

Azza shouts at the husband and wife. “That carpet is my only way out of here!” She throws another piece of treasure. Again, the carpet deflects it. “Bring it to me at once!”

Something troubling happens next. Maha’s release of the carpet changes its path. Instead of circling the cave as it has been, it runs into the spiderweb. The webbing is as thick as rope, as sticky as warm tar. The Magic Carpet stops. Husband and wife cling to the carpet, their legs dangling. “Do not touch the web!” Haatim warns his wife. “Cling to the carpet. We won’t escape the web if we touch it.”

Azza does not hear this, nor would she have listened if she had. Instead, she slices her knife through the webbing as she navigates a route to reach the arrested carpet. The sticky webbing claims one of her boots. It tears a sleeve from her clothes. When her knee sticks to the web she cuts the fabric loose. The knife flashes in the dark cave.

“She is trying to slice us in two,” says Haatim to Maha. “She cares only for herself. She will do whatever it takes to get the carpet. We are doomed.”

“But, Haatim, we have done nothing to anger the Tiger of the Sands. It is only this intruder who is to blame. I fear the worst for her.”

“You’re right, Maha. But I fear this stranger does not play by any rules.”
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“Well, it’s a good thing we’re not alone,” Maha says, daring to look above them.

The stranger swings her knife, cutting more of the web. She is too focused on her own progress to pay attention to the web’s owner. She cuts free most of the carpet. Maha and Haatim fall a few feet as the carpet partially comes loose. Only as a horrid shadow is cast does the woman pause to look up.

It’s the spider.

“No!” she cries, taking one last swing toward the carpet. The spider makes a snack of her, spinning a length of web around the screaming woman and tucking her away under one of its legs. The woman wiggles and cries out. A few stray gold coins tumble from her pockets and catch in the web. They wink at the husband and wife like interested eyes.

The carpet falls free. Holding on, Haatim and Maha scramble to lie upon the mat and steer it. The carpet flies for the Tiger’s mouth. But the mouth won’t open, and the carpet pulls up short.

“There’s no way out!” calls Haatim.

The front of the carpet folds into a large pair of lips. It smiles at the two of them. Then it frowns as one of its tassels points like a finger. It then points into the Cave of Wonders.

“No, not back in there!” Haatim exclaims.

“I believe our woven friend is telling us to leave. It is offering to stay behind. Remember the deal offered by the Tiger?”

“We can’t leave it behind!” says Haatim. “It saved us. We must return the favor.”

“You told the carpet it could determine its own fate. I believe this is intended as a noble act. A gift. It means for us to have our freedom from this place.” She pets the carpet. The carpet responds affectionately as it wraps around her shoulders and squeezes.

The carpet flips upside down. It shakes only once to knock Haatim to the sand. It takes added care in lowering the pregnant Maha to the top of the stairs. A tasseled corner of the carpet nudges Haatim toward the Tiger’s closed teeth.

The jaws open as the carpet flies itself deep into the Cave of Wonders. Maha and Haatim crawl through the Tiger’s jaws as they open. Soon they are on the horse and moving away. Maha glances back to see the Tiger’s face collapse in a whoosh of falling sand. The two halves of the scarab rejoin and fly straight to her pouch. They nestle inside and she pulls the pouch shut.

After maybe three days, or perhaps four, the horse crests the final dune to their new destination. Maha takes her husband’s hand in hers. Stretched before them is a glorious river, surrounded on both sides by lush green crops. Birds of every kind fill the sky. Small farmhouses dot the landscape.

“It’s wonderful,” Maha croons.

[image: ]

That night, warm and safe in their home, a baby boy is born. Haatim brings his wife a cup of warm soup and kisses her forehead. She says, “Do you like the name I picked, Haatim?”

“Of course,” her husband says. “You never doubted we would be free of the cave. It is because of your faith alone in a higher calling and in ourselves that allows us to celebrate this birth and our new land.”

Maha continues, “There is a word we use to convey a nobility of faith. It’s poetic and beautiful. It’s perfect, just like him.”

Haatim grins, his smile nearly as large as that of the carpet. “It must be his mother’s voice to speak this name, the first voice he hears.” Haatim kisses her forehead a second time.

Maha holds her son close and gazes into his dark, loving eyes. “Welcome, my son. We will call you Aladdin.”
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“A ghost?” Maha sounds terrified.

“Not at all!” shouts Haatim. “We are riding atop the most fabled of all carpets: the Magic Carpet of Agrabah!”



Billie Templeton lifted her eyes from the book. The short story was making her heart race. She looked around to remind herself she was sitting at a corner table in Bunsen & Beaker’s Lab. The coffee shop occupied a piece of the lobby in the Frank G. Wells Building on the Disney Studios lot. The soundtrack to Disney’s The Little Mermaid was playing. That alone should have reminded her of where she was.

A college-aged barista named Preston was filling a small carousel with Mickey cake pops. He hummed along with “A Whole New World,” sadly out of tune. The smoke from the wildfires turned the sky outside an eerie brown. A health advisory not only had closed schools but required everyone to stay inside. Billie’s dad worked across the way in the building that had statues of the Seven Dwarfs holding up the roof.

She felt herself being immersed in the book of adventure stories. Riding the Magic Carpet was making her dizzy.

Billie’s attention was drawn to a group of people crossing the lobby. They walked close together, which meant they were trying to hide the identity of a movie star. She felt a surge of excitement. The actors came there to take meetings, shoot films and television shows. Billie’s dad allowed her to read in Bunsen & Beaker’s Lab or help Becky in the Archives but not bother anyone else, especially the stars. That didn’t mean she couldn’t look!

“She’s the one in the Marvel movie,” Preston said.

Billie blushed. “Was I that obvious?”

“Hey, I look, too! I saw the guy from Iron Man last week!”

“Loafers, no socks,” she said.

“You were here?”

“Becky, who runs the Archives, lets me read in the Reading Room.”

“I’ve never been in there.”

“It’s super cool,” Billie said. “She’s basically the chief archivist. They store all the Disney history in there. Scripts, books, production notes from story development meetings. Everything! And, in the back, a guy named Kevin oversees historical documents, concept artwork, movie props, and things like that.”

“I’ve always wondered about that.”

Billie went back to reading, because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

“Oh, no!” she let slip. She looked up, embarrassed. The barista was staring. “Sorry! This giant spider just appeared in the cave.”

“It wants to eat them,” he said.

“Wait. What? You’ve read it?”

“I read everything Disney. Sometimes more than once. That story reveals . . . well, keep reading. Oh, and don’t miss the Chernabog story.”

“Chernabog?” Billie asked.

“You know? That scary demon-guy from Fantasia.”

Billie vaguely remembered, but she was anxious to continue reading. She tuned out Preston, ignored the music, and focused on the page.

She tried to keep herself from making noises as she read.
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The chapel roof reaches high overhead. Bettina stands from her bench before the pipe organ; the last notes of music hang in the air. The space smells of incense and wax. Despite her limited eyesight, she has no problem seeing the creature as he enters. He is enormous. One of his steps would be two or three of a person’s. She has named him The Eyes. He is gigantic, as tall as two men. His snout releases a breath like a blacksmith’s bellows. His eyelids sound like flags in the wind as they blink.

Bettina carefully approaches. He could kill her in an instant. She reaches out anyway. The creature leans back. Not from pain, but to avoid contact with a human. Bettina calms him with a quiet voice. “It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.”

She touches the thick skin of his right wing. She looks to her friend Miroslava, who stands a few feet away. Miro is more cautious than she. “The Spirit Hunter’s lance struck here. See? It’s cut.”

The chapel’s young bell ringer steps closer. He looks. “Stay here,” Miro says softly. He heads off, leaving her alone with The Eyes. He is a creature of truly unimaginable proportions.

She speaks to The Eyes. “I’m glad you like my music. I so enjoy seeing you outside on the nights I play.” She extends her fingers and pretends to play.

The Eyes blinks in understanding.

She then draws a mountain peak. She points to the creature. He lowers his eyelids as if to say, Yes, I live atop the black rock many miles from this place.

“That man, the one who attacked you in the graveyard, he means to kill you,” Bettina says. She can’t think of a way to indicate this with her hands. She lowers her head in sorrow. She offers him a concerned look. “We heard them making a plan.”

The creature nods. To her surprise, his strange-looking mouth opens, and he exhales. “Yessssss.”

He speaks!

She shivers head to toe. The Eyes can speak!

“I am Bettina,” she says.

“Chernabog.” The name rolls out of the huge mouth like a tumble of stones.

She recalls vividly the night she and Miro overheard the plan.
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Moonlight slants through the chapel’s colorful windows. It paints spiderwebs on the pale stone floor and wood-paneled walls. Bettina occupies the bench in front of the chapel’s enormous pipe organ. Three layers of keys rise before her. A dozen stops—buttons to pull for different sounds—are lined up in rows at eye-height. Long foot pedals, looking like brown tongues, stretch below her leather sandals. At times she seems to be dancing on them. Echoing loudly through the chapel, her music sounds like twelve musicians playing at once. The strident chords and warm melodies float into the rafters overhead. The music seeps through the thick stone walls built three centuries before and rumbles down the long, empty corridors. Tiny bedrooms, once inhabited by monks, now house boys and girls. The Brothers and Sisters of the Order care for children whose families cannot. Bettina’s organ music helps these children to sleep, and so the Headmistress allows Bettina to play late into the night.
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In truth Bettina isn’t playing for the Headmistress or the sleeping children—her peers. Instead, she makes music for the creature. He arrives only minutes after the organ sounds. It has been happening for months now. Even with her bad eyesight, it’s impossible for her to miss the pair of glowing red eyes peering in. Each orb is bigger than a pillow. They are bloodred with black pupils the size of dinner plates.

The first time she saw them, she screamed and ran away. The second time, she kept playing while shaking so hard she missed the foot pedals. But for as long as she continued, The Eyes remained. Presently, they gaze at her with a puzzling look of affection and appreciation. Like the eyes of a caring friend.

The creature vanishes as a scent arises behind her. She is sensitive to smell, sound, and taste. She knows who this is. Miroslava rarely bathes. The boy doesn’t want others seeing his awkwardly formed back or his slightly lopsided head. He has entered through a hidden-panel door immediately behind the organ bench. The door leads to stairs rising to the bell tower. It’s there he lives. His job is to ring the chapel bells each hour.

Bettina and Miroslava are friends. She has been teaching Miro to sing. The boy has a lovely voice. Her eyes too sensitive to light, Bettina only sees clearly when it’s dark. In daylight she wears thick pieces of glass over each eye. The circles of glass are wrapped in rusted piano wire and secured behind her ears, a strange-looking arrangement that accounts for the sneers and snickers she receives from the other children.

In this place, no child is perfect. They may be disfigured by fire or birth, have one leg shorter than the other, a hand with four fingers, or a mouth without teeth. They may have once been unloved or unwanted. But here within the generosity of the Brothers and Sisters, they have found a home. They are being taught and fed and cared for. They feel whole. At twelve years old, this is Bettina’s third year in this place and she has never been happier.

Together, Bettina and Miroslava begin a singing lesson. She has him sing scales and small pieces of melodies. His voice echoes slightly among the rafters, giving it a richness. He is smiling as a high melody rolls from his throat.

Bettina shushes him. She has heard voices—of men and women both. The Brothers and Sisters of the Order. Bettina lifts her hands from the organ. A few stray notes fly off like small birds.

“Miro! Do you hear them?” she whispers.

“I do,” says Miroslava. “Why are they speaking so harshly?”

“And so late!” Bettina adds.

“Let’s take a look,” Miroslava suggests.

“And a listen,” she says, smiling.

As they leave the chapel, Bettina takes one last glance at the stained glass window, hoping to see The Eyes. He is gone for the night. Where to, she doesn’t know. For how long, is another unanswered question. There are stories, of course. Rumors about a monster that haunts the cemetery, consuming the souls of the dead. But children love to invent stories. Bettina refuses to believe The Eyes and their monster could be one and the same.

Miro heaves open the chapel’s massive wooden door. Its oiled hinges move silently. Bettina slips on her glasses. The chapel occupies one side of an open-air garden terrace in the compound of buildings. To their left the dining hall hides behind a wall of blond stones. The labyrinth of dormitory hallways starts to the right. Straight ahead a stone wall dotted with high, narrow, leaded windows and four doors makes up the east side of the terrace.

The silhouette of Brother Don fills one of the open doorways. The sound of Bettina’s and Miroslava’s footsteps has drawn his attention.

“The music was lovely tonight,” says Brother Don. There are two others in the room behind him. “Miroslava, please escort Bettina to her room. Then return to the tower.” He goes back inside and closes the door.

“What do you think?” Miro asks her.

“I think we do as he says, but after a short delay.”

Together, the two creep toward the only window that is lit and open a crack. Bettina leans in. Her glasses help her to vaguely recognize Brother Don and Sister Camila. A man’s back is turned to Bettina. He wears a black suit and shiny shoes. She doesn’t think she has ever seen him before. Miro presses his face to the glass.

Bettina hears the three discussing something or someone called a Spirit Hunter. How, after “he kills the thing,” the body must be burned on a stack of pure oak. Fir and pine must be kept off the fire. If it isn’t pure oak, there will be something called “discontent.”

“They plan for this Spirit Hunter to kill someone!” Miroslava says.

Bettina shudders. “The Eyes,” she says. “They want to kill The Eyes.”

“The creature?” Miro asks. “I’ve seen him from the bell tower. Always at night. Always so . . . enchanted by your music.”

“The Brothers and Sisters believe he is a soul eater,” she says. “It’s so unfair.”

“You and I know otherwise.” Miro stands. “Only a kind soul can appreciate music the way he does. We should tell them!”

Bettina pulls Miro down. “No! They won’t listen. They never listen. They see shadows in the wee hours of the morning when fog blankets the graveyard. They think him a monster. His wings. His size.”

“Because they don’t understand him,” Miro says.

“What do we do?” Bettina fears she may cry. “We must stop the Spirit Hunter from killing The Eyes!”

“Alert the bell ringer!” The person shouting sounds deeply concerned.

The two kids kneel into the bushes behind a bench in the open terrace. They are not supposed to be here. With a partial view of the terrace’s central fountain, they hear the rapid slap of leather. It warns of someone approaching.

Miroslava whispers, “If I’m to ring the bells, then something has happened. Something bad. I must go at once.”

“How can you be so …?” Bettina asks.

Miro vanishes as if a magician has lifted a handkerchief. Bettina tucks herself deeper into the darkness. She knows Miro is right.

Bells in the middle of the night?

Such an alarm can mean only one thing:

Someone has died.
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The next morning, the Order is filled with sorrow. An older brother has passed away. He was loved and will be missed. A funeral is planned for later the same day.

Bettina is in the kitchen sorting fresh vegetables when something soft brushes her leg. It’s Marble, one of several feral cats that make the Order their home. She and Marble have a good relationship, in part because by working in the kitchen, Bettina can feed him scraps. Marble likes scraps. But today it’s something more. He’s pesky and annoying, pawing at her, banging into her leg. There have been times in the hallways she could have sworn Marble was trying to direct her, that somehow he knew she had trouble seeing by daylight. His actions now remind her of such efforts.

“What is it, boy?” Marble moves away from her. Stops. Returns to her and moves away again. She peers through her glasses. The images blur and stretch in a most disturbing way, but it’s better than not seeing at all. She has learned to tilt her head this way and that to see clearly. “Okay.” She resigns herself to following the pesky tomcat.

As Bettina steps outside, she hears Miroslava once again ringing the chapel bells. The funeral is starting. She follows Marble toward the cemetery. The service is a somber affair with only a few sisters and brothers in attendance. Brother Andrew conducts the ceremony, reading from the holy books. He adds a few personal words of sorrow and regret.

Bettina hides behind one of the grander tombstones. Above her, a life-size angel spreads her stone wings, her back arched, her chest thrust out, her chin lifted. The carved fabric of her tunic looks real enough to touch. When Bettina hears a shovel cough dirt onto the casket, she makes her way back toward the kitchen.
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But Marble nudges her into a small olive orchard. The cat scurries ahead, pauses, waits for her, hurries again. Bettina hasn’t been in this part of the Order’s grounds. It’s new to her, and she walks lacking confidence. Her eyesight is tricky in the combination of shadow and light. A stone cottage appears. It hosts a terra-cotta tile roof with a single chimney. Marble stands beneath one of two small windows. Bettina cozies up to the window, the cat at her feet. She removes her glasses and waits for her eyes to adjust. She sneaks a peek through the window.

Bettina snaps back against the warm stone wall as she gasps. A person is walking around inside. Looking down at Marble, Bettina wonders if the cat actually led her here. Or was it her idea and the cat just happened to be nearby? Her heart pounding, she steals one last look inside.

The person walking around is the old man who was just buried. Brother Don!

A lie! He never died. His casket was empty!

Why?
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“It’s a trick of some kind,” Bettina whispers to Miro. “Why are they pretending he died? What’s going on?”

Darkness has settled across the Order, and Miro and Bettina—missing from their beds—sit hunkered down beneath the stone angel in the graveyard. Marble lies at their feet, rolling on his back.

“They faked the old man dying,” Miro says. “Why?”

Bettina spoke. “They told you to ring the bells again.”

“That’s it!” Miro says. “The bells! When have we heard the rumors of ‘the monster’?”

“Funerals.”

“The Eyes comes down from the mountain. He drinks the souls of those who have been buried.”

“But you don’t believe that!” Bettina says.

“It doesn’t matter what I believe. They believe that’s what happens! It’s all part of the trick, you see?”

“No, I don’t understand.” She speaks softly. “I don’t want them to kill him.”

“For this Spirit Hunter to kill The Eyes, they must trick the creature into coming here. The bells. The funeral.”

“It’s unfair! He likes music. He can fly. So, maybe he eats souls . . .” Her voice trails off.

A rustle of sticks and leaves stops her speaking. Miro holds his finger to his lips. Bettina nods. Miro signals for her to stay put. He heads off, one gravestone at a time, moving in the dark. Soon she can no longer see him. She glances at the fresh grave. The flying bat creature is out there, perhaps circling high in the night sky. She can feel him. Go away! she wants to shout. It’s all a trick. Marble growls and rubs up against her legs. He senses trouble as well.

Miroslava materializes next to her. He whispers that the Spirit Hunter is in the cemetery.

From above comes the rustle of large wings. It sounds like laundry on the line. A thud shakes the ground. The Eyes! Bettina realizes.

The air cools rapidly. A fog rises like a tablecloth hovering four feet off the ground. It swirls. The Eyes has folded his wings. If she can reach him, Bettina can warn him. Tell him to leave. Tell him never to trust the bells again. Never to trust humans again.

The creature steps out of the shadows. He sniffs the fog. His horned head towers over the treetops. His wings rustle as he walks on the legs of a bull. He has a snout, and red eyes, and skin like a sea lion. He is at once grotesque and beautiful. He is power and strength. The ground rumbles with his every step.

The Spirit Hunter enters the cemetery wearing a black hood that shows only his eyes. His lance sparkles at his side. The spear is longer than any man is tall. A net drags behind him like a bridal train. He moves with exaggerated strides.

The Eyes doesn’t see the Spirit Hunter. The creature leans over the fresh grave, sniffing. Soul searching. To anyone watching it’s obvious The Eyes doesn’t find what he’s looking for. The creature glances up with anger in his eyes.

Instead of a soul, he smells the Spirit Hunter. He smells the terrified excitement of someone stalking him. The Eyes releases an ear-piercing belly-rumble of a roar.

The Spirit Hunter steps forward and thrusts the lance. The Eyes opens his right wing, swatting at the spear. The tip of the lance slices the wing.

There is no blood, but The Eyes roars a second time. This time, it must be heard for miles. It must send children under their beds and fathers to their swords.

The Spirit Hunter retreats several steps as The Eyes claps his wings ahead of him, blowing a gust of wind that causes the Spirit Hunter to stagger and fall. The man climbs to his feet and gathers his net.

Miro leans into Bettina. “Music! You can get him to leave this fight that he cannot win.”

“Come on!” she calls, and takes off running. They head toward the chapel.

Bettina sits down in front of the chapel’s pipe organ. Miro works a long pole to open one of the stained glass windows. He wants the music to escape outside.

The organ’s bellows fill. Bettina pulls out the stops and begins to play. Music flows from the chapel windows across the wet grass. It spills into the orchard and the graveyard. It fills the night air. Melody skates upon the fog. It ruffles the branches. It sings over the gravestones.

It reaches the Spirit Hunter and his prey—the bat-winged creature lurking in the darkness. The earth thumps. The fog swirls. A black shadow rises. The shadow steals the stars from the sky. The Eyes flies into the night.

Inside the chapel, Bettina’s fingers dance across the organ’s ivory keys. Miro is singing along. He has a crooked smile. His stubby teeth flash as he sings.

The Eyes appears in the far window. Bettina and Miro have saved their friend.
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Moments later, The Eyes enters the chapel’s double doors. Bettina gets up and approaches the beast. It is here she learns he can speak. It is here she learns his name.

“Chernabog.”

Miroslava runs to fetch a pail of paste being used in the decoration of dormitory hallways. He and Bettina paint the tear in Chernabog’s wing. The heat from the creature’s powerful body cures the paste quickly. Miroslava dares to pull and push against the mend. It holds.

“All better,” Bettina says. “But hurry, you must leave. They will find you soon.”

Chernabog hums. She takes this to be his thanking her.

Miroslava has made a miscalculation in his haste to mend the wing. He has been followed. Footsteps can be heard.

“The Spirit Hunter,” Bettina whispers.

Chernabog struggles to turn. The aisle between the pews is slight. His body is too big.

As the Spirt Hunter enters the chapel, Miroslava pulls Bettina away. The Spirit Hunter raises his spear.

“No!” Bettina shouts. The Spirit Hunter’s attention flickers. He did not know the children were here. The spear flies off target. It clanks onto the stone floor.

Chernabog stands there, hooves akimbo, facing his attacker. The Spirit Hunter cowers, afraid.

Then the man waves his arms like a dancer. From the chapel eaves, dozens of ghosts appear. They dive toward Chernabog.

“Demon!” the Spirit Hunter shouts. “You eat the souls of our departed. You must die!”

Chernabog speaks, terrifying the Spirit Hunter even more. The man clearly did not expect this. “I feed only on their dishonor. I leave them cleansed, not tarnished.”

The Spirit Hunter shudders. Chernabog’s ability to speak has made the hunter even more determined. “You are possessed! Die, demon! Die!”

Chernabog uses his wings to fend off the onslaught of ghosts. The first ghost passes through a wing. The next flies through Chernabog’s chest. The creature bends forward in pain. Struggles to stand up straight. Another ghost aims for him. Chernabog ducks, flaps one wing, and dodges the wraith. “Away with you!” he wails. As the next ghost arrives, Chernabog sucks the thing into his throat. It is gone.

Several ghosts turn and avoid the creature. Against the wishes of the Spirit Hunter, the ghosts disperse.

Chernabog steps forward. He uses his wings to create a mighty wind. The Spirit Hunter slips backward and skids on the stone floor. The hunter folds forward, his head lowered.

Chernabog takes this as the hunter’s act of surrender.

It is nothing of the sort.

“It’s a trick!” Bettina yells.

Miroslava hardly hears her. His attention is focused on the chapel’s ceiling. He takes off running for the secret door behind the pipe organ.

“Wait!” Bettina calls out. “Miro, I need you!”

The hunter uncoils from his bowing. He holds a dagger in his hand.

“Look out!” Bettina cries. She moves to stand in the way of the dagger as it leaves the hunter’s hand. It is heading straight for her heart.

Chernabog lifts her off the floor with his wing. In doing so, he turns sideways. Bettina thinks the dagger has missed.
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She is wrong.

The Spirit Hunter dives across the floor and takes hold of the fallen lance. He stands, ready to plunge the spear through the monster.

From overhead comes a dull toll of a bell.

The Spirit Hunter looks up just in time to see a bell falling from the bell tower. Bettina sees it, too. She pushes against Chernabog’s chest to move him a step back. Her hand comes away wet and warm.

The bell crashes onto the chapel floor. There is no sign of the Spirit Hunter.

Chernabog sets Bettina down and staggers. He is squinting his red eyes. His long tongue hangs limp.

The dagger sticks out from the center of his chest.

He falters and falls, his head ringing the bell for a final time.
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Miroslava sits on the bench alongside Bettina. He stares at the organ’s keyboard.

“He was my friend,” she says, her voice cracking. “They’re going to burn him today like he’s trash. The Spirit Hunter is being given a proper graveyard burial. But the Spirit Hunter was the real murderer. It’s not fair.”

“A fire of oak,” Miro says, repeating what they both heard through the window on the night of the meeting.

“Oh, Miro!” Bettina says, her eyes suddenly bright again, the pain and grief washed clean. “You are just the best friend a person could ask for!” She jumps off the bench. “I have an idea. Come on! Let’s go!”

For a moment Miro doesn’t move. “No one has called me their friend before,” he says.

Bettina smiles and tugs on Miro’s arm. “Discontent,” Bettina says. “Do you remember them saying that if they didn’t use pure oak to burn Chernabog, there would be discontent?”

“Yes, but what does it mean?” Miro asks.

“Frustration. Unease. But in this case, something slightly different. Unrest. Chernabog will not rest! Come on, Miro! We have work to do!”
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With the help of Miroslava, Bettina collects sticks of fir and pine, of olive tree and fig—anything but oak. Children and staff alike are busy preparing the towering stack of wood below the platform that holds Chernabog. Miro extends his arms. Bettina fills them with sticks.

“No one ever looks twice at me,” he says. “They think I’m ugly.”

“Well, they’re wrong,” Bettina says. “You are unique and wonderful.”

Miro moves through the activity without anyone paying much notice. As he reaches the stack of wood, he slips in sticks to make sure the pyre is not made of pure oak. Bettina looks on from a distance.

By sunset the Spirit Hunter has been buried. Miro and Bettina stand away from the stack of wood that holds Chernabog. The “Burning of the Demon” is intended as a spectacle. A show. Children have been released from their chores to watch.
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“What do you think will happen?” Miro asks her.

“Something wonderful,” Bettina answers. “Un-rest.”

The torches are lit. They are lowered into the dry wood. The fire would spread quickly if Chernabog’s body did not lie atop it all. The flames grow. The heat rises and spreads. The spectators step back farther as black smoke envelops the creature.

Amid the crackling flames and swirling smoke, a shadow appears. Those gathered put more distance between themselves and the pyre.

The shadow grows darker. Its shape becomes clearer. It stands as tall as three men. The flames part like an opening curtain. Chernabog roars, awake from his rest.

The flames have no apparent effect on him.

People flee in terror. All but two children, a girl with glasses and a small boy who wears a big smile. “He lives,” the girl says.

“What have we done?” asks Miro as Chernabog looks down at the two.

The kindness is gone from The Eyes. Discontent comes with a price: Chernabog will never be happy again.

The huge wings flap. Shrieks and cries ring out as he lifts into the night sky. He hovers over the freshly turned soil that holds the Spirit Hunter.

Chernabog inhales deeply. A blue cone of oily light flows from the grave and into the snout of the beast. Chernabog pivots, as light as a hummingbird. He faces Bettina and Miroslava. His enormous eyes blink. They seem to say, Thank you.

Or maybe Bettina is just making that up.

The creature takes flight. Higher and higher he rises. Soon the dark shape melts into the night sky. It aims for the stone cliffs of a lonely nearby mountain where locals fear to tread.

“He’ll be back,” Bettina says wistfully. “He will always come to the music.”
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One day under a beautiful sunlit sky the impossible happens.

A flash of lightning rips through the blue and strikes somewhere deep in the woods.

The Huntsman hurries to see if there is a fire that needs putting out. Though he’s recently become afraid of it, he loves this forest. He would never allow its destruction.

A burly man with thick hands, strong legs, and muscular arms, the Huntsman moves through the forest with ease. His long brown hair ruffles in the breeze; his eyes begin to water. The closer he draws to the lightning strike, the more he is concerned. He knows this place only too well. He skids to a stop to behold the unthinkable.

There is no fire. He stands in front of a hole in the ground. It is a grave he dug not long ago, complete with a small cross made of two twigs. He senses dark magic all around him. He faces a problem of his own making.

The pig he buried in this grave is gone. Hoof marks in the muddy soil explain things. The animal—a dead animal killed by his own hand—has climbed out of the grave! Impossible!

The pig has no heart in its chest.

No breath in its throat.

The Huntsman, faced with an unreasonable demand from his queen, did not dispatch Snow White as ordered. Who could kill an innocent girl on the whim of a jealous woman? Instead, he did in an unlucky pig who happened by at the exact moment the Huntsman was supposed to do the deed. Believing himself clever, the Huntsman provided the Queen with the pig’s heart, claiming it was Snow White’s. A small lie to protect a lovely and joyous young woman.

But no lie lasts forever. Such is the truth of lies. He knew his deception would eventually be exposed.

He spared a human life.

He never gave the pig a second thought.

Until now.

Staring down into the empty grave, the Huntsman shudders head to toe. The dead pig is somehow alive. The Huntsman knows this isn’t the end of it.

It is only the beginning….

[image: ]

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

That night he is afraid. Not of the dark. He doesn’t mind the dark. Not of the whisper of tree branches, the winking moonlight, or the cacophony of insect chirps. Not the slither of snakes near his feet, nor the scampering of tiny animals all about. These sounds are the heartbeat of the forest he loves.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

It’s that other sound. Twigs and leaves are crunching, but not beneath his own feet! It is the sound that crawls up his skin. One that stays with him no matter what direction the Huntsman takes. It began after he found the open grave. It hasn’t stopped since.

An animal is following him. An animal with short legs that scurry to keep up. The legs . . . of a pig.

He keeps moving. Turns his ear to the darkness like a weather vane to the wind, tracking the sound as the pig tracks him. Scratch. Scratch. Scratch. He dares not stop moving, for whenever he does, the thing—it—draws closer. He knows this is not just any pig. This is the pig. He walks faster to keep ahead of it, but the effort tires him out. So he stops. Not the pig. The pig never stops coming for him.

The Huntsman will not head home, will not lead this thing to his family. He must handle this on his own, staying as far away from those he loves as possible. But it isn’t easy. He wants to see his wife and daughters, to sit by the fire. To laugh and live carefree.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

The sound is unmistakable. Not only the scampering of tiny cloven hooves, but . . . snorting. He knows a pig when he hears one. The Queen comes to mind. The tax collector. But only one pig would dare hunt the hunter.

He whispers prayers. He begs forgiveness for having tricked the Queen. He speaks aloud into the forest, announcing that by killing the pig he saved a young girl’s life. Where can the harm be in that?

He missteps. Easy to do when the forest is lit only with a winking moon. The Huntsman’s foot sinks into mud. Mistakenly he takes another step. Two feet in the mud. It’s not mud—it doesn’t smell like mud. More to the point, mud doesn’t hold on and not let go.

It’s quicksand, he realizes. Quicksand grabs hold and doesn’t let go. The more one moves, the deeper one sinks. Yes, quicksand, to be sure.

Crunch. Snort. Crunch. The pig approaches, ever closer.

The Huntsman struggles to pull himself out. He only sinks deeper.

He claws for something to grab.

The snorting sounds more like heavy breathing. The pig has stopped close by. Its breath sounds like a blade being sharpened on a whetstone.

Dry as bone. Dry as death.

The heartless pig.

The moonlight flickers. The Huntsman spots a root as thick as his own arm. It twists like a rope rising from the damp soil at the edge of the pool of quicksand. He’ll have one chance. He will lunge for the root. If he misses, he will fall flat on his face and will begin to sink. Face-first. To drown. Never to be found. If he can grab hold, maybe . . . just maybe . . .

He lunges for it. Something’s wrong. It’s not firm like a root. It’s squishy like . . . a snake. It is a snake! A big, thick snake! He holds on as the reptile’s head turns to look back at him. Its flicking tongue shoots out at the Huntsman, smelling him. He has no choice. Hand over hand, the Huntsman grips the pulsating skin, up and out of the quicksand. He lets go and the snake continues, soon invisible among the roots.

The Huntsman is covered in an oatmeal-like ick.

He moves his head slowly, sensing cold behind him. The pig’s dripping snout hangs close to the Huntsman’s face. He sees its sickly gray color. Flaps of skin hang down between its front legs where the Huntsman cut it open to take its heart.

The pig—this very pig—is very much dead. And yet it’s looking into the Huntsman’s eyes with a fiery hatred. The Huntsman, unable to look away, feels sick. He reaches for his bow and arrow. But what’s the point? he wonders. Can he kill an animal twice?

At that very moment, a raven dives and sinks its talons into the leather pouch of arrowheads that hangs from the man’s belt. The large black bird flies off with the pouch.

Without arrowheads the Huntsman cannot hunt, cannot eat, cannot defend himself. Without arrowheads the Huntsman is lost.

The raven lights onto a branch and caws loudly. The pig does not stop staring. The Huntsman fears he is going mad, for he knows this is no mere theft of his arrowheads. The pig and the raven are partners in something devilish, something hideous. The Huntsman must follow the raven, like it or not. He must retrieve his arrowheads. Each one takes days, even weeks, to carve from stone.
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He has no choice in the matter. The raven’s deliberate taunting only serves to confirm the Huntsman’s conviction. Where the raven leads, he will follow. The black bird guides the Huntsman through the darkest woods, dangling the pouch of arrowheads as a reward.
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Wet from the quicksand, with a dry throat from fear, the Huntsman trudges through the woods. From behind him comes the same crunching sound of the heartless pig following at a distance. Ahead, the raven flits branch to branch.

At dusk the following day the Huntsman breaks free of the forest. He finds himself atop a ridge facing the Queen’s castle. A full moon rises in the east.

As the raven cries, egging him on, the Huntsman takes one last look at the forest, expecting to see the pig close behind. But it’s worse than that. Much worse.

He sees not only the pig, but the ghostly apparitions of all sorts of game animals. Deer, elk, pheasant, ducks. Dozens, if not a hundred or more. They have wounds dripping green ghost blood. Every single one stares directly at the Huntsman, who wonders why. Could these spirits be animals he has hunted? Are the hunted haunted? Is this vision his own guilt at work? Or, if real, are they dead or alive, or a state in between? He shudders.

The heartless pig has summoned the Huntsman’s trophies.

Why?

Is he being tricked? Until now, the Huntsman was chasing his stolen arrowheads. But seeing these ghosts of trophies past suggests something else. Is he being lured into the castle? For what purpose?

He is only allowed into the castle when bringing fresh meat for the Queen’s kitchen. He has no such meat with him (and something tells him he will never hunt again; he would rather be a mason or ditchdigger!). If he attempts to enter through the main gate, he will be turned away. If he turns around, he faces a herd of ghost creatures. Better the Queen and her guards than the nearly dead, not-so-alive animals.

The Huntsman is no stranger to the castle. His father and his father’s father were huntsmen before him. It’s the annoying cawing of the raven that leads the Huntsman around to a sidewall. There, the Huntsman remembers a hidden footbridge that lies just below the moat’s surface. Built as a secret escape route for the Queen’s men or the royal family, a low wall hides just inches beneath the moat’s dark water. The raven flies closer to the castle wall.

The Huntsman walks ankle-deep on the slippery stone path. Reaching a small trapdoor hidden in shadow, he climbs notches in the stone and pushes his way inside. The raven flies past and takes the lead.

The hallways and passageways all look the same. Without the raven he would be lost. He follows the horrid bird while memorizing the turns so he might find his way back out. He hears dogs barking and soldiers clomping down echoing halls.

He follows the raven through a narrow hallway. Burning torches light his way. The raven flies through an open doorway that leads to a spiral staircase. The Huntsman climbs so high his legs begin to ache. Higher still past slit windows meant for archers. Cool air blows inside, lifting a feather the raven has lost. It floats past the Huntsman’s face. He swats at it like he would a mosquito, wondering what he’s doing here. How simple his life had been only a day ago—how fraught with danger now.

He arrives at a room, out of breath and sweating. It’s unlike any other room the poor Huntsman has ever seen. Constructed of blond stone, the ceiling curves overhead like a shrine or a chapel in a cathedral. A narrow space, it focuses on a mirror at the far end. In the center of the room stands a small table with nothing on it.

His heart beats ferociously, because he’s looking at the back of the Queen, her black robe hanging from her shoulders and nearly touching the floor. He quickly hides behind the velvet curtains. A breeze blows through the room’s only window, an open hole in the wall. The raven perches there, the Huntsman’s bag of arrowheads at its side.

If the Huntsman had a weak heart, he might have fainted, for the Queen is facing a mirror. And in the mirror is a mask that is talking to the Queen. It speaks in rhyme, as if reading a poem aloud. The Huntsman has come in in the middle of whatever the mirror is saying. The Queen is openly unhappy with what she has been told.

The Queen speaks. “Snow White lies dead in the forest. The Huntsman has brought me proof. Behold: her heart.” She holds out a small box and opens it, displaying the contents for the mirror to see.

The Huntsman shakes, hiding behind the curtain. He feels feverish and slightly dizzy. First a talking mirror. Now his own name mentioned by the Queen.
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The mask speaks:


“Snow White still lives,

the fairest in the land.

’Tis the heart of a pig

you hold in your hand.”



“The heart of a pig! Then I’ve been tricked!” The Queen spins and hurries toward the doorway. The Huntsman ducks deeper into shadow. She nearly flies down the staircase, her robe like silent wings. She holds the box with both hands.

The box with the pig’s heart.

The Huntsman must follow her, but first he darts into the room. Catching the raven off guard, the Huntsman snatches back his leather pouch containing the arrowheads.

Nearly gone from the room, the Huntsman stops abruptly as the same melodious voice rings off the stone. It’s the mirror speaking.


“With this before you

a life restarts.

Return the heart

from whom it parts….



The Huntsman turns to face the mask in the smoky mirror.


“Perform your role in this hour of need.

Restore that which you must concede

was never yours to take,

a heart to break.




Define a life that’s stuck between

the living and the other world.

And you, your place anew is seen.

Go forth.

Go fast.

Give me your word."



Restore the heart! The Huntsman understands he has been led here for a reason.

And you, your place anew is seen….

The mirror is offering him his life back if he returns the pig’s heart!

Can there be another reason the raven has led him to this place? He thinks not.

It’s simple: the pig wants its heart back. The lightning strike awoke him from the dead, but without a heart he is neither alive nor dead. It’s up to the Huntsman to fix this, to repair the damage. This wall of ghost animals he left behind served as a warning. Should the Huntsman fail, he will be haunted by his kill for the remainder of his days. He will never rest, never sleep, never escape those he has hunted.

“I give you my word!” says the trembling hunter, now on his knees.

The smoke in the mirror thins. The face disappears. There’s only one thing to do….

He follows the path the Queen took. Down the stairs, he reaches the bottom and hears the Queen to his left. A door is open a crack. Candlelight slants through like a sharpened blade. He slips inside.

He stops.

The Queen is busy with some spell making. Conjuring. The Huntsman ducks alongside shelving filled with glass jars. The jars contain snake heads, lizard feet, and eyeballs of every size. There is green goo, blue foam, and bloodred paste. The Queen hoists a bubbling chalice and puts her lips to the edge. She gulps. Setting down the vessel, she stands perfectly still. She looks as if she might vomit, as if she has swallowed a living thing and wants nothing more than to get it out of herself. Then the transformation begins. Her face stretches peculiarly, like a stone runs just below the surface, or she has eaten a mouse and it’s trying to get out from beneath her skin. Her smooth black hair grows frizzy and gray. Her nose extends to a sharpened hook. She shrinks. She has gone from a lovely woman to an old hag.

The Queen is a witch. He should have known it! The Huntsman can’t take another moment of this.
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As she leaves, the old hag places the box on a table holding glass vials and steaming urns. He stays hidden, allowing her to pass.

A flutter of wings in the open window. The raven. The Huntsman’s mind is swirling, the room spinning. A talking mirror. A beautiful queen transformed into a horrific witch.

The Huntsman is interested in only one thing.

The box.

The pig’s heart.

He grabs it and plods down the hallway following the raven’s beating wings. His attention on the bird, he doesn’t hear the scratch of paws and nails on stone. He doesn’t sense the approach of a predator the way he might in the woods. He is used to open space, and the choking confines of the narrow hallways hinder him.

The two dogs are the size of ponies. They stand as high as his waist. They are skinny, their hair mangy and unbrushed. They are fed little, their hunger making them better castle guards, sniffing about for the unfamiliar. The first of the two rears and leaps at the Huntsman, yellow teeth flashing. Drool sprays from its mouth. The Huntsman spins, the snapping jaw just missing him as the dog misjudges and smacks into the far wall. Its high-pitched whine echoes in the hallway.

The second dog skids to a stop, its nails clawing at stone. It growls at the Huntsman, driving the man back. The Huntsman spots the intersection of two hallways just ahead. He tries to move in that direction but is held back by the dogs. The Huntsman kicks out but misses. One of the dogs bites his ankle, drops its head, and pulls the Huntsman off his feet.

The dogs charge but the stone is slippery. One dog collides with the other and a fight breaks out. The dogs go at it, spinning, twisting, their teeth flashing.

The Huntsman runs, reaches the intersection, and recognizes the way out. A dog skids around the corner. The raven flaps its wings up ahead. The dog stops to bark at the bird.

The Huntsman keeps moving. He slides around one turn, skids through the second. He faces the hidden trapdoor that will lead him down and across the moat. He carries the box containing the heart, his leather sack filled with arrowheads. His mission is a success.

Ever so carefully the Huntsman navigates crossing the wall beneath the surface of the moat. He moves one careful foot at a time. Soon he is hurrying through a wheat field, aimed up the same hill where he saw the ghost animals. Ahead of him lies the forest and its dark secrets. He has always loved the forest dearly, but now he fears it like never before.


With this before you

a life restarts.

Return the heart

from whom it parts.



He knows what he must do. How he is to do it remains unclear. Somehow he must get the pig’s heart back into the animal’s body. He retches at the thought of it. Dark magic plays a role; this he knows.

The raven soars overhead and caws loudly. There’s a patch of dog hair in the bird’s talons. Reaching the ridgeline, he recalls the Queen transforming into the old hag with the warts and hooknose. The Queen is up to no good.

He staggers through the woods, wanting little more than a good night’s sleep. It’s dark and chilly. The footing is unsure. He stumbles and bumps into trees.

And then it starts again. Distant at first. But the sound grows ever louder and closer.

Crunch. Snort. Crunch.

He can’t tell if it’s behind him or ahead. It’s surrounding him, coming from all directions. And then a small clearing.

And there it is.

The heartless pig stands facing him. Its gray skin turns the man’s stomach. The eyes don’t seem to move. The body is not breathing. And yet it lives.

The Huntsman sets the box containing the heart on a patch of bare dirt. He takes several steps back. The pig approaches the box and sniffs. It noses open the box as if to show it to the Huntsman.

The Huntsman would just as soon not look at the withered heart.

The pig paws the earth, throwing dust. Its eyes shine black.

The Huntsman sees the grave behind the pig as he nears the box. He kneels and takes the heart in hand; it is a leathery thing, all wrinkled and puckered. It no more resembles a heart than a stone resembles gold. The Huntsman holds it out and the pig edges closer. It smells of things rotting most foul. The Huntsman holds his breath as the pig lies down and rolls over. It exposes the blackened flaps of skin previously cut open by the same knife that is clasped to the Huntsman’s belt.

“I’m so sorry,” the Huntsman whispers, as if a pig can understand him.

He shoves his hand containing the heart into the slick cold flesh inside the animal. He pushes the heart deeper and higher, trying to place it where it belongs between the lungs. He has killed and dressed out many an animal, but this is the single most disgusting act he has ever done.

To his shock and surprise the gooey guts surrounding his hand begin to warm, and the thing in his grip begins to pulse. He hears and feels the pig take an enormously deep breath, like that of a drowning man now lying on shore. Even in the dark of the night, the pig’s pale skin stains pink. The coal-colored eyes turn brown. The Huntsman yanks his hand free of the beast as the flaps of skin begin to mend all on their own.

“I wanted to save the girl. You see? Snow White. Such an innocent girl. It’s the Queen’s fault. She demanded it. You . . . you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

The pig rolls and stands. It shakes dust off its hide, paws the ground, and snorts.

The raven lands a few feet from the kneeling Huntsman.
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“What?” the Huntsman asks. It’s as if the pig and the raven expect something of him.

He is caught completely off guard when the pig charges. The thing hits him like a rolling wooden barrel, knocking him over. The Huntsman falls face-first into the dirt as the pig’s nose drives into his side. It hits him so hard he feels his ribs crack.

The Huntsman reaches for something to grab but comes up with only handfuls of dirt. He doesn’t understand what’s happening. He has done as the mirror asked. He has done what the pig deserves.

But then he looks up, seeing through the dust and debris obstructing his eyes.

The ghost animals—rabbit, deer, boar, elk, ducks, geese, and squirrel—step out into the clearing. There are hundreds of them. Only now does he realize how many he has killed over the years of supplying the Queen’s banquets with delicious meats.

The ghost animals move together. Step by step, the circle shrinks, pressing closer to the Huntsman. Lying on the ground, he shuffles away from the pig as it lowers its head to deliver yet another blow.

The Huntsman rises to his knees, but too late. The pig hits him squarely as the circle of ghost creatures tightens.

The Huntsman’s arms wave chaotically as he’s thrown off-balance. The earth beneath his knees gives way, crumbling out from under him.

He tumbles into the pig’s grave.

The pain in his ribs prevents him from sitting up. He’s on his back, staring into the night sky as the first layer of dirt sprays over him.

“No!” he cries out.

More dirt rains down upon him. The ghost animals are kicking it into the hole. The pig’s head appears, looking down at the Huntsman just before the dirt forces his eyes shut and he feels his nose fill with earth.

His last vision is of the pig. Its eyes are not unkind. There is no menace behind them, no hatred or revenge. Instead, the Huntsman sees a calm understanding. The pig knows what he’s going through. It understands.


Define a life that’s stuck between

the living and the other world.

And you, your place anew is seen.



“But I thought—” the Huntsman chokes out.

His final words spoken.

 

THE WALT DISNEY ARCHIVES

THE MIRROR IN THE BACK ROOM

“I wouldn’t touch that, Tim!”

Tim Walters let go of the wooden puppet on the shelf. Chin down, the puppet’s head rested against what looked like a vase. Its lifeless arms hung at its side. “Is this from Pinocchio?” Tim asked.

“You don’t want to know.” Kevin was one of those adults who looked more like a kid wearing adult clothes. With a boyish face and bright eyes filled with enthusiasm and smarts, he was the perfect person to help oversee the props department and historical research of the Walt Disney Archives.

“Because?”

“Could be cursed.”

Tim laughed. Tall for fourteen and already with a deep voice, Tim projected confidence. But inside he was squirming most of the time. Adults expected more of him than other kids his age, just because he looked older. Sometimes, like with Kevin, his appearance became an advantage. Kevin gave him responsibilities. He was kind and considerate to Tim.

“So, I can’t touch anything?” Tim asked.

“At your own peril. I’m asking you not to. Not without me here with you.”

“Because stuff is cursed.” Tim allowed his sarcasm to be heard.

“No. Because technically you shouldn’t be in the Archives. They are off-limits. Becky knows, so it’s okay. We both feel horrible that the wildfires have closed the schools. We’re happy to have you visit here at the Studios while your mother’s working. But—there are quite a few buts—you shouldn’t touch anything. As you know, all the artifacts are from the Disney movies and projects. Some are fragile. Most, if not all, are one of a kind.”

“And you can’t have an awkward kid dropping them or breaking them,” Tim said.

“I didn’t say that, and I don’t think of you as awkward.”

“Sorry, that just kind of came out,” Tim said. “Seriously, I appreciate being here and helping you. I would be so bored otherwise.” On a normal school day, Tim would have been with his friends in his school’s STEAM Coding Club.

Tim took a look around at the treasures. He rarely saw the same item twice. The Archive shelves teemed with action figures, plush toys, famous props from Disney films. All of it instantly recognizable.

“You know what the difference is between a good life and a bad life, Tim?” Kevin grinned.

“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me,” Tim said.

“Choices.” Kevin moved out from behind the cluttered workshop table. “For instance, I’ve got a meeting. A short one. I’m going to make a choice to allow you to stay in here on your own. I’m counting on you making the choice not to touch anything.“

Kevin handed Tim a wireless tablet. “Please double-check the inventory for all the items on shelves twelve A, B, and C.”

“Got it.”

“See you in about thirty minutes. The meeting could go longer, so no funny stuff. Any questions?” Kevin asked.

“I’m good.” Tim swallowed dryly as Kevin left him alone. There were so many pieces, so many stories in here.
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Tim took inventory. He identified an object and located its catalog number on the shelf. He then cross-checked the catalog number with the spreadsheet on the tablet. If everything matched, he moved on to the next item.

Five minutes passed. Ten. He stayed with the work. The spreadsheet contained short descriptions of the various objects. Tim found the work fascinating.

Crowns, wands, Flubber, stuffed animals. He made up a game. He guessed the object’s role, in a film, on Broadway, from a book or a song. Farther back he reached a large room that contained oversized objects. Sporting balls, a rocking horse, portrait paintings. Among them stood something he’d not seen before. About waist-high, it leaned against the wall, covered in a gray quilted shipping blanket.

Tim looked at the blanket; he looked back toward the door. He couldn’t see the door, because it was screened by all the shelves. No one could see him from the door—not even Kevin when he returned. If someone did happen to enter, Tim would hear and would have time put the blanket back over whatever lay beneath it.

It wasn’t his fault he was curious. His parents had encouraged him to explore, to ask questions, to find answers. All he wanted was to know what the blanket was covering. He’d promised Kevin not to touch things or pick things up. Nothing had been said about pulling away a blanket.

Tim unfastened two woven straps that held the shipping blanket in place. Slightly afraid of what might be revealed, he stepped back as he pulled off the blanket.

It was an oval mirror mounted inside a pewter metal frame. Ornamental metalwork surrounded the mercury glass—the scratched, discolored reflective surface. It looked very old and somehow familiar. It leaned against the wall at a slight angle. Tim took two steps back to see himself. He moved his eyes from the bottom of the mirror to the top. First he saw his shoes, jeans, his belt, and shirt. Then his shoulders, his chin. Tim ducked and dropped to his knees, avoiding his own reflection.

It wasn’t his face in the mirror!

Belly on the floor, Tim crawled toward the piled gray blanket he’d hastily removed.

“Tim?” Kevin called out. He had come back early!

Tim couldn’t catch his breath. He hadn’t heard Kevin enter, blood thrumming in his ears. He felt as if he were suffocating. He scrambled to get the blanket over the mirror and the straps around the blanket. Had it been a mask covering his own face? Had it been someone else looking back at him?

“Back here!” he called out to Kevin. He fastened the second strap and stood up, moving to a nearby baby carriage from Mary Poppins. Tim had broken out in a sweat. He mopped his face with each shoulder and wiped his brow with his fingers.

“Everything good?” Kevin stood only a few steps behind him.

“Perfect!” Tim said, turning with a fake smile. He raised the tablet. Inside, he was dying. “I only found three things missing that weren’t already marked as checked out.”

“Let’s take a look,” Kevin said.

Tim thought back to what he had seen in the mirror. The shirt and shoulders had definitely been his. But the face in the mirror, the face attached to those shoulders and that shirt—his shoulders, his shirt—was a boy’s face he’d never seen before.

It hadn’t been his face in the mirror.

 

THE WALT DISNEY ARCHIVES

A HARMLESS WHITE LIE

Following his lunch of a ham sandwich with chips, Tim stood partially behind a fake tree in the lobby of the Frank G. Wells Building. He was awaiting his chance. He had to know things. If he couldn’t figure something out, he would lie awake for hours trying to solve it. Looking into the mirror in the back of the Archives had terrified him. Only a trick mirror could put a different person’s face on your own body. He had to know how it worked.

The lobby’s interior courtyard rose several stories overhead. A staircase faced him. It led to a second-story walkway that overlooked the ground floor where he stood. The door into the Archives, on the ground level, was flanked by glass walls. These windows gave visitors a look into the library.

He saw Becky working inside. Becky was Kevin’s boss. She oversaw the entire Archives collection. She was pretty, with kind eyes and the melodic voice of a singer. Tim didn’t know Becky as well as he knew Kevin, but he liked her just as much.

Unsure how to ask Becky about the mirror, Tim found his situation made worse by the sight of a girl. Becky and the girl were talking at one of the tables. Tim couldn’t remember the girl’s name. He was pretty sure she was part of their school’s diversity team. The members visited during homeroom and gave presentations. When Tim had seen her presentation, she had seemed smart and genuine—two things rare in his school.

Tim got up his nerve and went inside. He wanted to speak with Becky. Alone. He didn’t need rumors going around at school about him being scared of a mirror.

Tim approached the two.

Becky said hi. The girl looked up—her elbow propped on a book—and smiled at Tim. She wore a school sweatshirt and a wide purple band supporting her hair. Tim smiled back and said hello.

The low hum of the air-conditioning was the only sound for an awkward moment.

“Tim, do you know Billie? I think you both go to—”

“I’ve seen you around school,” Tim told Billie, grateful to Becky for breaking the silence. “And here in the coffee shop sometimes. You talked to our homeroom a couple weeks ago.”

“You’re hard to miss,” she said. “Good to put a name with the face.”

Tim felt himself blush. People thought he liked being a full head taller than any boy or girl in their middle school, but he hated it. He felt like a weed his mother would pick from her vegetable garden. Tim thought of himself as being superthin, with big ears and feet the length of boogie boards. Even his good friends called him “giraffe” or “pencil neck.” He read books more than he played video games, but for a reason. He wanted to make himself smarter than anyone. That way people wouldn’t focus on his dorkiness. If Billie found out he was researching a mirror in the Walt Disney Archives, what was left of his reputation at school would be trashed.

“Can I help you?” Becky inquired.

Moment of truth: Make up a story or get to the point? “I’m interested in how Disney uses magic mirrors in their stories,” he said. “It’s for a homework thing on storytelling.”

Becky cocked her head. “Hmm. Interesting.”

“Whose class is that for?” asked Billie. “I just read a story about the evil Queen’s mirror. I’d sure like to write a paper like yours!” Was she teasing him, challenging him, or being sincere? Girls were tricky to figure out.

Tim didn’t want to turn a harmless white lie into something major. He said nothing. He didn’t consider himself as having a great deal of patience.

“Sure, I can help you with that,” Becky said. “Disney films and stories are filled with mirrors and magical mirrors. Where would you like to start?”

Tim hesitated. The mirror in the back room, he wanted to say.

“Snow White?” said Billie. “The evil Queen?”

“Always a favorite!” Becky said.

“I guess,” said Tim.

“Put your things down here and take a seat.” Becky pointed as she headed through a door marked PRIVATE. She called out, her voice fading, “I have a treat for you both!”

Tim sat down next to Billie and immediately felt . . . tall. Billie’s head came up to about his shoulders. He had other problems. Girls scared him for reasons he didn’t understand. They whispered together. They looked over at you and chuckled. He never knew what to say or how to act. And that was another thing: why did he always feel as if he had to act?

“You here because of the fires?” he asked Billie.

“Yeah.”

Tim continued. “My mom works upstairs. She oversees the digitizing of the old films and stuff like that.” Too much information, he thought.

To his surprise, Billie didn’t seem to mind. “My dad’s a lawyer,” Billie said. “I’m not sure exactly what he does. But I don’t think it’s anything too exciting.”

Tim looked toward the back, wondering what was keeping Becky. Was he supposed to talk more? Good luck with that!

“Did you see that entourage earlier?” she asked.

“Might have missed it. I spend most of my time with Kevin in the back.” He pointed to where Becky had gone.

“Seriously? They let you do that?”

“I do inventory, mostly.”

“I wish I did inventory,” she said.

“I can ask Kevin if you want.”

Billie looked at Tim. She seemed surprised by his offer. “No, I’m good. But it’s nice of you to offer.”

Nice equaled boring. Tim felt about four inches smaller.

“Well, you didn’t miss much. It was an actor who came through. She had her ‘people’ around her.” Billie drew air quotes.

“You sound like you’d actually want that,” Tim said.

“I don’t know. I guess I wouldn’t mind feeling important.”

“Well, that’s depressing.”

“Not famous, just important,” she said. Tim didn’t respond. “Not you, huh?”

“Too noisy,” Tim said. “I’m more the quiet type.”

She laughed, covering her mouth. “Fair enough,” she said. Her teeth were perfect. She had what Tim’s mom would call “piano fingers”—long and slim.

Becky came in carrying a large white box in both arms like it was a wedding dress or a bomb that would go off if she dropped it. She placed it carefully onto the table in front of them.

Becky unfolded delicate paper surrounding an object in the box. As the paper pulled away Billie gasped. “Is that what I think it is?”

“The storybook we see at the opening of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” Becky said. She slipped on a pair of white cotton gloves and opened the book. She stopped at the first illuminated page. Tim recognized it from the movie.

Billie was trying hard to keep herself from geeking out. It wasn’t working.

Becky turned another page.


Each day the vain Queen consulted her Magic Mirror—



“The mirror. It’s the one with the mask talking to her,” Tim said. It wasn’t exactly a question, but not a statement, either. More of a recollection, a memory for him. He hadn’t watched Snow White in so long.

“‘Magic Mirror on the wall,’” Billie said,“‘who is the fairest one of all?’”

“I can read,” Tim said, regretting it immediately. But it was right there on the page. Some of the movie was coming back to him.

“Excuse me,” Billie snapped back.

“Mine is not on a wall,” Tim said.

“Your what?” Becky shut the book and wrapped it in the special paper before carefully closing it into the box.

Tim wondered if he’d spoken his thought aloud. “Ah . . .” was the best he could manage.

“That’s articulate,” Billie said.

Becky fought off a smile to spare Tim further humiliation. He felt teamed-up on.

“Does the Snow White mirror even exist?” Tim asked. He remembered the movie and the evil Queen’s mirror more clearly now. The one he’d uncovered in the back room looked incredibly like it. Not that that was possible.

“It’s animated,” Billie said. “That means they draw it.”

Tim felt about the size of Ant-Man. “I know that.”

“There were models, of course,” Becky said. “The animators often used models, and we have some of them in the Archives.” She carefully removed the cotton gloves, pulling at the fingertips.

“Any mirrors?” he asked, knowing the answer. He thought it better to sound like he’d never seen a mirror.

“Yes. We have mirrors, goblets, bracelets, so many objects. We also house transcripts of production meetings. Every word ever spoken about nearly every Disney film. Shelves of them.”

“But if, for instance, there was a mirror in the Archives, it’s only a prop. I mean it’s not . . . you know?”

“Magical?” Billie laughed loudly. “I wish! How cool would that be?”

Tim shot Billie a look that said, I know something you don’t.

Tim’s sharp expression caused Billie to square her shoulders. She and Tim remained eye to eye for a moment. She seemed to know he was trying to tell her something.

Becky showed them more books containing drawings or photographs of mirrors. Billie saw Tim lose interest.

Becky noticed, too. She headed into the back room.

“What’s with that look you gave me?” Billie asked.

“I have something to show you when we get the chance.” Tim’s lips twisted into a cunning grin. “Becky and Kevin have a regular meeting that’s coming up.”

“Why does that matter?”

“Because it’s not in the back room.”

Billie’s eyes drifted toward the door marked PRIVATE. Tim could feel her excitement. “A mirror!” she whispered.

“Shhh!” Tim leaned in close to her. “Are you interested?”

“Yes,” was all she said.
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The moment Becky and Kevin left for their meeting, Tim stood. He led Billie toward the door marked private. She felt apprehensive and a little like she had a chicken bone stuck in her throat. The closer they drew to the door, the more she wanted to turn back.

Tim led the way inside. They faced row after row of shelving crowded with all sorts of things seen in Disney movies. She recognized some immediately. Kevin’s cluttered workstation held paperwork and five Green Army Men, possible models from Toy Story.

“We’re not supposed to be in here. Are we?” Billie said.

“Not exactly. I think it’s okay. Kevin lets me be in here when he’s in meetings. If we don’t touch stuff, I don’t think he’ll care.”

“But I mean . . . I don’t want to get in trouble. I don’t even really know you.” Billie’s concern filled her face.

“My name is Tim Walters,” he said in an all-business voice. “My mother works upstairs. We go to the same school. I’m the tall, awkward kid you can’t miss.” He turned down one of the aisles between shelves.

He pulled back quickly to hide and then jumped out at Billie. She startled and banged into a shelf.

“That was mean,” she said. “You scared me.”

“Yeah, that was kind of the point.” Tim amused himself.

Billie turned around. “I’m out of here.”

“Suit yourself, but you’re going to want to see this.”

Billie stopped, her back to him. “I mean, whatever it is,” she said, still facing away, “we both know there’s no such thing as magic. Obviously! So if this mirror is doing something weird, it’s an illusion, right?”

“It has to be,” Tim said, “but I can’t figure it out.”

“Figure what out?” she asked.

“If I try to explain it, you will literally think I’m a moron. That is, if you don’t already.”

“That remains to be determined,” Billie said.

“Better to show you. Better for you to see it. I mean, if it’s even there.”

“What’s there?” she asked.

“Well, it’s kind of what isn’t there, actually.” Tim scrunched his face in frustration.

“What are you trying to say, Tim?”

“Okay. Fine. I think it’s some kind of magic,” he said.

She laughed.

“See? But I swear . . . if you’ll only look.”

Billie turned and considered him carefully. “You’re serious? You’re actually serious!”

“I am,” he said.

“And what do you see, exactly?” she asked.

“A face. A mask, maybe,” Tim said.

The shelves overflowed with Disney treasures. A tiara. A glass slipper. A seashell necklace. A top hat and cane. Billie withdrew one of several umbrellas from a tall ceramic stand. Mary Poppins? she thought.

“What’s that for?” he asked.

“Self-defense.”

“You’re going to hit me?”

“Not you, dummy. But maybe the guy wearing the mask.”

He shook his head. “It’s not like that. It’s just hard to explain.” Tim grabbed one of the umbrellas. “But it can’t hurt to be prepared.”

He led her past the nearly endless shelving into the back recesses of the room. The ceiling lights gave way to a skylight. Given the thick smoke outside, there wasn’t much light coming in. It felt like a dark garage. Tim approached the mirror.

“That’s it?” Billie asked.

Tim unstrapped the shipping quilt and pulled it away.

“No way,” she said.

“I told you.”

Billie gasped. “It looks so much like the evil Queen’s mirror,” she said. “This has to be the model the animators used to draw it.”

“Maybe,” Tim said. He had an idea. He stepped in front of the mirror. Yet another face took the place of Tim’s. It was different than the first time. Tim reached for his jaw, watching his own reflection. He felt an edge. He pulled. The face peeled off, replaced by a different one. Also, not Tim. Not real! he thought. He tore off two more such faces. Three. Four. He thought he might pass out. He could hardly breathe.

Billie stepped in front of the mirror. “What’s with all the chin pinching? Is this a joke?”

“Obviously not a joke.” Tim’s voice cracked out of fear.

“Tim, I see both of us, including our faces,” she said. “What’s going on?”

“You . . . see . . . my . . . face?”

“What part of that isn’t clear?” she asked. “You know, this isn’t funny anymore. You’re weirding me out.”

“Wait. Switch places with me.”

They swapped sides.

“Now do you see?” Tim asked. “It’s not my face.”

Billie looked once more at Tim’s reflection. “Okay, I’m out,” she said.

“Wait!” he said. “Watch this.” He reached to his chin and peeled away another mask. “See that?”

“Seriously?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“The masks.”

“I’m not following,” she said. “I don’t see any masks.”

“I peel away the mask and there’s another underneath. You’re saying you can’t see that?”

She hadn’t taken her eyes off the mirror. “No masks,” she said. “Just you.”

“W . . . h . . . a . . . t? Am I going mental?”

“Not my problem.” As Billie turned to leave, her eyes raced across the mirror’s reflecting surface. Perhaps if she’d been more familiar with her surroundings, or if she’d been focused on something other than Tim’s face and the nonsense spewing from his mouth, she might have seen that what appeared to be a hand mirror on a shelf behind them in fact wasn’t there. As it happened, she missed it.

Billie moved quickly to leave the room. She returned the umbrella while thinking that the book she was reading was way more interesting than Tim Walters.
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Later the same afternoon, Billie looked up from the book to see a girl barista behind the counter. She had dragon tattoos on both arms. She wore her hair up in a bun and spoke through violet lips. Where had she come from? What happened to Preston? She must have gotten completely lost in Sleepy Hollow.

Billie headed to the counter and ordered her regular, a crushed ice and vanilla bean latte with almond milk, no whip, and a paper straw. As the barista worked, Billie and the girl talked about the wildfires and smoke and how scary it all was.

“Do you believe in magic?” Billie asked. “Like two people look at the same thing but see something different?”

“You mean like art?” the barista asked.

“No, I mean like that chair. I see a chair. You see—I don’t know—someone sitting in the chair.”

“What’s this about? You don’t look so good.”

“Does that mean the person is crazy?” Billie asked.

“Which one?” the barista said.

“The one who sees someone sitting there. A person who’s normal in every other way,” Billie said.

“I get the feeling we are not talking in the abstract.” The barista passed her the drink.

Billie sipped and smiled. “I’m worried about . . . a friend.” Billie didn’t dare tell the barista that Tim had stood in front of a mirror and acted strange. Picked at his face. What made it weird to her was that Tim was so stressed about it. Could he have seen something she could not?

“My friend saw something I didn’t. Or maybe he was trying to make me think he did.” She took another sip. “And since I couldn’t tell which, I walked out on him.”

“Way to win friends.”

“Right?” Billie said, wondering if she had been looking at the mirror from the wrong angle. Maybe she should have stood directly behind Tim. She felt awful for having ditched him.

The barista walked away and started grinding some beans. She called loudly over her shoulder, “I guess the answer is yes.”

Billie had no idea what she was talking about.

“Your question about me believing in magic,” the barista said. “I mean, I’m working at Disney. I love every film. All the magic. I wish I could jump into a movie, don’t you? Sing with Belle. Dance with the Beast. Just imagine!”

Billie stood there, unable to say anything. The barista went back to work. “Yeah. Absolutely. How do I sign up for that?” Billie said.

It suddenly dawned on her. Tim had been trying to show her something magical!
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Tim couldn’t understand why Billie hadn’t seen the masks in the mirror. After she left, he quickly covered the mirror. He moved into the library area before either Becky or Kevin returned. He nudged aside a big dictionary and opened a Snow White history book on the table in front of him. The book’s title had showed up in an Internet search for “magical mirror.” Truthfully, Tim was less interested in the mirror’s history and more concerned about Billie’s inability to see the masks.

The different faces—the “masks”—were real. He had peeled off one after another. Why should he be the only one to see them? Was there some kind of message he was missing? He grabbed the dictionary. A mask was described as a disguise, a false face. Why, Tim wondered, would he need a disguise? And even if he could figure out that part, then why couldn’t he find his own face beneath the masks?

He pulled the dictionary closer. He looked up the word identity. Maybe that had something to do with it. “‘Individuality. Personality. Character.’” He tried to remember what each mask looked like, to see if there had been something more there than just a strange face. He felt cold and a little lost. Why couldn’t he figure this out?

“Everything good?” Kevin asked. How long had he been standing there?

“Peachy.”

“Having trouble reading that?”

“Excuse me?”

“The book’s upside down, Tim.”

Tim glanced at the Snow White history book on the table. How had that happened? Blushing, Tim spun the book around. “Ah! Yeah,” Tim said. “Actually, I was checking the dictionary.”

Kevin nodded and smiled as he walked away. “The most important book in the English language.”

“Kev?”

The man stopped. He looked back at Tim. “Yeah?”

“You told me some of the stuff in the Archives is cursed.”

“I did.”

“Is that true?” Tim asked.

“Look, Tim, I don’t want you touching anything unless I’ve said you can.”

“Because?”

“Is there something you want to tell me?” Kevin asked.

There was a good deal Tim wanted to tell him. But if he did, Kevin would probably forbid him from hanging out in the Archives. That wasn’t an option. “No, I’m good.”

“Good,” Kevin said.

Tim put the books away. Kevin’s almost confirmation that stuff was cursed made Tim think about the masks. Had Tim put a curse on himself by unwrapping the mirror? He shivered.

Again, Tim wondered why Billie hadn’t been able to see the masks. It made no sense!

“Kevin, do you believe in magic?” Tim was crazy to ask such a thing, seeing how Kevin was a grown-up.

“I accept that there are unexplainables in this world. Things we can’t fully explain. Gravity. Time. That ants can lift five thousand times their body weight. People put words onto things like that. Words like magic, sorcery, and such. I think Walt Disney had a connection with whatever explains all that. He tapped into that other world the way people like Leonardo da Vinci, and Einstein, and Jane Goodall have. I call it ‘seeing around corners.’ Most of us see in straight lines. Maybe not all of us.”

That was more than Tim had ever heard Kevin say at one time before. Maybe he’d been asking him the wrong questions. “So magic’s real?”

“It is if you want it to be. I guess that’s my answer. People like Walt didn’t rule it out. People like Einstein looked for explanations—and appear to have found them, by the way.” Kevin’s full attention was focused on Tim. “Does that help?”

“I think so,” Tim said.

“Imagination is the biggest superpower. Nothing else comes close.”

Tim found himself smiling. He nodded, feeling warm and powerful. He had an imagination. He knew that much about himself. Could what happened in the mirror have been only that? He didn’t think so. But if not his imagination, then what? Tim was on a mission. He was going to find the explanation.
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Tim looked forward to Kevin’s lunch break. It gave him anywhere from forty-five minutes to an hour with the Archives all to himself. At first he felt excited by the chance to return to the mirror. But then the stuff on the shelves seemed to be looking at him. Faces on lamps. Faces of puppets. Even the strange unlabeled boxes Tim had never dared open. The Archives seemed to come alive—like the mirror had come alive.

Tim heard weird noises as he passed the endless shelves. As he slipped by a model of a creepy old ghost lady’s head, he froze at the sound of something scratching. He spun around quickly. The head had moved!

She was now facing him instead of the other shelf.

Was that possible?

He was certain of it.

He continued on. A sword fell onto the floor. It clanked and clattered. Had Tim bumped the shelf? Had he caused that to happen? He picked it up. Dropped it again. It felt hot! So did Tim. He took off and skidded to a stop in front of the mirror.

Carefully, ever so slowly, Tim removed the quilted blanket from the frame. He wanted to look into the glass, but he was afraid. He turned his head slowly toward the glass.

Why was he scared of a stupid mirror?

He pushed his chin toward the mirror.

It wasn’t his face! Another mask.

He picked at the mask and it fell away. Another took its place. He pulled this one off as well. Yet another covered his face.

Tim tried to stop himself from peeling off the masks, but they terrified him. Not the faces—the people in the masks were his age, pleasant-looking enough. All were boys. Faces from different countries, maybe from different times. Some wore glasses, some had freckles or a scar. But not one was Tim Walters.

He sped up his efforts. A dozen faces fell to the floor and vanished. A dozen more took their place. No matter how fast he tore them away, Tim could not reach his own face. Panic overcame him. He muttered at the mirror, begging it to stop. Desperate, Tim peeled off the masks even faster.

Frustrated and frightened, one of the strange faces shouted in the mirror.

“Bring me back!”

And then there was no mirror at all.
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Tim looks around, wondering where he is and how he got here. It looks like one of the soundstages at The Walt Disney Studios. He’s standing inside a tidy stone cottage. The windows are small with slightly blurry glass. There are no electric lights, only candles. Blobs of hard wax surround the bases of the brass candlesticks that sit atop the room’s rustic wooden table. Small torches mounted on the walls flicker and pop. Their tightly wound rope ends are blackened. It’s an incredibly authentic-looking film set. It even smells old and musty.

He startles as he sees a woman in a green dress standing there looking at him. She’s tall, like Tim. She has long blond hair, sharp piercing eyes, and rough hands. She’s younger than Tim’s mother, but a good deal older than him. Her leather boots have been patched. He glances at the chopped firewood next to the small soot-stained fireplace.

Waiting for her to speak, he grows impatient. He can’t stand the silence.

“This is a movie set,” Tim says, “right?”

“I do not understand these words.” Her voice is low but melodic. For the briefest of moments Tim thinks he recognizes her and wonders if she’s a movie star.

“Your costume. The set.” He waves his hand.

“My cottage? You do not approve of my dress? Such a strange comment coming from one adorned in blue trousers and a priest’s undergarments.”

Tim looks down at his T-shirt and blue jeans. Trousers?

“You are . . . odd-looking,” she says, eyeing him up and down.

“Me? Really?”

“Is there someone else in my cottage of whom I am unaware? Are you not alone?” She sounds worried. She moves silently to within reach of the fireplace tools. “Enchanted to meet you, young man.”

Tim finds himself unable to stop staring at her. He knows it’s impolite, but he’s still trying to figure out where he might have seen her before. She is so familiar. In a movie?

Tim forces himself to look away. He steps to an open window and glances out. “Whoa!” he says. “That scenery is impressive.” The forest looks so real.

She studies him curiously.

Tim leans slightly out the window to see what kind of lights they are using. None.
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Cloudy sky. Looks like weather blowing in. Tim clears his throat and pulls himself back inside. “Looks like it’s not a soundstage after all. So the movie is being shot on location?”

“Shot? You are a hunter?”

“Me? No! A hunter? Why would you think I’m a hunter? I love animals.”

“Do you not feel well?” she asks.

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“I must ask you to leave.”

“Yeah, sure. No problem.” Tim turns toward the door. Everything in here looks handmade. The mirror against the wall looks familiar. He wonders how that’s possible. Where has he seen it before? For just a second Tim recalls the mirror in the Archives.

“Hang on,” he says. He moves toward the mirror. “Where did you get that?”

“Keep away, please!” she snaps harshly. “I asked you to leave.”

Tim stops, though he can’t take his eyes off the mirror. “Yes. Okay. All right. It’s just . . . you know when you think you’ve seen something before? That’s how I feel now.”

She moves. They do a slow dance as they switch positions. She blocks the mirror.

Tim has a sick feeling in his stomach. What if this is not a film shoot? he wonders, dreading the idea. What then? Is he asleep and dreaming? Is it a hologram or some kind of trick or special effects? Kevin and Becky have pulled some tricks on him before, but never something as involved as this. The very last thing he remembers is pulling masks off and not being able to see his own face.

“Does this have something to do with the masks?” he asks. “Or is this what they call an identity crisis?”

“I have not heard of that of which you speak, but I am rather fond of masks,” the woman says. She seems to have forgotten about throwing him out. With the mirror still holding his attention, Tim is in no hurry to leave. “Each year there used to be a marvelous masquerade ball in a castle near here. Everyone in the village looked forward to it. But the father and mother died. The prince lives there now all alone. Though he, too, now wears a mask of sorts.”

A village? A castle? A lonely prince? Why does all this sound so familiar? “Where am I, exactly?” Tim asks.

“That’s an odd sort of question,” says the woman.

“This is an odd sort of place.”

“Is it?” she asks. “I believe you will find it more of an enchanting place.”

Why did she emphasize that word? Tim wonders.

“Were you not born here?” she asks.

Tim laughs and then apologizes.

“Have you crossed a border?” the woman asks.

Tim answers. “I’ll know if I crossed a border once you tell me where I am.”

“France, of course.”

France! A village. A castle. A lonely prince. It all adds up to something right on the tip of his tongue, but he can’t name it. “I have definitely crossed a border.”

“From?”

Tim thinks long and hard. No electricity. No running water. Old clothes that tie together. The only buttons are made of bone. If it’s not a movie set, he has crossed a different kind of border. He has traveled through time!

She’s right. He should leave. He wants out of here. He notices a small well along the path outside. Tim says, “I’m terribly thirsty.” It’s his excuse for leaving.

“A little late for that. You walked right past the well on the way in here.”

Tim doesn’t remember walking at all. Just poof! and here he was. Here he is. “That mirror,” he says, pointing to it.

“What of it?” Her voice is defensive, abrupt, even rude. She makes more of an effort to block the mirror.

“Right before I arrived, you didn’t happen to see—” He can’t bring himself to say it and instead says, “The mirror is cool.”

The woman touches it. “No, it’s neither cool nor warm. It feels the same as the air in this room.”

“This prince in the castle,” Tim says, his memory tickling again, “he lives there alone?”

“I just said it is so.” She pauses. “Why aren’t you listening, young man? And why did you ask about masks? I’m curious about that. Perhaps I may help.”

“Help how?”

“Oh, I can be so very helpful in so many ways.”

Enchanting ways, no doubt. Tim wants out. She looks nice enough but she’s acting a bit strange. He can’t take his eyes off the mirror. It’s so much like the one in the Archives that they could be a matched set. Creepy. “If it’s okay with you, I think I’ll just step outside and take a drink. I’ll be on my way.”

She holds up her hand, palm toward him. “I will grant you a ladle of water if you will indulge me a simple riddle.”

You will grant me? Who says something like that? Tim doesn’t want to play this game. “Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” He pulls on the door but it’s stuck. He looks over his shoulder. Her arm is straight now, the palm facing the door. Could she be holding the door shut? Tim’s about to lose his cookies.

“Okay. Ha-ha! You got me.” Tim looks around, hoping to hear some laughter, hoping the actress stops acting. She’s scaring him. Nothing changes.

The woman says, “It would be impolite of you not to grant me one small indulgence.”

“Your door seems to be stuck. I can skip the water. I’ll be fine without it.”

“A mask is used to disguise one’s appearance. I am not deceived by appearances. None of us should ever be. You are hiding yourself from me. Possibly others as well. Your strange accent tells me you are not from here. You are dressed in a manner I have never seen, and I have seen plenty. The riddle I ask of you is this: if you are not who you are, then who are you?”

Tim doesn’t answer, unsure what to say.

The woman continues, “Who we are is not in a face or a manner of dress, but what we are inside. So I will ask you one last time. If you are not who you are, then who are you?”

“If you are not who you are,” Tim says carefully, “then you are someone else.”

“If you are not certain, then you cannot be yourself,” she says. “If you cannot be yourself, you cannot be true to yourself, nor can you be true to others. This makes you false, a liar. You shall now be someone you are not until you can be certain of the person you are.”

Tim immediately changes into a small boy of eight. He’s flustered, frantic, unable to get a word out. His clothes are two sizes too big. His jeans are going to fall down. He rolls the waist and keeps them up.

“Only a child has the excuse of uncertainty.” She looks out the window. “The winter weeds out the young children. They do not survive the cold the way their elders do. Watch the sky carefully.”

“Change me back!” Tim screams.

“But it is you who must change, young man, not me.”

“Do something,” Tim hollers.

“It is for you to do and me to see it done.”

“What . . . are . . . you . . . talking about?” Tim’s teeth are chattering. His hands look so small and pale.

“In the castle there is a mirror. A hand mirror. You will deliver it to me before the first snow or you will never be a day older or a day younger. Without a family or home at your young age, you will find the snow most perilous.”

“If I’m not a day older or younger,” Tim says, “then I’m dead.”

“Are you? Or are you the same? I would watch the skies carefully were I you. You would rather not answer that question about death. Better to deliver the mirror.”

“Change me back!” he begs.

“It is not to me you must appeal but to yourself. Bring me the hand mirror. Find certainty for yourself. Now, be gone.” She lowers her arm.

The door flings open on its own. Tim is thrown outside. He rolls on the dirt. Jumps up. The cottage door is shut once again. He pounds on the door until his little hands ache.

His little hands! He can’t believe what he’s seeing!

France. Castle. Hand mirror. Enchantress!

He knows exactly where he is.

He mutters softly, “Beauty and the Beast.”

 

THE WALT DISNEY ARCHIVES

THE DOOR MARKED PRIVATE

“What’s going on?” Billie faced the girl behind the coffee shop counter. A swarm of people, including two uniformed security guards, filled the lobby outside the Archives.

“You ain’t heard?” the barista asked.

“Heard what?” Billie felt a pit in her stomach.

“That friend of yours ran away.”

“Tim? I doubt that.”

“No note, no nothing,” the barista said. “Kids do stupid stuff.”

Like get tattoos, Billie wanted to say. Or skip school. Or play with things in the Archives that they shouldn’t. She held her tongue. “There’s no way Tim ran away.”

“You know that because you’re his therapist, I suppose?”

“No, because I’m his friend.” Billie hurried out into the lobby, wondering how a barista could be so snotty.

Billie stood in the lobby, wanting to get into the Archives. She’d last seen Tim picking at his face and complaining about masks that weren’t there. Maybe he’d had an anxiety attack. She heard Kevin being blamed for leaving Tim alone in the Archives. Kevin was looking drawn and pale. Billie knew it was unfair to blame Kevin. More like Tim’s obsession with the mirror.

Billie marched over to Kevin, determined to set things straight.

“Excuse me,” Billie said. A man turned around and glared. “I think I can help.” Billie offered him her best grown-up face.

“Sure thing. Just a minute.” He turned away, completely ignoring her. She tried again to win his attention, but he wasn’t interested. She waited. And waited. Grown-ups never paid much attention to kids, especially during an emergency.

Billie edged around the group. The guy who had ignored her called Becky over. That left the door to the Archives open. Billie slipped inside. She moved like she belonged there. Five steps—no one said anything. Ten. She rounded the corner, aimed for the door marked private and the back room, where the Archives kept the movie props. Another few feet.

She was in!

 

[image: ]

The branches overhead blot out all signs of the sun, leaving the woods dark and cold. Cold as winter, Tim thinks. As cold as a first snowfall. As cold as death. All excitement is gone. Fear takes over. He doesn’t like the dark. He doesn’t like these woods.

It’s unclear to Tim if this is a dream or if he’s under a spell, but there’s no doubt he is an eight-year-old boy inside a Disney movie. The woman—the Enchantress!—told him to bring her the Beast’s hand mirror and that’s exactly what Tim intends to do.

As soon as he figures out where he is, how to get to the castle, and how to steal the mirror.

He shivers, both from the sudden chill and from the insecurity of the unknown. He isn’t sure how to fix this and that scares him most of all. A blue mist of fog rises in front of him. He hears an owl hoot. Prickles run up and down his back.

He starts running, slowly at first but then faster. The quicker he runs, the scarier the woods. He hears a whoosh behind him. Looks back. Nothing there.

He skids to a stop. He faces a pole with a half dozen wooden signs shaped as pointers. It is a direction pole put there to show travelers the way, but the names are written in French.

In the film, Belle’s father stood in this same spot, wondering which direction to go. Tim is tempted to follow the sign pointing left, uncertain if it’s the right decision. But will it take him toward the village or the castle? Yes, he has a hard time making decisions, just like the Enchantress said. So what? Indecision is far easier. To be wrong is embarrassing and humiliating. So when faced with a choice, it’s far better to make no decision at all.

Another sound comes from within the darkness. Tim backs up and stumbles. He doesn’t like being a little boy again. He doesn’t want to be a little boy. He wants himself back.

But who is he? He can’t decide! Why was he not able to find his own face beneath all the masks in the Archives’ mirror? Is it related to this spell?

He falls down. The ground is mushy and wet. It smells like rotting leaves and stinky, sickening mud. A black shadow races between trees not twenty feet away. Too big for a fox, too fast for a dog.

Just about right for a wolf!

Tim turns to run and smacks into a dead tree. He hears the ruffle of wings from inside a hole above his head. He’s seen the movie. He knows what is coming. But that doesn’t help him. He raises his forearm to block his face just as hundreds of bats pour from the hole like spilled ink. The bats divide, split on either side of him, their high-pitched cries piercing the silence, the beating of their wings like a million wet tongues rattling in his ears. Again, he falls to the ground. The cauldron of bats races over him like a wave. He squints and says, “La, la, la, la, la!” as loudly as possible, trying to cover the horrible sound of the beating wings.

Silence. The bats have passed.

Then footfalls. Careful, tentative footfalls.

A howl sounds, like something hurt. Or worse, like something wanting to hurt him.

Finally deciding, he runs, following the sign pointing left.
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Five minutes later, Tim sees something and skids to a stop in sloppy mud. Four shadows move within a clump of nearby bushes. The sun is setting quickly. It’s like a curtain dropping. Tim is shaken by the bat attack. He can’t remember the movie well enough to know how Belle’s father got rid of the wolves. Did they fall off a cliff? Did the horse scare them away? He questions how he could believe for one moment that he is inside a Disney movie. But if he takes two moments, he is likely going to be eaten by wolves, movie or not. So he needs a plan.
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He looks for a tree to climb. There is only one with low branches—on the other side of the wolves!

Tim trips over a broken wagon wheel. He picks up one of the metal spokes and wields it as a club to defend himself against the wolves. He avoids looking them in the eyes. Despite his efforts, all four wolves step forward at once. They are tall but frighteningly thin. Their matted gray fur makes them look sickly and starved. They step closer.

Tim drops to all fours and backs up carefully. His knee strikes a rock. It stings! He automatically grabs at the stone to swipe it away.

It feels almost like glass. Tim looks at the stone and recognizes it as flint. It gives him an idea. His father taught him how to light fires using flint and metal.

Animals are afraid of fire!

The wolves sniff the air with their wet noses. They draw closer to Tim.

He strikes the flint against the wagon wheel’s metal spoke. No sparks. He tries again. Nothing happens. The third time a spark flies into the leaves and there’s a puff of smoke. The wolves back up. Tim cups the dry leaves and blows gently, creating more smoke. A flicker of yellow flame erupts.

The flash of light moves the wolves back farther. The frightened wolves whimper and scamper back. Tim stamps out the fire and runs. He doesn’t dare look behind. His heart pounds. His feet move faster than they ever have. He smells skunk and turns away from the stench. He steps in a wet pile of horse manure, spraying bits onto his pants. Gross! His shirtsleeve catches on a branch and tears as it turns him around. Dozens of glowing eyes look out from the dark at him. The forest is cursed!

Then the smell of a different kind of smoke stops him. It’s a pleasant smell, like from a fireplace or a campfire.

Tim eases a branch out of his way. He’s poised on the edge of a village. Some torches burn. He sees thatched roofs, storefronts, a pen holding pigs, and, nearby, a chicken coop. It’s not the castle he hoped for. But maybe he’ll find a path or a road or a sign to point him in the right direction.

Tim hurries into the dirt street. He finds a well and ladles a sip of water from a wooden pail. No water has ever tasted so clean. He gets a look at his eight-year-old face reflected in the water in the bucket. It reminds him of the importance of the hand mirror.

A gust of cold wind causes him to shiver. There’s snow coming.

He has no time to waste. He must find the castle!

 

THE WALT DISNEY ARCHIVES

THE MIRROR THAT ISN’T THERE

Her heart sank as Billie saw the mirror uncovered! She’d been curious if it might have had something to do with Tim’s disappearance. He’d been fascinated by it. She thought maybe he’d stolen it and was hiding because he was ashamed. Otherwise, she couldn’t think how it might be part of everything. But there it was, right where it belonged.

She could hear the grown-ups out in the lobby. Maybe Tim had left her a note on the mirror. Did she have time to check? Quickly, she looked around. No note. Just Billie’s reflection looking back at her.

She could picture poor Tim standing there tugging at his chin. What had he been doing?

Her eyes shifted focus in the mirror. She now saw the contents of the shelves behind her. She spotted a hand mirror that looked an awful lot like the one in—

Billie snapped her head around to get a better look at the hand mirror on the shelf.

It wasn’t there.

She looked into the big mirror and saw the hand mirror. But when she turned, there was no mirror.

Impossible!

She recalled Tim tugging at his chin and cheeks. His talk of masks that weren’t there! Maybe the big mirror messed with reality. Was that even possible?

Curious, with her eyes on the mirror, Billie backed up to where the shelf was, just behind her. She looked over her shoulder: the hand mirror wasn’t there.

She looked once again into the big mirror and worked her hand to find and touch the small hand mirror on the shelf behind her.

She could feel it, touch it. It was real!

She lifted the hand mirror from the shelf.
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Billie stands beneath a cloudy night sky. She spins, taking in her surroundings. She doesn’t hear any cars or planes. No leaf blowers or fans or horns or people. Only a deep, uncomfortable silence.

She faces a small stone house that is surrounded by rosebushes. Billie closes her eyes and inhales slowly. Find your center! When she opens her eyes, nothing has changed. But in that moment, she recalls reaching up to a shelf in the Archives. She remembers grabbing hold of the small hand mirror! It’s gone. Instead, she finds herself holding a stemmed rose.

How did she get here? More importantly, where is she?

She foolishly grips the stem more firmly. The thorns cut into her flesh and she drops the rose. A petal breaks loose, floating to the stone step.

“What?” Billie says aloud. “It can’t be!”

The rose petal falling tells her where she is.

Not possible. She closes her eyes again and shakes her head until it hurts. Opens her eyes. She’s still in the same place.

Her stomach turns. She leans over the stone railing, thinking she might throw up. She feels as if someone has spun her around a hundred times and then left her to recover. The ground itself is spinning.

Billie hurries up the steps and cracks open the door. She peers inside.

She jumps back, nearly tripping down the steps.

“Who’s there?” an old man calls. Not just any old man. There’s no mistaking him.

Maurice?

“Belle?” Maurice calls. “Is that you?”

Billie feels faint. She hides in the rosebushes. The thorns tear her clothes. Her arm is scratched. The pain forces a realization: This is for real!

This is Beauty and the Beast.
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Billie can hear Maurice and Belle talking.

Wanting to blend in, in case she is spotted, she grabs a canvas gardening coat off a pail and puts it on. She starts climbing a rose trellis but stops as she hear voices.

“Hello there, little fellow! I didn’t think I’d see you again!” It’s Maurice speaking.

“Belle, why’d you go away?”

Belle? Is it possible?

Billie recognizes the high-pitched voice as belonging to Chip—the little teacup. It can’t be! She sneaks a look.

Belle’s leather purse. Maurice holds Chip in his hand.

Not happening, she thinks. What is this, some kind of video game?
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Hearing a loud gathering, Tim sneaks up to an open window. It’s a tavern with a good deal of shouting going on. The discussion concerns what to do with Belle’s father.

Belle? Is it possible?

Mention of the girl’s name sends Tim’s head spinning once again. He has pushed away the thought he might be inside a Disney movie. But not exactly.

A big hairy guy demands “the old man be hauled off to the asylum” for talking nonsense about a beast in a castle.

Tim steps away. The hairy dude is Gaston! No more questioning for Tim about where he is or what’s going on. He knows where this conversation leads. He knows what’s going to happen next. The mob will go to Belle’s house. She will show them the Beast in the hand mirror.

The mirror he must steal! It’s not in the castle after all!

He can follow the mob, wait for the right moment, and get out of this eight-year-old body!

Tim spots a clothesline nearby. He snags a brown shirt that fits him like a sweatshirt. But it hides his modern clothing that would have made him stick out.

Led by Gaston, the mob floods out of the tavern and up the street.

Tim follows.
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Billie hears a noisy group of men approaching. More like a mob, she thinks.

She knows all about this mob. She has watched Beauty and the Beast a hundred times. She assumes she must be here at this exact moment for a reason. Once Belle shows the mob the mirror image of the Beast, everything goes wrong.

Billie can stop this! She can prevent the mob from trying to kill the Beast!

As Maurice is being dragged away, Belle can be heard appealing to the asylum keeper. But it’s Gaston throwing his arm around Belle that gives Billie chills.

“Poor Belle,” Gaston says, mocking her. “Well, it’s a shame about your father.”

Billie doesn’t need to hear another word. Belle will soon run back inside to fetch the magical hand mirror. Billie must beat her to it. She must save her from what is about to happen.

Billie scrambles higher up the trellis again. The prickly roses tear at the smock. In any other situation someone might see her, but the mob’s attention is on Maurice and Belle. Hand over hand she climbs. Just as she gets inside, she hears a young voice cry out among all the others.

“Billie!”

It’s hard to tell if it’s a boy or a girl. But how could anyone possibly know my name? she wonders. She shrugs it off as a coincidence. There must be a boy in the crowd named Billy.

She hurries across the room, feeling dizzy from the similarity to the movie: the tipped-over purse, the mirror, the chipped teacup.

Without warning, the door swings open. Billie grabs the hand mirror and leaps to hide herself behind a door.

“Hmm.” Belle pleads desperately: “Chip, did you see what I did with the mirror?”

“I didn’t see you do anything with it,” Chip says, sounding like he’s telling a joke.

Belle searches the room recklessly. “I am sure it was in the satchel!”

“It was. But that was before the girl crawled through the window and—”

Outside, gruff voices start shouting. Belle hurries to the door.

“Wait! Quiet, Chip! I need to listen!” she says.

Gaston calls for the crowd to quiet down. Belle slips outside, empty-handed.

Billie warms with her success. I did it! She tucks the mirror within the smock so that it’s hidden. She steals a look through the window, throws her legs out, and risks a descent through the roses. Just as she is leaving, Chip calls out to her.

“I was trying to tell her about you,” says the teacup, sounding hurt and troubled.

“You did nothing wrong,” Billie whispers. “You are a good and loyal teacup.”

The teacup grins.

I bet I’ll never see that again, Billie thinks. With Gaston in the lead, the mob heads back into town as Billie lowers herself into the roses. She doesn’t see Maurice or Belle. Did Maurice end up in the asylum? she wonders. That would be bad, and I would have caused it. Hoping father and daughter ended up in the cellar, Billie heads toward the cellar doors.

“You can’t do that,” calls someone with a high voice. Alongside the dark stairway stands a small boy from the village. “If you let them out, you will mess things up even worse than you already have.”

“Mess things up? I just prevented a mob storming a castle and a brawl! Who are you to tell me what I can and can’t do?”

“Billie, it’s me, Tim.”

She can’t catch her breath. The face could be Tim’s, though much, much younger. The square shoulders are his. Can’t be! She searches the young boy’s eyes. How could it possibly be? She slowly inhales and finds her voice. “If it’s really you, tell me something only you would know.”

“Bunsen & Beaker’s Lab,” the boy says in that high voice. “Becky introduced us inside the Archives.”

Her legs won’t support her. Billie reaches for the staircase’s stone railing to steady herself.

“The Enchantress put a spell on me, and here I am.” Tim waves a hand at his body as if it belongs to someone else. He speaks quickly, telling her about the events in the cottage, in the woods, and on the hill to Belle’s home as he followed the mob.

Billie sits down on the step, still trying to catch her breath. “What you’re saying,” she groans, “is just too much for me to process. You must understand that, right? At first, I thought I was dreaming. Then I realized it was actually real. But now you show up? What is going on?”

“Okay. Okay. Don’t stress!” Tim tries to think of something to calm her. “In a dream you can never see yourself, right? You are always seeing others, but not yourself. So we need a mirror.”

“I happen to have one,” Billie says.

“Yes, I noticed that. And, as it happens, I need it badly.” Tim looks up into the snarling sky. Snow is coming any minute!

“For what?” Billie asks.

“I’m in a hurry, Billie! I have to beat the snow. Remember the mirror’s power in the movie? Pretend you’re Belle asking about her father. Tell the mirror to show you where you are.”

“Why?”

“I’m trying to help here.”

Billie looks far from convinced. But she speaks the words, asking the mirror where she is. She waits. “Nothing. No difference. It didn’t work.”

Tim moves to steal a glimpse of her reflection. “Okay, try again. Ask where I am,” he says.

Billie asks the hand mirror. The image changes. She sees herself and Tim outside the cottage.
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“That’s impossible,” Billie says.

“This is Beauty and the Beast, Billie. We are inside the story that ends up a movie!”

“Shut the front door!” she cries.

“But now we have an even bigger problem. Do you realize what you’ve done?” Tim asks.

“I haven’t done anything,” Billie says.

“Think about it. You stole the mirror. Gaston never told the mob the Beast would harm their children.”

“I stopped it all from happening.”

“You stopped Gaston from going to the castle. If he doesn’t go to the castle to fight the Beast right as the last petal falls, then—”

Billie’s face looks ghostly. “No!”

“Yes. The prince is stuck inside the Beast forever.”

“What have I done?” Billie’s voice is so soft, so pained, Tim can barely hear her.

“You rewrote the story.”

The look in her eyes is unbearable. Tim can’t take it. “Of course, stories aren’t written, they are rewritten, and I may just have an idea.”

Billie lurches forward hungrily. “What? Tell me, please! I’ll do anything!”

Again, Tim watches the gray snow clouds swirl overhead. Again, he tenses. The Beast isn’t the only one running out of time. He thinks. He plots. He plans. He mumbles to himself. “We need to make sure the Beast still fights with Gaston. And I need to get the mirror to the Enchantress.” He searches for any problems with his plan. He fixes them and thinks some more. He does all this in an instant.

“Okay,” he says. “You will have to follow my instructions perfectly, Billie. I have a plan.” I’ve made a decision! “And it just might work. But I need that mirror.”

[image: ]

The shouting and yelling echoes up the street toward Tim. He’s all alone as he approaches the tavern. He stops before the thick wood door, his hand gripping the deer-antler handle. He takes a deep breath, hoping to instill confidence, and pulls.

The door is too heavy for Little Tim to open. He tries again. It won’t budge. He looks down at his short, thin legs. He can almost see his knobby knees. Only then does he remember he’s eight years old.

The door pushes open. Tim falls and looks up to see a man with so much head and facial hair that only his nose and eyes show. The man grunts at Tim and keeps moving. Tim scrambles to catch the door and he steps inside.

The room is dark. It smells of a combination of rotting eggs and human sweat. Tim gags as he looks around for Gaston. There must be fifty men crammed into a space that holds twenty. The bartender appears to be the identical twin of the wolf man who just left.

Something, someone grabs Tim by the back of his shirt and carries him like a suitcase toward the door. “Ain’t no place for no boy,” a gruff voice pronounces.

“Let me go!” Tim shouts as he wiggles to be free. “I have a message for Gaston!”

The man releases him. Tim falls flat on his face. The floor smells worse than the air in an outhouse. Much worse. The room has gone silent. The only thing heard is the trickle of some mead being poured into an antler mug. It’s that name that has shut them up, Tim realizes. The man whom everyone seems to adore. Gaston.

“You there!” Gaston towers over the fallen Tim. From the floor where Tim lays, the man looks to stand ten feet tall.

“Yes, sir,” Tim says, stumbling on his words. “That is . . . what I mean to say—”

“Out with it, boy! You’re babbling like a baby!”

The crowd laughs all at once and silences again when Gaston raises his hand.

“I have something important to show you,” Tim says sheepishly.

Gaston picks Tim up with one hand.

“Outside with the both of you!” shouts the bartender. “The Bureau of Independent Tavern and Retail Establishments will be all over me in a hot second if that boy is seen in here!”

Gaston drags Tim outside. “You’re trying my patience, boy.”

“You want the girl, Belle, to like you, right?”

When Gaston tilts his head, his neck muscles look like ropes. “What are you playing at, boy?”

“But she likes the Beast.”

“Does she now?”

Tim’s voice quavers. “Those people in the tavern, in fact, all the villagers, would help you take care of the Beast if you could just show them how awful he is.”

“Another lunatic who believes there’s a beast! Get out of here, kid!”

Tim produces the hand mirror, holding it up to Gaston as a peace offering. The big man casts a jaundiced eye toward the mirror. “What would I want with a girlie mirror? You trying to tell me something, boy?” He runs his thick fingers through his tussled hair and pats it back in place. “Is that better?” Tim hesitates. Gaston snatches hold of the mirror. He looks at himself. “Handsome as ever, you dog!”

“Ask to see the Beast,” Tim says. He gathers his courage and stands. He is tiny next to Gaston, but he talks big. “It’s not just any mirror.”

Gaston releases the mirror. Tim lunges to catch it before it hits the dirt. Gaston shouts as he jumps back. “Sorcery? Witchcraft? Who are you, boy?”

“No, no, no! It’s good magic. The best kind.” Tim speaks into the mirror. “Show me the Beast.” He turns the glass toward Gaston. “See?”

Gaston steps carefully forward, untrusting. “Well, I’ll be.” He takes the mirror from Tim. Gaston’s eyes bulge as he sees the Beast and a piece of the castle in the mirror. “Ugly crust of bread, ain’t he?”

“Ugly and mean. Just think what he might do to the village in the middle of the night. I’ll bet he can eat a whole cow all by himself.”

“Cows? Cows are expensive!” Gaston says.

“He’s a threat, that Beast. As long as he’s up in that castle, no one is safe.”

Gaston strokes his chin, eyes the boy, and tugs on his stubble. “Hmm. You may have something here.”

“All you’d have to do is show them and you’d have the whole town behind you.”

“Well, we’ll see about that! You stay here. You don’t move or I’m coming to find you, and you won’t like how that works out.”

“Yes, sir!”

Gaston charges inside. Tim hears the din abruptly stop. Gaston’s voice shakes the tavern’s closed door. A moment later a roar erupts that nearly lifts off the pub’s thatched roof. Tim has made the mistake of stepping in front of the door to listen. As the door flies open, Tim is cast aside once again. This time, his head is ringing.

Fifty? It looks more like a hundred men following Gaston out of the pub. Gaston throws himself atop an old nag and hoists the green-glowing mirror high in the air. The horse nickers and bucks. The crowd grumbles and the men cheer. Torches glow and flicker.

Tim hurries to catch up as Gaston leads the jeering mob into the ink-dark forest.
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Billie shudders. Darkness weighs heavily upon the forest at night. It silences all but the lonesome owl who hoots and calls from somewhere far off. It sets free the wolves, snakes, spiders, and every kind of creature of the night. She is no cat; she cannot see in the dark. She moves by touch mostly, feeling for the bark of a tree or the cool of a rock. A tiny speck glows faintly yellow in the sky, only vaguely a different shade from the gray that hovers there. The castle and its torches, she thinks as she moves steadily in its direction.

Tim’s instructions had been definite. Having fled the Enchantress’s cottage on foot, he knew of a spot where the forest narrows between opposing rock outcroppings. When Billie encounters a rough rock wall, she checks the other side. Nothing. No other rocks.

She keeps moving, steering by the distant dim glow. Five minutes. Ten. Her knuckles scuff as she bangs into more rocks. She turns and crosses the open space. Bam! She blindly smacks face-first into cold stone.

Tim called it the funnel.

She has found it!

Now it’s time to get to work, she thinks. For Tim’s plan does not stop here.
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The night air smells of smoke from cooking fires in the village and the soot lifting from the torches. The mob has grown considerably. It moves beneath the suffocating darkness, feet shuffling in the dry leaves. From way off comes the hoot of a lonely owl. Tim follows the group at a distance, his feet sore, his stomach grumbling, his throat dry. So far, so good: Gaston is headed for the castle.

It feels as if it might snow any minute! Not good!

Fearing he might be seen and told to return to the village, Tim hides behind trees and rocks, swiftly darting from one to the other. He moves as a wraith, a shadow. The green mirror held aloft by Gaston shows Tim the way.

The going is not easy in the dark despite the light from the torches. The mob advances slowly, snaking forward like a slug. Tim waits to make his move.

It’s up to Billie now.
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Working furiously, Billie weaves herself a simple crown of coiled willow sticks. She tucks into the crown a dozen strands of ivy she found clinging to the rock. They cover her face like a veil.

The more difficult task is removing two small branches from an evergreen tree, because it’s terribly dark and she needs them to be exact lengths. Once she has them, she practices holding each branch over her arms so they act as wings. The stubby ends scrape against her neck and tangle with the ivy hanging from her crown but there isn’t time to fix things.

A bright green glow shimmers and moves toward her through the dark. The enchanted mirror.

Tim’s plan enters its final phase.
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Torches blaze, allowing Tim to see the rock walls on either side, a formation he walked through before. He calls it the funnel. These rocks are part of his plan.

His heart skipping beats, Tim closes in on Gaston’s horse. He hides behind trees and among shrubs as he has been doing for the past hour. The shrill howl of a distant wolf frightens him. The mob grows angry and impatient. Violence hangs in the air, and something more, something evil: a hunger for death. If this mob has its way, there will be no Beast by dawn.

Darting through flickering shadows thrown by the torches, Tim grows ever nearer to the old nag carrying Gaston. The horse nickers and kicks, agitated by the narrowing hindrance of rock. Gaston tucks the hand mirror away and takes the reins with both hands. He speaks softly to the horse in a calm, deep-throated voice. The nag responds accordingly, following the tug of the reins toward the center of the funnel and away from the narrowing walls.

Something comes from the shadows like a giant condor, its green wings flapping. The bird rises and falls as it flies low across the cracking leaves. Cries of terror rise from the crowd as the creature appears. “Beware! Witchcraft!” The enormous winged bird of prey aims directly at Gaston’s old nag.

Even Tim, who has thought up the ruse, shies as the bird attacks. Even as his brain tells him it is only Billie in costume.
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The horse whinnies, rears up, and paddles her front legs. Gaston yanks the reins, but he’s off-balance and he pulls too hard. He drives the bucking horse even higher and himself out of the saddle and off. He lands with an “Oooofff!” on his back. The huge bird veers off and disappears into the rock formations from where it came.

Tim watches as the hand mirror leaves Gaston’s belt. It briefly flitters, looking as if it might fly all on its own. A half dozen of the raucous raiders surround their fallen leader, while others take off to gather the frightened horse. It’s pure chaos. To Tim, a beautiful thing.

Never taking his eyes off the fallen mirror, Tim moves cautiously to where it lies covered by leaves. He digs down and grabs hold. It feels like he has accepted the baton in a relay race, like he’s been awarded a trophy. Slipping it inside his burlap shirt, he backs up into the shadows until he no longer exists.

He hunkers down as the back of the mob continues forward, forming a clot in the funnel. The angry folk are packed in, barely able to move. They will arrive at the castle soon. The fight will begin. The prince will prevail! The story is back on track!

Tim sneaks along the cool rock wall back in the direction from which he came. At last, he’s able to reenter the woods and take off toward the Enchantress’s cottage. In a few hundred yards he finds a path and follows it to a small pond where bullfrogs sing.

There is a girl waiting. She wears a willow crown with ivy that hides her face.

Together, they giggle, hold hands, and celebrate with a little dance.
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Following the smell of woodsmoke, Tim and Billie arrive at a small clearing and crouch by a tree trunk. An ax leans against a chopping stump surrounded by shards of wood. A small stone well stands alongside a narrow path leading to the cottage where a tendril of smoke coils from the chimney.

“It looks so adorable,” Billie says.

Tim nudges Billie. “Stay with—”

“The plan?” Billie says. “Yes. Thank you very much. I’m not stupid, you know?”

“It has to happen fast,” he says. “If we give her time to throw a spell—”

“I understand.” Billie shoots Tim a look of impatient annoyance. Boys, she thinks. The impertinence.

“She’s scary.” Tim tries to disguise the tension in his young voice. He fails.

“I’ve never met an enchantress, but I’ll take your word for it.” Billie blows air into her cupped hands. “It’s going to start snowing any minute, Tim. I can feel it.”

A tentative Tim nods slightly. “Okay, then.” He stands while offering a hand to Billie. She accepts it and now towers over the eight-year-old boy. They let go of each other’s hands awkwardly. Tim leads the way. He stops to knock on the rough door.

“So polite,” Billie whispers.

“You may enter.” A woman’s voice, as mellow as honey. Billie reminds herself to be on guard. The Enchantress may look pretty, but there’s a mysterious old witch inside.

Tim swings open the door. The woman’s blond hair hangs past her shoulders. Her posture is straight. She wears a green dress. Again, Billie warns herself not to believe what she sees.

“You, again,” the Enchantress says while looking at Tim. “You’ve brought a friend, I see. A pretty thing at that.”

I am not a thing, Billie wants to say, but she says nothing.

Tim presents the hand mirror as an offering.

“Good for you, young man. You’ve done it. Pass it to me, please.”

“Not until you do like you said,” Tim says. “Change me back to myself.”

“But the deal was that you would return the mirror to me,” the Enchantress says, sounding on edge. There’s a bite to her words as she says, “So hand it over!”

“This is why I brought my friend,” Tim explains to the woman. “She will hold the mirror. You will make me me again. She will then hand the mirror to you.”

The Enchantress glances between the two children, her suspicion worn as a scowl. She walks to a small window and pulls back a burlap curtain. “Take a look outside, boy. If but a single snowflake shall fall and touch the ground, you will never, ever be the young man you were, the young man you wish to be. If it is games you wish to play, be my guest.”

“If it snows, I will keep the mirror. You will never have it.” Tim riles the Enchantress with his threat. He can sense her want of the mirror like a hunger. He passes the hand mirror to Billie, who clutches it tightly to her chest.

Again, the distrustful Enchantress eyes her two guests. She wants the mirror badly. Looking out the window herself, she seems to sense the impending snowfall. She seems to accept the consequences of Tim’s threat.

“Very well.” The Enchantress mutters a string of wordless sounds under her breath.

Billie gasps as Tim grows taller and fills out his clothes. He stands as high as Billie, then taller. His cheekbones lift, reshaping his boyish face. His Adam’s apple is more pronounced in his throat. His skin is rougher, his hair shorter. Billie stretches the hand mirror toward the waiting hand of the Enchantress. As she does, she spins the mirror so that her own face shows. Seeing her reflection, Billie speaks. “Show me the way back.”

The Enchantress winces. Her brow furrows. “No!” she cries.

Billie’s face dissolves within the hand mirror, replaced by an image of a standing mirror. She quickly looks around the room. Of course! she thinks. How else could Tim have gotten here?

The mirror is pressed into the far corner. “There!” Billie says for Tim’s sake. She is already reaching for his hand as they run to the mirror. Billie hears the Enchantress reciting a spell. It’s all a matter of who finishes first. Still holding the hand mirror, Billie calls out loudly, “Jump!”

She and the fourteen-year-old Tim leave the floor at the same time. They are heading for the mirrored pane of silver. If they are wrong, they will be cut by the mirror’s broken glass and will succumb to whatever horror the Enchantress intends for them.

They jump! And everything goes dark.

 

THE WALT DISNEY ARCHIVES

THE SAME, BUT DIFFERENT

It was the same as before, but different. Surprising, yet familiar. One minute there; the next, somewhere else. It wasn’t something one got used to. Yet it was something one wanted to do again.

Billie and Tim stood in the back of the Archives. They both wore clothes from the 1700s over their normal clothes. Nothing had changed except the clothing. No proof existed of their travel through the mirror.

“If we mention any of this,” Tim said, wiggling out of his Beauty and the Beast tunic, “our parents will take us to the doctors, who will declare us nut bars.”

“I don’t want to be a head case,” Billie said. “I mean, if I can help it.” She, too, ditched the old clothing.

“So we pinkie-swear never to speak of it with others?”

Billie’s face shriveled. “Pinkie-swear? Are you still eight years old?”

“As you can see, I’m back to my fourteen-year-old self,” Tim said, standing tall. “I only meant we should make a promise. We need to agree. Make a pledge. A vow.”

“Much better. And yes, Tim, never ever. Not ever. In no way ever.”

“Let’s shake on it.”

Billie struggled to keep mockery from her face. Tim was acting like a child. He needed some sleep. They shook hands.

“Now what?” Billie turned to face the mirror. “Do we just wrap it up and pretend it never happened?”

“I think so, yes. Best for everyone. Why, do you have another option?” Tim looked hopefully curious.

“I mean, it’s dangerous,” Billie said.

“It is.”

“Historically interesting,” she suggested.

“And therefore educational.”

“Like a field trip without the school bus,” she said.

“And no teacher.”

“Safer together than going solo. When I ended up at Maurice’s I was super excited, but honestly, I was also kind of scared.” She had trouble looking at Tim out of embarrassment.

“My guess is the more often we do it,” Tim said, “the more we’ll learn about how it all works. Maybe it won’t be so scary.”

“Have you ever heard of a cautionary tale?” Billie asked.

“Sure.”

“You know what it means?”

“Some kind of warning?” Tim said, clearly guessing.

“It’s a kind of fairy tale from forever ago. First there’s something you shouldn’t do. Next you do it and the story happens. Finally, when the story ends, something really, really horrible happens to the person in the story.”

“Well, that’s uplifting,” Tim said.

“We’re not supposed to go through that mirror,” she said. “You know that. I know that. Kevin knows that, which is why he told you not to fool with it.”

“Kevin told me not to touch anything, but I get what you’re saying.” Tim was trying and failing to be funny. Billie smiled slightly to make him feel better.

“You heard what I said about what happens at the end of the story?”

“I did. But if this is our story, Billie, then why can’t we make it end the way we want it to end?”

“Is it our story, or is it the mirror’s story?”

“Well,” Tim said, “that’s interesting. You’re interesting, Billie. You say the craziest stuff.”

“Focus! If it’s the mirror’s story—this mirror, the big mirror—we could be in trouble doing anything more.”

“But remember, the Enchantress made me bring her the hand mirror. She already had the big mirror. You wanted to make things better for Belle and the Beast, but in the end, it only made things worse. So it’s about choices, Billie, our choices.”

Billie said, “You’re right. The story ended up okay. But maybe we were just lucky. It was our story.” She looked at Tim. He looked back at her. Something passed between them: hope, the opportunity of chance.

“There’s only one way to find out,” Tim said. “But not right away.” Tim began wrapping the mirror.

“Agreed,” Billie said. “We need to let everyone know that you’re okay. That we’re both okay. Then we need to make a plan so that our parents don’t freak out and think we’re missing.” She helped him strap the blanket around it.

“If there was school,” Tim said, “we could skip out.”

Billie’s eyes narrowed. “Can I tell you something?”

“Of course.”

“I’ve never skipped a day of school in my life.”

“Neither have I,” Tim said. “It was just an idea.”

“Doesn’t really matter. School is still closed because of the wildfires,” Billie said.

“So, look, I’m starving. Let’s meet here after lunch,” Tim said. “But don’t do anything with the mirror until we’re both here together.”

“I suppose you want to shake on it?” Billie said.

Tim extended his hand. Billie met his with hers and they shook on it.

Tim hurried out of the Archives.

Billie had no business staying there. She had promised to wait for Tim, after all. But she was full of energy. The smoke from the wildfires had kept her inside for days now. Just because Tim was hungry didn’t mean she was.

Their previous adventure—had she really been inside Beauty and the Beast?—left her wanting more. More excitement. More stories to tell. At school she felt included for all the wrong reasons: her clothes, her looks. She would rather be interesting than pretty.

Billie spoke to the wrapped mirror in a whisper. “I’ve been reading this story about the Huntsman in Snow White. ‘Magic Mirror on the wall,’ and all that. I think you are the Snow White mirror.” She looked directly at the wrapped floor mirror. “You make things more interesting. I’ve got stories to tell, thanks to you.” She stepped closer. “If I unwrap you, will you talk to me? Please?”

Her heart beating wildly in her chest, Billie peeled away the shipping blanket. At best she was violating her handshake with Tim. At worst she was being reckless. Eyes closed, she stepped up to the mirror. She opened them slowly.

“Magic mirror on the floor, it is you who I adore.”

Nothing.

“Magic mirror on the floor, show me more.”

At first glance, things looked normal. She looked normal. But then she refocused on the reflection. It appeared that the mirror revealed items on the shelves that weren’t there. At the very least, it played tricks on her eyes. Nothing was exactly as it appeared. Take her clothes, for instance. Her plain lavender shirt, a long-sleeve tee, shimmered in the mirror when she moved. Her skin sparkled as if she was using body glitter. None of this was real—the mirror was indeed charmed! Or cursed. Billie found it difficult to look away.

She recalled the scene in Snow White where the evil Queen was obsessed by her vanity. Perhaps it was more than that, Billie thought. Perhaps the Queen was obsessed by the mirror itself.

There! As Billie swayed slightly, an object appeared on a shelf behind her. It disappeared just as quickly. She tried the same move again. To her delight the object showed up and then vanished. It was made of brass. It looked like a face!

Billie turned ever so slowly to sneak a look at the shelf.

The face-thing wasn’t there.

She turned back to the mirror. Moved carefully. It appeared in the reflection. Billie spun around like a ballerina. There it was on the shelf.

In her excitement, she blinked. It vanished. She repeated the entire exercise but kept herself from blinking. Billie walked slowly toward the shelf, her eyes wide. It wasn’t a face.

It was a doorknob.

The closer she got to it, the more excited she grew.

It wasn’t just any doorknob. It was the doorknob Alice encountered in Wonderland. The one that talked. Billie considered picking it up, but the last time she had done such a thing with the hand mirror, things had gone a little crazy.

Wait a second!

She wondered: Could it be? Is that what this is all about? The mirror reveals things on the shelves and if you pick them up, you—

Talk about an adventure!

She tried to remember every detail about Alice in Wonderland. Getting past the Doorknob, Alice was led into a series of different worlds.

The mirror must know how much I love that story, she thought. Just like I love Beauty and the Beast.

Suddenly things weren’t so boring after all.

She didn’t stop to consider what possessing such a power might mean. She didn’t want to believe that the mirror could be using her imagination against her. Billie reached for the Doorknob.

“Hey, have you seen my phone?” It was Tim’s voice.

Her hand was nearly upon the Doorknob.

“Don’t!” Tim shouted.

Too late!

He slapped her hand. In doing so, he accidentally pushed it onto the Doorknob.

“Billie, we agreed to do this together! We shook on it!” Tim’s voice was strained. His face, tortured. It was as if he knew something that she did not.

Then, all at once, she was falling. Tim, too. It was an earthen tunnel. Roots and stones stuck out from the clay walls.

No, she thought. It’s not a tunnel. Not a tunnel at all.

It was a rabbit hole.
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By the time Tim and Billie hit the checkered tile floor, they are both filthy and scraped up. “This is nothing like the movie. That hurt!” she says.

Tim looks around. “Stone walls, just like when Alice lands upside down. The red velvet drapes are there, too. And the golden furniture floating in the air.”

“Follow me!” Billie says. There’s no rabbit to chase, but the hallway with the wainscoting is the same. She hurries in that direction. Tim is right behind her.

The green door!

Billie opens it.

The smaller blue door!

“This is eerily familiar,” Tim says. “I’m not sure about this.”

But Billie has opened other, smaller doors and squeezes through the last of them. Tim pulls himself into the next room.

The paneled walls are maroon, green, and blue. There’s a tiny ruby velvet curtain across from them. And an even tinier door.

Billie kneels before the door.

The door holds the familiar brass face from the movie. “It’s the Doorknob from Alice in Wonderland!”

“But do we believe that?” Tim says.

“Do we have a choice? We’re in Wonderland, Tim.” Billie’s voice quavers. “We fell down the rabbit hole. This is the real Wonderland.”

“I’ll bet we can climb back up if we try,” Tim says.

“Why would we do that?” Billie asks.

“You do remember that Beauty and the Beast didn’t exactly work out the best for us, right? I ended up as an eight-year-old. You nearly wrecked the story forever!”

Either Billie didn’t hear him, or she chose to ignore him. “I think we drink from the bottle. That gets us through the keyhole.”

“I don’t mean to be negative, but I don’t see any bottles. And, if I remember correctly, the bottle made Alice about an inch tall, and personally, I like being myself again.”

“Well, that’s a twist,” Billie says, looking around.

“You think so?” comes a fragile, thin voice from the small door. It’s the Doorknob speaking. Tim and Billie jump back. “You want a twist? Try this!” the Doorknob says.

[image: ]

Suddenly, impossibly, doors appear, spread out across the four walls.

“You see them, right?” Tim asks.

“Oh, yeah.”

“And the Doorknob, the dude with the face, is gone.” He sounds more than nervous. He sounds terrified. “No doorknobs on any of them.”

“I count seven doors,” she says.

“Same,” Tim says. “All different sizes and colors. But isn’t the little tiny one behind the curtain the most important?”

“It was to Alice, but maybe not to us,” Billie says. She startles. “Wait a second! Did you see that?” She stands and looks quickly around the room.

“Apparently not.”

“See that door with the pointy top?” She points. “Just for a second, there was a doorknob on that door.”

“Holy maggot mouth!” Tim barks. “That’s the door on my grandmother’s house. See that dent on the right? That was from a foul ball I hit.”

Billie goes quiet. She takes a slow turn around the room. “This is too creepy. The door right there? That’s our shed at the back of our house. And that one there? My aunt and uncle’s basement door. Those scratches are from Ralph, their German shepherd. What’s going on, Tim? How come we know these?”

“Maybe they know us,” Tim says. “I was always scared of going into my grandparents’ house. It smelled like old people, and my grandpa had lost his marbles and was so mean to us.”

“The shed is full of spiders. My brother would lock me in there, putting a stick in front of the door. It was dusty and dirty, and I think a skunk lived under it. One time I screamed and cried for over an hour before our neighbor heard me. My brother got in so much trouble.”

“Stop!” Tim says. “Wherever you were just looking, look again.”

“Why?”

“Just do it. The shed door. Look at the shed door.”

Billie does as he says.

“See it?”

“The Doorknob. The Doorknob is back! The one on the shelf in the Archives!” Billie says.

“Okay, let’s try another door. Do this with me. On three, we both look at my grandma’s door at the same time.”

“Okay.”

“One, two, three,” Tim counts. They turn their heads.

“Oh my gosh!” Billie hollers. “It’s moving around the room.”

“It moves when we both look at the same door,” Tim said.

Billie shakes from toe to head. “I’m freezing.”

“It’s boiling in here. You’re just scared.”

“Terrified. Chilled to the bone.”

“Take a trip down memory lane!” It is the Doorknob’s voice!

Tim spun around, looking for it. “I hear you! But I can’t see you! No hiding!”

“You can’t find yourself if you don’t know where to look,” the Doorknob says. “If you don’t take a chance, you don’t have a chance.”

Tim fidgets uncomfortably. “I think he’s talking to me. Remember I told you about the Enchantress getting all wonky? The Doorknob sounds just like her.”

“Who says we have to listen to it?” Billie says.

“Well, if you don’t,” the Doorknob says, “you’re not going anywhere. I’m your only hope. Step right up: door number one, door number two, or door number three.” With each number the Doorknob jumps to a different door.

“Okay,” Billie says to Tim, “do you really think we can climb back up the rabbit hole?”

“Doubtful,” Tim says. “I mean, we could try. I’m willing to try.”
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“I’m scared,” Billie says.

“Yeah,” Tim says. “Same.”

“Door number—” It’s the Doorknob again.

“Shut . . . up!” Billie roars. Several doors rattle.

The Doorknob speaks. “I am already shut up. But here’s the real twist: if you work with me, I’ll open new doors for you. I’ll do you a good turn.” The Doorknob attaches itself to door number five, a black door with four strap hinges that look hundreds of years old.

“We’d rather go home,” Billie says. “Nothing personal.”

“It’s an open-and-shut case,” the Doorknob says. It chuckles. “Your future is locked. Don’t come all unhinged!”

Billie’s face flushes as she loses her temper. “I’ll turn you into scrap metal, you little nose job!” Billie lunges for the Doorknob on the black door.

Tim dives, stretching to try to grab her ankle before she—

Disappears through the door.

“Billie!” Tim spins, studying the four walls for a way out. “Billie, where are you?”

Silence.

Worse, the Doorknob is gone. Tim is trapped. He tries pushing the blue door, but it’s locked and shuttered.

“Turns out,” says the voice of the Doorknob, “it’s not so fun down here all alone. I ought to know. I haven’t had a single visitor since the girl with the yellow hair.”

“Her name was Alice,” Tim says, still not seeing the Doorknob. “Are you going to show yourself?”

“That would put a different spin on things.”

“Open this door so I can find my friend.”

“What would be the fun of that? I’ll tell you what, I’ll riddle you a riddle, and we’ll see. If you could be loud or yodel low or, well, which would you choose?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking in riddles. Ridiculous. Ridicule. Riddle me this, riddle me that. Riddle dee dee. Solve it, and you’ll see your friend. Fail, and, well, isn’t it obvious?”

“If you could be loud, or yodel low,” Tim says, “which would you choose?”

“That’s not it. Not exactly. Exactly not. It pays to listen carefully. Turns out it matters quite a bit.”

Tim works hard to remember the exact words. If you could be loud or, yodel low or, well, which would you choose? That was closer, maybe spot-on. Did it have to do with a well? He searched the floor for any sign the oddly shaped black-and-white tiles might be removed. It was a strange question to start with, but stranger because of the well in the middle. Or, Tim thinks, is the trick to the phrase yodel low or well? If a yodeler, you would want to yodel well.

“Hang on!” Tim says. “I need to write this down.”

“My life is spent hanging on,” says the Doorknob. “I’m clingy. I am always a part of something else, and never apart, that is.”

A piece of chalk appears, floating in the air. Tim reaches out and grabs hold. “Okay,” he says, “I’m not going to ask how that just happened.”

He writes out the riddle on the floor.
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Tim stares at the riddle, trying to make sense of it.

“Time is running out,” the Doorknob says, giggling. “Why is it time always runs and never walks?”

Tim tries to ignore the voice. His eye catches something:
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He rearranges the letters in his mind. He had a teacher in fourth grade, Ms. Hammerstramph, who loved to give the class word scrambles. “Yodel low” contains the word “yellow.” He searches the walls. There is a yellow door on the wall opposite. So . . .
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Tim mentally removes yellow from the words. He is left with od or. He rearranges the letters . . . orod . . . odor . . . rood . . . door!
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But Tim doesn’t want the yellow door. He wants . . .
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Tim writes it out onto the floor with the chalk. He starts drawing arrows to help his thinking.

It isn’t below; it isn’t louder. It’s . . .
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Be l udoor
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B l uedoor

B l ue door
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Tim’s excitement results in his shouting, “I want to be loud or!”

Silence. He thinks he might hear wind blowing high, high above at the mouth of the rabbit hole.

“Impressive,” speaks the voice. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

Tim sees the Doorknob now mounted on a dark blue door with a curved top. It’s not the door Billie went through.

Do I dare? He has no desire to stay in this room by himself. How could he find her? What would he do if he didn’t?

Tim drops the chalk. It breaks into several smaller pieces. He hurries to the Doorknob. He twists it.

The blue door opens.

Tim steps through and into a place that makes no sense at all.
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Tim feels as if he has stepped inside a black-and-white movie. Masks. Costumes. A dirt street with a saloon and a barbershop. It takes him a moment to realize the leaves shine gold, red, and yellow. Only the children wear masks. The faces of the grown-ups are pale and drawn behind the blush on their cheeks from the chill in the air. Their clothes are worn and old-fashioned.

Deep breath. Where am I?

There is no blue door. No talking Doorknob. He’s outside. He tries to figure this out.

Their clothes are too worn to be in a theme park, their expressions too sour. There’s no hum of cars in the distance. No bicycle or car tracks in the dirt, only horse hooves, horse manure, and dog poop. The place smells awful. How can they stand it? There are no electric wires or phone poles anywhere. Nothing concrete; it’s all wood and brick. The saddles and leatherwork have been used for years and years. Smoke rolls from a half dozen chimneys and vanishes into the clearest blue sky ever.

Where’s Billie? Tim wonders. They took different doors. Are they in different places? Or did they join the same story in separate locations? He wants to find her. He wants to do this together.

Tim works to understand why the kids are wearing costume masks. Why the kids are not in school. The horse-drawn wagons and carriages. Autumn leaves. The bite of chill in the air.

“Top of the morning, Mr. Crane!” one gentleman says to another as they cross paths near Tim. The one called Mr. Crane is tall and gaunt with chiseled cheekbones and oversized eyes. He tips his hat to the man saying hello.

“The battle is nearby, Ichabod. For I heard the cannons in the night and again this dawn.”

Ichabod Crane? Tim can hardly contain himself. He’s a character from “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The story is set in the late 1700s, which matches perfectly with Tim’s surroundings. What the heck?

“Indeed. But I trust our fine young men to drive the British back and to protect our fair village. We mustn’t allow it to spoil the dance tonight!”

Tim stands there gawking at the two. They act as if it’s nothing to have a war only a matter of miles from their town. He remembers from his history homework that in olden times, villagers would have picnics alongside battlefields and root for their soldiers to win.

Ichabod turns toward Tim and speaks. “Happy Hallows’ Eve! Terrific costume, young man! I do say I’ve never seen such britches as these. Bravo!”

Costume? Halloween? Tim glances at himself in the distorted glass window. It’s his face! He practically cries out with joy. Finally! He takes in his clothing. He doesn’t look like anyone else. He’s wearing his T-shirt and jeans. There are no blue jeans in sight other than his.

He tries to focus. What’s he doing here? How is he supposed to find Billie?

He needs time to plan. He decides to hide for a few minutes. He works his way behind the Main Street shops, where it smells even worse.

He freezes. A sign painted on the side of a brick building reads Tarrytown Apothecary—Curatives and Balms.
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Tim can’t move. Tarrytown, New York, and its nearby haunted glen are the setting for “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” a scary story that later became part of a Disney movie.

Could it possibly be Halloween day during the Revolutionary War? Ichabod Crane. Sleepy Hollow. According to the story, Ichabod Crane will be gone from this Earth by sunrise—murdered by a headless horseman.

Tim works his way down the dirt street. He stays close to the backs of the buildings, eyes and ears alert. He sees pigs in a pen. Chickens on the loose. Down the way a blacksmith pounds out a length of metal. Tim eyes a pair of leather breeches tossed over the pigsty railing. They would hide his jeans. He faced a similar problem with his clothes in Beauty and the Beast.

Here we go again!

A laundry line well past the blacksmith sags from the weight of clothes drying. He spies a shirt. First things first: blend in! he tells himself.

But now what? he wonders once the breeches are buckled around his waist and calves and a damp wool shirt is buttoned over the T-shirt with a heavy sweater on top. Tim looks ridiculous, but he fits in better than he did ten minutes ago.

He works to understand his situation. He assumes that as in Beauty and the Beast, he will likely face a challenge or a test.

Aren’t most Disney stories about some kind of test? he thinks.

If he’s right, then the clue involving Ichabod Crane can’t be random. The setting of Halloween day can’t be random. The locations of Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow can’t be random. It all fits into the same story no matter how much Tim would prefer it did not.

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The Headless Horseman. Fortunately, this is a story Tim knows well. His father read it to him every Halloween eve for ten years of Tim’s life. He has watched the Disney animated movie repeatedly. So, what’s the test? If he is supposed to solve another riddle, what is it?

He thinks through the story: Ichabod Crane is a schoolteacher without much money; he comes across a lovely young woman whose father is rich. The only thing standing in the way of Ichabod marrying the girl and having all her money is a young hunk of a man called Brom. On Halloween night there’s a dance where everything goes wrong for Ichabod! He leaves the party upset and scared, and he rides into the darkened woods of Sleepy Hollow, never to be seen again. All because of some phantom called the Headless Horseman.

As despicable as Ichabod Crane acts, he doesn’t deserve to die or disappear.

Tim is supposed to save Ichabod Crane!

But to do that, Tim must stop the Headless Horseman from killing the man.

As if!

Tim spends the rest of his day trying to find a certain doorknob or a mirror to take him out of this nightmare. There’s only one thing Tim can think to do: he must get ahead of the murder. A-head of the murder.

He must return the Headless Horseman his head. It’s a ghoulish and terrifying thought. But it’s a mission Tim accepts as part of his fate.

The Headless Horseman is said to have been a Hessian soldier, a German who fought alongside the British in America’s Revolutionary War. He lost his head to a cannonball and spends his restless nights on horseback riding the countryside in search of it.

Tim needs to find the soldier’s head. If he gives the horseman back his crushed head—this is a really disgusting plan—maybe he can save the life of Ichabod Crane!

If Tim can make sure the Headless Horseman is headless no more, then the horseman shouldn’t be in the woods Halloween night as Ichabod Crane rides past. Ichabod should therefore make it home safely, and maybe Tim along with him.

There’s only one problem: Tim needs to find the battlefield he heard the two men talking about. Even if he does, there will be soldiers fighting with guns and cannons, swords, and bayonets. Tim could be killed roaming the field in search of a head with no body.
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At the first whiff of gunpowder, Tim feels shivers. He is deep in a dark and heavily wooded forest that could very well be Sleepy Hollow for all he knows. It’s swampy and muddy and smells of . . . death.

Tim moves carefully through the twisted branches, spiderwebs, and thorns. He’s afraid of every placement of a foot, every grip of a branch. This is a place snakes would like. Beetles and creepy-crawlies. A place sleeping bats hang from overhead branches and skunks and porcupines crawl out of holes in the mud.

It feels to Tim like the middle of the night, though somewhere beyond the towering canopy of leaves overhead, the sun still shines. Tim wonders what he’s doing here, wishes he were anywhere else. He misses the smell of coffee in the lobby of the Frank G. Wells Building, the sound of Kevin’s voice, Becky’s smile. He thinks about his mom and family, about Billie and the mirror and all the masks falling off his face to the floor. He thinks about home and how he should have listened to Kevin’s warning not to touch things. He’s gotten himself into trouble—deep trouble—and his only idea for how to get out puts him at grave risk. Body and soul.

The gunfire sounds like lame fireworks, small pops. It’s nothing like the soundtrack of a video game. It’s close now, and the gun smoke is thick, painting the air a foggy gray. He hears men cry out, winces at the louder explosions of cannon fire. The creatures of the woods have gone silent. They are hiding in their nests or dens, no doubt. They are frightened, like Tim.

Sunlight filters through the curtain of darkness, signaling the edge where woods meet field, where peace meets war. It seems like an arbitrary thing that two groups of men should choose such a field to fight upon to the death. Why here? Why now? Why fight at all when the history books have already told Tim who wins?

Moving tree limbs aside, Tim looks upon the field of war for the first time. He averts his eyes just as quickly. It is a horrible sight, a horrible place. It is as if ghosts and men are interchangeable, the living and the dead defined only by who is standing and who is not. The two sides are shrouded in a blanket of low gray smoke. More belches from the cannons. A long gray tongue of smoke uncoils from the weapons’ barrels. Metal balls fly, crashing through all their paths and scattering the rich black soil into a spray. Young men duck, leap. They kneel and fire their rifles.

Tim can barely look. Tears run from his eyes, caused by the dense smoke or the fear that grips him. A horn sounds. There is the roar of men cheering. By the time Tim turns to look, the battle has ended. One side or the other has retreated. As the low smoke slowly clears, it is a field of the fallen.

Tim knows what he must do. He doesn’t want to. He can’t imagine how he ever even thought of such a thing. He’s here to save Ichabod Crane, he reminds himself. He’s here to make the Hessian soldier whole again. But he lacks the nerve to do it. He lacks the strength to set foot in the field before him. He lacks the courage to do what he must.

He closes his eyes and thinks of home. If he were wearing ruby slippers, he would click three times. Home. Family. That is why he is here. That is why he must attempt the task that lies ahead. He reminds himself this battle took place hundreds of years before he was born. It isn’t real, no matter how it may look. What he sees is an illusion—a convincing illusion that he must deny in order to save himself. This battle has already happened. Its soldiers are long since buried. He was never a part of it. Even now that he is, he isn’t. It is, but it isn’t. He pushes through and onto the smoldering field.

At first, he can’t bring himself to look at those lying on the ground. It isn’t pretty. He walks past medics treating the injured. He covers his ears to block out their moans and complaints. The smells, the smoke, the soot, and dirt. Why would men do this to one another? He’s in search of something specific: a Hessian soldier, a missing piece of the soldier’s body. Five minutes, ten, twenty. Tim feels saliva pool in his mouth. His stomach lurches. He bends over, knowing what’s coming. He retches. He will have nightmares for years from walking this battlefield. He passes a woven sack plastered into the mud. It’s used to feed horses grain. Tim shakes out what remains of the feed. He will need this sack if he can find what he’s looking for. Thirty minutes. Forty. There are those now collecting weapons off the dead, Bibles, and canteens. Just as Tim convinces himself this is not worth another minute of agony, he sees what he has come for. It’s all by itself, a cannonball within a few feet of it. There’s no body. No one nearby that is missing what Tim is looking at. It’s all alone. There’s only one eye remaining. The cannonball has left him a mess. The one good eye stares off across the battlefield. Tim can’t breathe. He can’t think. He can’t cry, because he’s all out of tears. It’s just lying there, staring. The rest is missing, but there are horse hoofprints in the mud that feed Tim images he wants no part of. The Headless Horseman.

He puts it into the sack. It’s heavier than he would have thought.

Why? he wonders. Why did I ever look into that mirror?
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Tim picks up the pace. Evening is dropping its blanket of darkness over the woods and swales. By now, the Halloween party is in preparations or underway. Tim has work to do.

“Who’s there?” comes a low, growling voice thick with a foreign accent.
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Tim jumps, searching the trees, shrubs, and vines that surround him. Is it a soldier who fled the battle? “Show yourself! What do you want?” he calls into the woods.

“A good meal would do, if I had a stomach.” The voice comes from the end of Tim’s arm.

Tim drops the sack.

“Ow!” the voice says.

The content of the bag rolls to the mouth of the sack and Tim glimpses some hair. He puts the toe of his sneaker to it and pushes it back into the sack. “Shut up!”

“Leave me be. I desire to be returned to where I fell.”

“No can do,” Tim says. He can’t believe he’s speaking to a sack resting on a bed of dry leaves.

“The pox be upon you,” the voice says. “Leave me be.”

“I’m going to pick you up now,” Tim says. “And you are going to be quiet.”

“And if not, what are you going to do? Kill me?” The voice from the sack is laughing.

“I’m not a soldier. I don’t kill people. I haven’t killed anyone!” Tim says.

“You’re a grave robber, then,” the low voice moans. “The worst of us humans.”

“I am not a grave robber.”

“Liar! You robbed me of my grave.”

“That was no grave,” Tim says. “You were lying on a battlefield with hundreds of others. Horses, too. You were hit by a cannonball in the—”

“I would take me some tea if you have it. Or something stronger.” The thing he’s holding laughs again.

Tim picks up the sack and keeps moving. Night is settling. The moon is rising.

“Give us a look, would you? I don’t have a real keen sense of direction. Are we heading back to the battle?”

“The battle is over. I’m doing you a favor. There’s somebody looking for you,” Tim says.

“Not if his eyes are in a sack,” says the voice. “He is not looking at all.”

“Searching, then. He’s searching for you.”

“But I am him. Do you not mean he is searching for himself?”

“I said, be quiet.” The head in the sack was confusing Tim.

“And you, boy? What are you searching for?”

Tim recalls the masks peeling from his face. The way they came off so easily and fell to the floor. The way he could not find his own face. “My friend. A door, maybe. A mirror. A way home,” Tim answers.

“Is this the way?” The voice in the bag snickers. “Or is it more to the north, or the east?”

“It’s not a place. It’s something I must do.” Tim struggles to keep his thoughts straight. The conversation is making his knees weak.

“Ah! What have we here? A child philosopher, is it?” The voice grumbles and lets out a low cough. “I will let you in on a bit of wisdom, boy. It is often what you do not see that becomes the clearest.”

“Whatever that means.”

“It means . . .” says the head in the sack. “Well, it is best if you figure it out yourself. Let me say simply that a man walks in the direction he looks. Where his treasure is, there will his heart be also.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“All in good time, son. For now, be looking at what you want, not where you are going.”

“You’re talking in circles,” Tim says.

The talking head speaks in a whisper, giving Tim chills. “Are you so certain? What if it is you who are walking in circles?”

Tim stops, pulling himself up short. Sure enough, the two trees a few feet ahead look familiar. He has been walking in circles. He looks up through the trees. The full moon hangs in the sky to his right. As he walks, he keeps the moon in roughly the same place, ensuring he is walking straight ahead.

“Thank you,” Tim tells the sack.

Nothing from the head in the bag.

“I said, thank you!” Tim repeats.

Silence.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?”

Indeed, the sack says nothing.

Has Tim imagined the conversation? Has he invented such a discussion to keep himself from walking in circles all night? A dark spot the color of beet juice has spread at the bottom of the burlap sack. Tim feels sick again. Is he crazy? Has he somehow gone crazy and is imagining the story in which he found himself? Is he in a hospital while his mind believes he is walking inside a forest two hundred and fifty years earlier?

Does it matter? he asks himself. Where his treasure is, there will his heart be also. Tim’s heart is with Billie. They’re friends. Partners. Reflections in a mirror. He must find her!

He holds tightly to the sack and pushes on through the gloaming.
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Tim fights the panic that clutches his throat. Somewhere nearby rides a headless soldier, a man looking to complete himself. Tim holds the answer in his right hand. But Tim has no desire to confront the man, the thing. He has only fear guiding him, and fear is such an unreliable companion. He doesn’t know the exact time, but at some point soon, Ichabod Crane will leave the Halloween party; he will be scared because of the stories Brom has told; he will be in a hurry to get through the dark woods in which Tim now walks. If Tim does not hurry, it will be Ichabod’s last ride of his life.

How do I find a ghost? Tim asks himself. At night, in woods so black I can’t see three feet ahead! Perhaps, Tim thinks, the Headless Horseman only chases those who are afraid. What if confidence is a kind of armor? Maybe Tim has more confidence than he thinks. If he is indeed afraid, wouldn’t he be running for his life?

As if answering his questions, Tim is greeted by a narrow path. Wide enough for a single horse, but not a carriage, it points in the general direction where Tim believes he will find the bridge. A bird with enormous wings swoops low, causing Tim to duck. A rat skitters across the leaves. Tim jumps back. There’s a force trying to hold him back. It must mean he’s chosen the right path. These forces of fear must be on the side of the Headless Horseman, perhaps under the soldier’s control. They want to stop Tim, which only serves to push him forward. The voice in the sack has gone quiet. Out of fear? Does the head know what Tim has planned?

“Why don’t you want me to succeed?” Tim asks the thing in the sack.

“Some things are better left as they were.” It speaks!

“But your other half searches these woods on horseback looking for you. For himself. You know what I mean!”

“It searches for a life it can no longer have. We will never be a soldier again. You saw what I look like, what the cannonball did to me.”

Tim feels sick just thinking about what he saw. He remembers feeling the weight of the head for the first time as he dropped it into the sack.

The head continued speaking: “We will join the ghosts of other soldiers and horsemen. Together, we will wander these parts looking for an army that will not have us.”

Better that, Tim thinks, than terrorizing the innocent by looking for a lost head!

Tim knows what to do. He runs. The sack sways more wildly in his hand the faster he goes. The bird swoops low again. It caws loudly, causing Tim to turn his head. It’s an action he immediately regrets. He doesn’t need to see what he sees.

There are no fewer than six ghosts behind him. Ghost soldiers riding atop ghost horses. The soldiers are horribly wounded. Missing limbs, ears, eyes. Crusted wounds. They are the riding dead. And they are coming fast.

Tim’s long legs carry him well. The horsemen seem intent on stampeding him, running him down and crushing him beneath the galloping horses.

“Show me to them,” the voice calls from the sack. Tim notices a tear in the burlap. Do not tell me he can see what I see! he thinks.

“Shut up!” It’s all that Tim can manage to say while running so hard.

“They will gladly kill you, boy!”

Tim makes the mistake of looking back. The ghost horsemen are nearly upon him, their pallid faces a mixture of pain and determination. Can ghosts run me over? he wonders. He doesn’t want to test it.

“Show . . . me . . . to . . . them!” the voice in the sack insists.

While running, Tim reaches into the sack. There’s no way to get the head out one-handed but to grab hold of its hair. It’s sticky and slick and hard to grip. At once Tim skids to a stop, turns, and holds the head up for the ghosts to see.

It’s facing the wrong direction, looking right at Tim.

Tim spins it around.

The ghost horses neigh and whinny and slide to a stop, several rising up onto their haunches.

“Leave us be!” the head roars.

Tim feels the vibrations through his arm. He drops the head. It thuds on the ground and opens its one eye. Tim reaches with both hands and holds the head like a pumpkin, eyes facing away.

“Soldiers of the von Schlott company! I am Tiegel Pollnitz!” shouts the head. “You will stand down until such time as I call for you. Corporal Holflitz, is that you?”

A ghost missing his right arm and most of his face tries to salute. “At your side, sir!”

“Stand down your men. You will accompany the boy and me. Stay back and remain vigilant.”

As Tim is putting the head back into the sack, it speaks again. “There’s a slit in the sack. Carry me with my one good eye facing forward so I may see out.”

“But . . .” Tim is disgusted by the head. He wants to drop it and start running. He does as he was told. The head feels heavier out of the sack. It emits a shrill whistle, the kind a coach can do with just his tongue and teeth. It scares Tim out of his shoes.

[image: ]

“Do not drop me!” the head complains.

Tim hears the clomping of horse hooves through the woods far to his left.

“Is that you?” Tim asks the thing he’s holding. “The rest of you?”

“Do not be daft, boy,” says the head. “You hear that gait? That there is an old nag, not a military horse. Not by a long shot.”

“Ichabod!” Tim mutters.

“What kind of word is that?” asks the head.

“It’s a man’s name. I have an idea. I can make you whole again, but I will need your help. Yours and the others’, behind us.”
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Tim holds the head by the hair. It doesn’t seem to mind. He stands in a dark tunnel formed by overhead tree limbs on a long, winding trail cut through the forest. Bats swirl overhead. He knows “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” well enough to understand that on this night Ichabod goes missing. It’s Tim’s chance to change the story. If it will let me.

All he can do is try.

As the old swayback nag approaches, Tim sees the silhouette of a tall, thin man hunched forward in the saddle.

Ichabod? Has to be!

Tim fights the temptation to think this is all nonsense. That it is impossible he should be in such a situation. Why did he and Billie think this would be a fun adventure? He has to find her! At this point, he’ll try anything.

The nag draws closer. The full moon slips from behind a cloud, and now Tim sees the ghost soldiers coming up the lane behind Ichabod. The soldiers and their steeds are transparent gray beings, mangled by the ravages of war. If Tim had not confronted them earlier, he would be screaming in terror. And that’s the point. That’s exactly what Tim is hoping for.

Clip-clop. The horse comes closer. The rider’s attention is fixed on the bats flying overhead; he’s shaking with fright. It’s Ichabod for sure.

The nag stops and whinnies. Ichabod lowers his head to look in front of him.

A young man blocks his way. The boy is holding a human head by its hair.

The horse rears. Ichabod screams as he tries to hold on. He spins the nag fully around, just as Tim assumed he would.

Ichabod faces a group of dead soldiers riding dead horses. The ghosts move toward him.

Again, the nag rears in fright. Tim has sneaked up behind Ichabod and the nag. As the horse’s front legs lift, the rider goes off-balance. Tim pulls the man out of the saddle. Ichabod falls to the leaves and mud. Tim slips his shoe into the stirrup and, holding tightly to the head, climbs into the saddle.

“The bridge is your way to safety,” Tim tells the fallen man. He cannot think that any person would dare try to cross through the ghost riders, but he leaves this message just in case. Tim spins the nag around and rides off toward the bridge, the head resting in his lap, its greasy hair clasped tightly in his grip.

The darkened tunnel of forest doesn’t scare Tim. Neither do the bats, or the glowing eyes peering at him from the woods.

“You know what you have to do?” Tim asks his friend in his lap.

“I am a soldier. I can follow orders, young man.”

“Tim. My name’s Tim.”

“I did not ask. I find civilians tedious at best. Discipline and purpose—that is the way of a soldier.”

Tim snorts. Knowing what lies ahead does not help to calm his nerves. For he doesn’t know exactly what lies ahead, only who. He steels himself against the impending scare. Tells himself to be brave. Not to cry. Not to run away. This is his chance to make things right. To change the story. Don’t blow it.
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As the bridge comes into view on his left, Tim braces himself. First he hears the galloping hooves. Then the leaves ruffle and the wind whistles as the moon throws a blue light across the path. He holds the reins tight, wanting to keep his nag from startling.
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A headless rider storms through the woods atop a black stallion. The horse speeds past, and Tim ducks as a sword sings in the air. Tim nudges the nag forward, turns sharply, and faces the headless rider as the stallion charges yet again.

His entire plan comes down to this one moment. Tim lacks a sword. He has no shield. But he has knowledge the rider does not: According to the legend, the Headless Horseman had no powers on the opposite shore. It was only on this side he could terrorize.

A body with no head is grotesque. There is only a low stump between the shoulders sticking up through the collar of a uniform. Tim waits. He has to time this perfectly.

Ten yards away . . . Five . . . Tim grips the head hair more tightly.

The Headless Horseman raises his sword to strike.

Tim lifts the head.

“Looking for this?” Tim shouts.

To Tim’s great delight, the stallion shies, its large eyes white and bulging.

“Come and get it!” Tim says just as he spots the phalanx of ghost riders and a frail man running and stumbling ahead of them.

Tim rides the nag onto the bridge. He thrills as he hears the stallion follow—clompety-clomp, clompety-clomp. Every few feet across the bridge, Tim is closer to the opposite shore and the Headless Horseman’s loss of his powers. Halfway across, Tim tugs the reins, slides from the saddle, and charges the approaching stallion. Again, the horse’s eyes flare at the sight of the head without its body. Again, the stallion rears. The horseman balances well until Tim reaches and lifts the man’s stirrup. The horseman flounders and rolls back off the stallion. He crashes to the bridge’s floorboards.

Now comes the ugly, icky part, Tim thinks as he pulls the fallen horseman to face him. The Headless Horseman is ice cold. There is no life in the body. It’s as cold as metal left out in the snow. As the headless shoulder turns, Tim fears he might faint. He takes hold of the man by the leather strap that runs diagonally across his chest. He pulls the headless body to one knee. Lifting the head, Tim tries to see how to line it up with what’s sticking out between the shoulders.

Gross! Tim gurgles another repulsive sound. If he’s not careful, he’s going to lose his lunch down the open hole in the man’s neck.

“Careful,” speaks the head. “You get only one chance at this, boy.” Tim swivels the head so he and it are looking face to face. Tim nods. He takes yet another look at how the pieces might fit. The headless soldier reaches for his sword.

Tim plunks down the head into the disgusting mess between the shoulders. There’s a sucking, slurping sound as flesh meets flesh and pieces entwine. Tim steps back, unable to look; unable not to look.

Soon the head twists this way and that. The only eye rolls and squints.

“Not bad,” the soldier says. “Nice job, I say.” The horseman reaches up and yanks his head to the left and right. There’s more of those hideous sounds. The man’s Adam’s apple moves as he swallows. He takes a deep breath.

With Tim looking on, the Hessian soldier begins to fade. It’s the strangest thing Tim has seen—and he’s seen a lot today! The man’s uniform suddenly looks like a towel left too long in the sun. Its color dulls. It’s turning . . . gray.

The Headed Horseman transforms into a ghost before Tim’s eyes.

The head looks down at the rest of himself. “Well,” he says, “you can’t have everything.”

The soldier reaches out to shake hands. Tim tries but there is no hand to shake. Only a ghostly image that lacks all substance.

At the end of the bridge stands a quivering Ichabod Crane and, behind him, the pack of ghost riders. The Headed Horseman rides his living, breathing stallion in that direction. A terrified Ichabod stands aside to allow the horse to pass.

The soldier stops his horse and looks back at Tim. “You are a brave young man, Tim. No one can take that away from you.” He and the ghost riders head off.

Ichabod catches up to Tim. “Good Lord,” the man says, shaking head to foot, “who was that?”

“Stay with me,” Tim says. “We both must cross to the far side.”

The two walk together, Ichabod leading his nag by the reins.

“I feel as if something horrible happened here on this bridge,” Ichabod says. “I cannot put my finger on it.”

“It nearly did,” Tim says. “Thankfully, this time there’s a happy ending.”

“I owe a debt to you, do I not?” the man asks.

“You do not,” Tim says. “I have only done what I had to do. It is good for both of us.”

“A debt cannot go unpaid.” Ichabod pulls a pocket watch from his trousers. He passes the timepiece to Tim. “I insist.”

“Thank you, sir.” Tim studies the item.

“I suggest you open it and have a look.” Ichabod’s voice is quieter and more serious. “Have a look-see.”

The watch is supposed to open like a clamshell, but Tim’s hands are shaking too violently to get it open. He sucks down a deep breath. Steady now. The lid opens. The watch face is revealed.

“A token of my esteem,” the man says. “Take a good, hard look.”

The inside of the lid is a mirror! Tim looks up. Ichabod and the horse are walking away. Tim wants to call out to the man, but something stops him.

He takes a closer look at the watch’s tiny mirror. Tim sees his one eye looking back at him. His eye!
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He speaks to the mirror. “Billie.”

Suddenly, he’s standing on a sidewalk that is crowded with men and women. Yellow taxis fill the street.

I know this place, Tim thinks.
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It’s called the Coffin, a chamber of despair, disease, and death. The walls drip with smelly water that settles as a brown moss along the edges of the stone floor. Gray gauze hangs from the ceiling; it waves with her movement. After a few cautious steps, Billie realizes it is not fabric overhead but a thousand interwoven spiderwebs. Some of the spiders are as big as her hand, others as small as mites.

She presses her palms to her ears to blot out the sounds of human misery.

Prisoners grow old and never leave here, at least those lucky few who avoid being burned at the stake.

“Down there on the left,” the beefy guard told her, his breath like rotten garbage.

Billie stops and looks in on the prisoner who sits on the stone floor, her arms cradling her knees to her chest. Her purple dress is soiled by the weeks spent in this jail cell ahead of her trial. It is stained by sweat beneath both arms and down her chest where the slop they call food has spilled. Her cheeks stretch over sharp bones; her eye sockets have shrunk to where her eyeballs appear ready to pop out. She may have once been a princess or a bride. Such beauty has been shed like a snake’s skin. What remains is to be pitied and forgotten.

“I was there at the trial. You were convicted unfairly,” Billie says.

The prisoner doesn’t move. Billie can’t be sure she even heard her.

“The three judges were men. The jury, all men.” Billie sees the prisoner’s head turn slightly in her direction. The woman’s expression is one of disgust and acceptance. Billie lowers her voice. “They lied. They made things up just to punish you! They accused you of conjuring sea creatures. Said that you are a witch. I come from a place where we happen to know witches do not exist. Calling a woman a witch is just a way to get rid of the women they don’t like! It happened in a place called Salem, a place far from here in both distance and time.”

“You talk like a witch yourself.” The prisoner’s voice sounds raspy and hoarse.

“I am nothing of the sort,” says Billie. “I am only a girl who cares about your mistreatment. The trial was rigged. They never planned for anything but your conviction. It was a show. Theater. Nothing more.”

“What of it?” the prisoner groans. “No one will listen to you, a mere child, if that is what you are thinking.”

An incredibly thin snake wiggles out from where the woman’s back touches the wall. It scurries across the floor, a constantly moving S-like shape. Billie jumps back. Did the snake come out of the woman? she wonders. Maybe she is a witch! The snake aims for an organized group of dead insects. Their dried bodies have been carefully placed to look like a series of waves. At the center of the waves lies a dead bat, its skin wrinkled and tight, its eyes bugged out.

“Do not be afraid,” the woman says, leaning to knock the snake aside. “It smells the bat is all. It is hungry, like the rest of us.”

The snake disappears into the rock wall. Billie feels a chill.

“I want to help you,” Billie says, her teeth chattering. “What happened to you just isn’t fair.” She’s no longer certain that coming here was such a good idea.

“There is little you can do, my child, though I do appreciate the concern.” She tilts her head at Billie. She appears to be considering something.

“What is it?” Billie says automatically.

“Do you really want to help?”

“I do. I really do.”

“I’ll tell you what. I will make you a bargain that will help us both.” The prisoner’s eyes flash red. Another chill races through Billie. Get me out of here!

“Okay, I guess.” Billie feels reluctant.

“You see that bucket of water behind you there?”

“Yes,” Billie says.

“Carry it over to me, please. Do not spill a drop. In return, I will show you some magic.”

“Magic or witchcraft?” Billie asks.

“No questions!” The prisoner’s raised voice frightens Billie.

The bucket is heavy. Billie gets it to the jail cell’s iron bars. The prisoner crawls on all fours toward the bucket. Billie steps back, suddenly afraid. As the prisoner reaches through the bars for the wooden ladle, Billie sees something unexpected. The vision is supernatural and alarming. Billie can’t trust this is real.

Briefly, in nothing more than a spark, as the prisoner rises to her knees to reach for the ladle, an image reflects on the water’s black surface. The image is neither the woman’s arm, nor her face that Billie sees. It is instead some kind of sea creature! The prisoner moves the ladle, disturbing the water. The sea creature is erased, leaving a trembling Billie wondering if she actually saw what she thinks she saw.
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“She is a witch! She tied the wind!” Billie can hear the Prosecutor General hollering at the three judges and twelve jurors.

Only then does she remember how this all started.
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Coming through the door from Alice in Wonderland feels a little bit like waking up. She feels like she did when she landed in Beauty and the Beast.

Do I see a pattern here?

One moment she is in one place; the next moment, somewhere else. She finds herself standing in an ancient town square surrounded by two-story wooden buildings. She is part of a large crowd. Tim is nowhere to be seen. Neither is the mirror. What’s happening?

In the town square, villagers gather near a wooden stage where men dressed in black robes wear pointed hats. Three judges sit at a high table. A jury of common folk—all men—are seated on wooden stools to the left. Two lawyers speak over each other while a woman in a purple dress is tied to a chair facing them all.

The woman is on trial. It takes only moments for Billie to understand the woman is accused of being a witch who has stranded sailors at sea and summoned sea creatures that have destroyed whole ships. The young woman was once pretty. Her brown hair looks like straw now; her face is smudged. She wears a necklace holding a single seashell. There is much talk of evidence, but Billie doesn’t see any offered by either lawyer. Billie is appalled that no one, not even the accused’s lawyer, is standing up for the woman. Taught to keep watch for bullies, Billie feels like screaming out in protest, “This isn’t fair!” But she’s too frightened by her odd surroundings.

It takes Billie a minute or two to determine her whereabouts. She is getting better at this. She runs through a checklist in her head. Sweden, but no automobiles. No electric wires. No sounds of traffic or engines. Black smoke oozing from chimneys. It could be the 1600s or even earlier. Find outfit to blend in. The women wear simple brown frocks. The men, baggy pants and hand-stitched shirts. The people have bad teeth, blotchy skin, and dirty hair. And they smell; they smell really bad! The attorneys and judges continue speaking. Billie doesn’t speak a word of Swedish, and yet she understands all that is being said.

The Prosecutor General, the lawyer trying to convict the woman, presents a large mirror in a frame with a wooden back. A mirror! Billie thinks. It is the lawyer’s last and only piece of evidence. With help, he positions the mirror to reflect the woman tied to the chair while he turns the mirror surface so the jury can see it. As the mirror stops moving, every juror reacts in horror. Billie and the rest in the crowd cannot see what it is that makes the jurors so frightened. But within moments the woman is declared “Guilty!”—first by the jury and then by the judges.

Billie wishes Tim were with her. Is he still back at the bottom of the rabbit hole arguing with the Doorknob? Tim could be of help. He might know how to move ahead, or how to return to Alice in Wonderland.

Help her not to feel so alone.

The prisoner shouts her innocence. She says the charges against her are all lies. She objects to the verdict. She claims to have been unfairly convicted of crimes she knows nothing about.

Then the guards drag her away to the jail.
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Billie blinks. She’s back in the cells. She’s back in the present.

As the prisoner carries the ladle of water toward the center of her jail cell, Billie spins around to flee. The image of the sea creature reflected in the pail has shattered her beliefs. The prisoner is a witch!

Billie runs into a brick wall; it turns out to be the chest of a prison guard. The guard grabs hold of her. “T’ain’t no helping no prisoners. That there is a crime, missy. Punishment is death by fire.”

“I did not help her! I gave her only water!”

“And she a sea witch.”
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The man throws Billie into the first open cell and locks the door. A half dozen snakes slither and disappear into the walls. Billie cries out. Immediately, the other prisoners groan and murmur and shriek as if it’s a contest. The guard hollers for everyone to quiet down. It doesn’t help. The other prisoners cry out even louder. Billie presses her hands over her ears. There’s some straw in the corner she supposes is meant for sleep. Yuk! A bucket for a toilet. Eww! The jail smells like an outhouse. The one small window in her cell is blocked by four iron bars; it looks out onto the courtyard. On the stage where the trial took place there’s a guy with a sword practicing cutting open watermelons. An executioner? Other men in uniforms are stacking tree limbs and sticks around the base of a thick wood pole in the center of the courtyard.

They are building a fire. A big fire.

Not good!
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While the guard is busy with Billie, the woman prisoner carries the ladle of water to the circle of dried bugs and the dead bat in its center. She adjusts her dress and kneels, slowly pouring the water over the dead and shriveled things and mumbling:


When the flames arise

Spewing light into the skies

A woman stands to die.




Within the smoke the woman hides

Awaiting such a ride

Deliver then, abide

A storm-driven tide.



Steam rises from the floor of the jail cell. It is as if the woman poured water into a hot pan upon a stove. A burst of smoke entwines with the steam. The woman releases a cackle.

Together the smoke and steam coil and twist, re-forming into a wave. The wave curls on top and splashes onto an imaginary beach. It spreads out into a flat sheet, sparkles, and falls to the floor as a million tiny stars.

Upon the floor where the dead things lived lies only a scorched pockmark of blackness.

The bat and all the insects are gone.

[image: ]

Some hours later Billie awakens in the hay to a ball of snakes snuggled between her jaw and neck for warmth. She wrenches away. The snakes speed off to shelter within the walls. Billie cries, trying not to let her sobs be heard. She mustn’t appear weak. The weak do not survive in prison.

She stands to peer through the bars. Daybreak paints the sky gray with clouds. The stench of the cell is briefly replaced by the sweet whiff of a salty sea.

Billie hears a struggle. The guards are grabbing a prisoner. Only minutes later the sea witch is led past Billie’s jail cell, her wrists tied.

Soon there is commotion outside Billie’s cell window. She looks through the bars. The accused woman is being tied to the stake in the town square. The woman’s lips are moving—she speaks—though Billie doesn’t hear a word. The prisoner is tied to the pole atop the huge pile of sticks and tree limbs. Her hands are bound behind her back. Without ceremony a torch is placed to the base of the sticks. The piled branches take to flame. The fire begins small, but the wood is dry, and all too quickly the flames leap and lick the legs of the prisoner. A black and deadly smoke engulfs the woman.

Billie prays.

The unseen prisoner does not cry out. Instead, she cackles. It’s the same familiar laugh Billie heard earlier. How can she not scream with flames setting fire to her dress? The woman shows no fear whatsoever!

Billie scrunches her face to the bars, her mind a tangle of disbelief. The skies break open in a torrential downpour, rain falling like water from a ladle onto stone. Billie sees down a narrow lane to where the wind whips the sea into a heaving froth. The sea lifts and swells, its green water gushing into the town square in a wave three feet high. The town square fills up like a bathtub. The water, having nowhere to go, grows deeper: three feet, five feet, eight feet deep.

The swelling water breaks apart the pyre beneath the prisoner, extinguishing the fire and sweeping away the sticks and all the guards with it. The pole topples. The prisoner vanishes beneath the waves.

Higher, and higher still, the floodwater rises. As it reaches the walls of Billie’s jail cell, water seeps in, then gushes. The jail is flooding from all sides. Prisoners scream to be rescued, trapped in their cells, the water rising. Billie is lifted, floating in her flooded cell. Another few feet higher, and she will drown in here.

The prisoners’ cries turn Billie’s gut to jelly. She holds on to the window’s bars, her head now underwater.

Someone please get me out of here!

She pulls and shakes the bars out of frustration and anger. All she did was offer the prisoner a stupid drink of water. Now she is to die for this one simple act of compassion.

Something is happening: the water is loosening the mortar that binds the stones. The harder Billie shakes, the more the bars loosen and the wall weakens.

She lets go, floats to the very top of her cell, where less than two feet of air remains, and gulps a breath. She shouts loudly to the other prisoners, telling them to shake the bars in their windows. Billie then dives to violently pull and push against her own iron bars. A stone breaks free. Another. Billie moves the bars, placing her feet against the wall and pulling to where every muscle in her back is strained.

The bars pull free. A stone falls. Another. The wall crumbles. Stones tumble through the water and thud onto the floor.

Billie swims out into the courtyard and gasps for air just prior to the wave receding toward the sea from where it came. Billie holds air in her lungs as she is swept away with buckets, sticks, brooms, chairs, tables, and debris of every kind. The wave is massive. She somersaults, rolls, and is twisted by the force. Billie gasps for air whenever she gets the chance—coughing, spitting up water.

Out, out, out to sea. Billie watches as the shore recedes and finally disappears.
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Billie awakens clinging to a wide board. The sky and sea meet to where she feels as though she is upside down and drowning. There is no shore. There are no clouds. Like a snow cone, she is dipped in a rich blue green.

“You see? Our bargain worked out.” The woman prisoner is here. She kicks closer, rolls onto her back, and then leans forward, effortlessly treading water.

“Stay away!” Billie shouts. “Nothing has worked out! You lied to me!”

“I delivered the magic, as promised. I brought the flood that got you out of jail.”

“You didn’t tell me that giving you water was against the law.”

“I cannot be responsible for another’s ignorance. You helped me. I helped you.”

The woman pushes aside some debris floating in the water. She swims closer.

“I said stay away!” Billie shouts.

“I would, but your board looks eminently made for two. Sharesies?”

“Definitely not! It won’t support us both. Find your own.”

“Not terribly neighborly of you,” says the former prisoner.

“I’m not in a terribly neighborly mood,” says Billie.

The woman takes two strokes, and stretches for Billie’s board. Then, in a surprise, she grabs Billie’s leg and tries to tug her off the board. Billie kicks out. The board rocks. Billie slips to one side but holds on. As the board rotates in the waves, a trapezoid of light sparks on the surface of the water. The board is not simply a board; it’s the back of a mirror. The mirror from the trial! Billie realizes. With Billie clinging to it, the mirror stands nearly straight up; it is aimed directly at the woman.

But it’s not the woman. Not at all. The figure in the mirror has bright red lips, huge eyes, and gray-blue skin. She has two arms, yes. But from the waist down, she’s a tangle of—

—tentacles.

Billie locks eyes with the woman in the mirror.

“Ursula?” Billie can barely speak.

“Dear, dear me,” says the octopus woman. “Now you’ve gone and done it.”

The creature is undeniably Ariel’s nemesis. Before Billie understands what is happening, Ursula’s tentacles wrap around her ankles, wrists, and neck. The sea witch draws Billie beneath the water while Billie still clings to the mirror.

Billie is hauled to the bottom of the ocean, her lungs practically bursting.

The mirror plants into the sand, standing erect.

Ursula holds her, awaiting bubbles to escape Billie’s mouth and seawater to take their place.

Billie blinks, light-headed. Her lungs beg for her to take a breath.
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Of water.

Billie looks into the mirror, seeing herself, Ursula, and, most importantly, Ursula’s nautilus necklace.

Billie is reminded of when she stood in the back room in the Archives. She recalls she saw an item on the shelves behind her—just like now!—and headed over to pick up one of the items. That was the moment everything changed. Her world changed.

That’s it! she realizes.

She chops at Ursula’s hold, surprising the octopus. One tentacle releases. Then another. Billie’s arm is free.

She grabs for the necklace’s nautilus shell and wraps it tightly in her fingers.

The same necklace was on the shelf in the Archives! she reminds herself.

Tim told her about his first time going into the mirror. He’d said something aloud. What was it? Billie struggles to recall his words.

“Take me back!” Bubbles spill from her mouth.

Nothing happens.

That’s not what Tim said!

Ursula’s tentacles collect themselves. The ugly gray tips point directly at Billie. The little suction cups seem to breathe as they open and close. In perfect unison, the tentacles shoot toward Billie’s face.

“Get me back!” Billie’s bubbles rise like a pearl necklace.

Nothing happens.

Well, not exactly nothing. The tentacles curl to wrap around Billie’s neck.

Billie can contain herself no longer. She knows she has it right now. Holding the seashell clamped in her fist, her mouth opens and explodes, releasing all her precious air.

It is now or forever.

“BRING. ME. BACK. TO TIM!”
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Billie finds herself soaking wet in the midst of well-dressed people shuffling about. The people are dressed like they belong in an old movie. The men, in dark suits with narrow ties, hold square leather briefcases. The women, in pressed shirts and flowing skirts, wear white gloves and carry simple black purses.

There are dozens of mirrors leaning against a stone wall. It takes Billie some time to feel the chill in the air. To see the skyscrapers. To hear the taxi horns and police sirens.

It’s New York City!

Beyond the stone wall spreads a forest of trees, green fields, and paths. She smells it before she sees it. CENTRAL PARK POPCORN, reads a small kiosk. No one seems to notice she is wet from head to toe. In fact, no one seems to notice her at all.

There’s a tall boy in the distance who stands out.

It can’t be!

But it is. Lanky. Jeans and a T-shirt. The boy towers over one of the many mirrors. He’s staring at an old-fashioned pocket watch in his right hand.

It’s Tim!

Billie takes off at a run, steering through the pedestrians. Just as quickly, she slows, not wanting to seem so happy to see him.

“It’s you!” Tim shouts. He sounds surprised and pleased. Relieved?

“New York?” he asks.

“Central Park,” Billie says.

Tim nods. “Ah! Of course. A sidewalk mirror market, no less,” he says.

“Exactly.”

“Wouldn’t you know?” he mumbles. He puts the pocket watch away.

She finds his acceptance of their situation jolting. Her stomach rolls. She feels dizzy as she reaches out to Tim to steady her. It’s nearly dark outside. Low gray clouds swirl behind a growling wind.

“Uh-oh. It’s going to rain! Follow me.” He takes off in a hurry. Billie grabs for his hand.

A moment later they are climbing a wide stone stairway, two steps at a time. The steps rise to a building the size of a palace.

“Where are we?” she asks softly, out of breath. Her clothes are nearly dry already. Magic? she wonders.

“The Met—the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It’s one of the greatest art museums in the world.”

A light mist begins to fall.

“Why? What are we doing here?” Billie asks.

“I don’t have a clue.”

The mist turns to rain. Tim leads as they climb toward the museum’s massive doors.

“But at least we’re out of the rain. And a museum is a great place to hide, to blend in among everyone else while we figure things out. Better than the streets.”

“What are we supposed to figure out?”

“Why the heck we’re living inside stories.”

Billie shudders. “Not just any stories—scary stories. I was just with Ursula and she about drowned me! I don’t want to do this all over again.”

“That makes two of us,” Tim agrees. “Try outrunning the Headless Horseman!” He clears his throat. “You know the expression ‘What’s the story?’”

“Of course!”

“I think that’s what we’re doing, Billie. I think it’s super important that we figure out what story we are in.”

“Why do I hate the sound of that?”

Inside the museum they are but two figures among many, and yet Billie continues to feel the others staring. “They dress funny. My grandma has clothes like this in her attic.”

Tim’s throat sounds suddenly dry and raspy. “The clothes, the cars, I’m guessing we’re back in the 1960s or early 1970s.”

“Not surprising,” Billie whispers. “Disney classics for four hundred dollars.”

Tim lowers his voice to that of a game show host. “This Disney animated film took place in the 1960s or 1970s.”

“Too many to count,” Billie says.

“Thirty minutes until closing,” announces the man at the door. He clicks a small device that looks like a stopwatch. Tim thinks: They’re counting how many enter and how many leave. Billie thinks: No scanners. No one searching bags. We are definitely not in the present.

The museum lobby is entirely pale stone. Archways supported by wide columns rise several stories high to softly lit domes. The polished stone floor feels as slick as ice beneath their shoes. People mill about, studying maps of the museum and chatting among themselves.

Tim looks at the pocket watch and returns it. “Thirty minutes is all we have.”

“People are staring at us.”

“We need to disappear,” Tim says.

He draws his finger along a floor-map display. “The Bordeaux Room. Come on.” Tim and Billie fight upstream through the crowd, most of whom are on their way out of the closing museum.

They arrive at an open room with a golden cage that towers at the far end. A wall plate says it’s from an ancient church in Europe. Tim tugs the awestruck Billie through an open doorway and into a gallery that replicates a sitting room from France in the 1400s. In the center of the room stands a small round table beneath a candelabra chandelier. Two red velvet chairs flank a fireplace. A sideboard holds porcelain figurines and a gold box. The table is covered with a white linen tablecloth, atop which sits a tea set.

“What are we doing here?”

“Just wait!” Tim whispers, his lips an inch from her ear. Tim is watching the shoulder of a gray jacket museum uniform. When the attendant steps away from the doorway, Tim leads Billie over the velvet security rope and into the exhibit. He pulls up the tablecloth so that Billie can duck beneath the table. Tim follows and lowers the tablecloth. They are crammed into a small tent.
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“Brilliant,” Billie says.

Tim holds his finger to his lips. Billie nods.

An hour later, their legs are cramping. Tim’s long body is folded into the shape of a question mark. Twice they have heard museum workers walk past—night watchmen. It has been thirty minutes since. Tim is restless. He lifts the tablecloth and peers out. He eases the cloth back down to the floor. He nods at Billie. “I think we’re good.”

“I think we’re trespassing,” Billie says. “If we’re caught, we will probably go to jail.”

“And if we’re careful—really careful—maybe we can stay the night here and try to understand what’s going on.”

“So why not just stay here under the table? We’re safe here, right? Nothing spooky so far. Why do we always go looking for trouble?”

“We go looking for answers. There’s a difference, Billie.”
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Billie’s imagination runs rampant. She can hear the people in paintings and sculpture talking to her: fallen soldiers, religious icons. Animals appear to move—she can practically smell them. Tapestries come alive with knights on horseback and stiff-necked women looking on in horror. She has never realized how much violence, death, and destruction lives in artwork of every kind. Romance and love are depicted as well, but it’s mostly war and religion. Tim appears oblivious to it all. They walk through the dark rooms and hallways surrounded by life-size figures with swords, knives, and hollow eyes. It takes everything she can manage to fight back visions of the sculptures attacking.

She and Tim must be careful because of the patrolling watchmen. Ears and eyes alert, they regularly stop to listen for anyone coming. Twice they have hidden behind statues and watched guards pass within a few feet. It’s nerve-racking. She wishes they had stayed hidden under the table.

“There’s nothing Disney about any of this, Tim.” She whispers so softly that he slows to hear her. “No Disney stories or characters. If anything, it’s the opposite of Disney. Sure, some of the art is pretty, but most of it just terrifies me. It comes alive for me. Things move. I hear voices.”

“I thought that was only me,” he says. “But don’t you see, Billie? If we can hear them talking, if we can see the animals moving, if we are both seeing that, then it must be some kind of magic. And if it’s magic—”

“It’s Disney.”

“That’s all I’m saying.”

“I don’t think so. It feels more like when I was a little kid afraid of the dark.”

“Fear.”

“Like that,” she says. “Just like that. Can’t we go back under the table? There’s nothing here.”

“There are a thousand stories here,” Tim says. “Everything we are looking at tells a story, and behind each one is the story of the artist who made it. If anything, there are too many stories to sort out which ones are important to us.”

“You’re weird.”

“We have to think of the story, find the story behind the art. One of them, maybe more, is going to overlap with a Disney story, and when it does—”

“Maybe we find our way home.”

In the gloaming, Tim offers Billie a look of agreement. His mouth holds a faint smile and his eyes something like sympathy or compassion.

Billie wouldn’t want to be here alone. “But what if all we find is trouble? More trouble?”

Tim loses his smile. His eyes tense. “Then . . . you know . . .”

“What if we’re stuck in these stories forever?”

“We can’t think like that.” He stares through her. She has frightened him without meaning to. She apologizes. Tim says quietly, “We’ve got to keep moving.”

Fear is a hungry thing, she thinks. Once it starts feeding, it doesn’t stop. Soon it’s gobbling and slobbering and consuming every hopeful piece of you.

Billie loses track of time. Tim telling her to look at the story in the art has made things even more frightening for her. They travel through galleries and exhibits, hallways and rooms. Tim’s head rotates like an owl’s. He is looking everywhere at once, not missing a single piece of art. He stops abruptly. Billie has to back up a few steps. “What?”

“Listen.”

Billie focuses her hearing. “A scuffle.”

“Yes.”

“Rough voices.”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Not far. Not close. But heading this way.”

“You think they know about us?”

“Could be. The guy at the door was keeping track of how many went in and out. Maybe that number is off by two!” Tim points to a large decorative chest adorned with bright metal. A moment later, he’s holding it open for her. It is too high up for her to step into the thing. Tim lifts her and places her inside. He climbs in easily. They barely fit. Tim’s knees are bent tightly. Billie is on her back, her head propped at the opposite end from Tim. He pulls the lid down gently as he holds his finger to his lips to request silence. Billie nods, scared out of her wits. Tim wedges his wallet to keep the lid open a crack so they can see out.

The sound of people hurrying toward them fills Billie with dread. She recalls all the paintings coming alive. She clenches her teeth to keep them from chattering.

Four people wearing ski masks skid to a stop so close that Billie can hear them breathing. One has a museum map in hand. His gruff voice reports, “This is where them pirate art-i-facts is kept.” He points.

Tim whispers, “They’re thieves. They’re stealing something.” He pauses. “Billie, this must be why we’re here. This must be the story. But which story?”

“Thieves? You don’t know that.” But something inside her tells her Tim is right. A Disney story with thieves? Billie thinks. All she can come up with is Aladdin and the Cave of Wonders, because of the short story she just read. But the exhibition is more pirates than flying carpets.

Tim describes what he’s observing. “They’re in front of a glass case. I think it’s a—”

The sound of shattering glass is followed by the kind of laughter that happens when someone has done something wrong.

“Diamond,” Tim says. “A reallllllly big diamond. Like the size-of-your-fist kind of diamond!”

“That’s it,” she whispers. “It’s not Aladdin.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Disney movie with diamonds, for one hundred dollars,” says Billie in her best game show voice.

“You lost me.”

“There are only two I can think of: Aladdin and The Rescuers! In Rescuers, pirates are found down a dry well. Dead pirates. And one of them has—”

“A diamond in his skull.” Tim’s voice is so soft it sounds like dust. “A big diamond, the size of your fist.” Tim shoots Billie a sharp look in the dim light inside the chest. “Is that possible?”

Billie squints. “Well, it’s not Peter Pan.”

“I still say we’re supposed to stop them!” Tim takes hold of his wallet and throws open the lid with a bang.

Billie says quickly, “Maybe it’s about the diamond. Like the hand mirror in the Archives.”

Tim jumps out. Billie pours over the side and falls onto the floor.

Tim bashes into two of the thieves, knocking them off balance. Their knitted hoods come off. They are not pleasant-looking. Not in the least. A third thief hoists a club, but Tim blocks it with his left arm while kicking the man’s legs out from under him. Tim attacks the last thief, a woman. She throws up her arms to defend herself. In the process, she loses hold of the treasure. Tim snatches the diamond out of the air like a football player. He turns and tosses it underhand to Billie, who catches it like a football. “Go!” Tim shouts.

Billie takes off running, cradling the enormous diamond. There is a single thought, a single destination in her mind’s eye: EXIT.
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An alarm pulses. Billie has fled from the museum with the diamond. Tim is paralyzed with excitement.

As security guards rush toward them, the four thieves clamber to their feet and escape. The thieves chase after Billie. Two guards with bellies so big they can’t see their feet make it only a few steps before running out of breath. The remaining guard takes hold of Tim by the arm. Tim pleads for the man to let go.

“He’s with me,” calls a high voice. The guard relaxes his hold. The man speaking wears gray trousers, a white shirt with a bow tie, and a brown cardigan sweater with worn elbows and some buttons missing. Thinning hair retreats above a high forehead sporting bushy white eyebrows. The man’s waistline suggests a person who spends a good deal of time in a desk chair. He addresses the guards. “You allowed the real thieves to escape. Well . . . don’t just stand there!”

The remaining guards hurry off toward the exit sign, some faster than others. Tim knows they are too late to catch the thieves or Billie.

“This way.” Without another word, the man leads Tim to the elevators. They descend in silence to a floor identified as BB on the elevator button board. The man leads Tim into a vast storage area with specialized racks and fixtures that hold framed art and locked cages for sculptures. Tim fears the art is about to come alive.
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“My name is Crenshaw. I’ve been expecting you,” the man’s gravelly voice reports. “Years I’ve waited for this moment. And here you are.”
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Carrying the diamond, Billie hurried down a never-ending stairwell. She burst outside into the night air, where she faced a soggy Central Park. She used this to her advantage. The thieves would have a hard time finding her in a foggy park with dozens of paths.

Now, only a few minutes later, soaked through from the rain, Billie wishes she had chosen the city streets over the park. She takes off running. The thieves have spotted her.

Billie squeals as a pair of mice dart from a hole at the base of a tree. “I don’t believe it!” she says aloud. The mice are wearing clothes. One, a maroon French beret; the other, a blue hat and matching bow around her neck. There is no mistaking the two. They are Bernard and Miss Bianca from The Rescuers. They are the Rescuers! The dead pirates down the well. The Devil’s Eye diamond.

The diamond is the Devil’s Eye!

It suddenly makes perfect sense to her. The museum’s pirate alcove held the diamond. In The Rescuers the diamond is taken from a pirate’s skull. It was returned to . . .

. . . New York City.

Bernard addresses Billie. “Good evening. Charmed, I’m sure. My name is—”

“Bernard, and you are Miss Bianca.” Billie is talking to mice. “I would love to speak with you both, really love that, but I’m in some trouble.”

One of the thieves has nearly reached her. She could try to outrun him, but she was exhausted.

Bernard and Miss Bianca crouch down and launch themselves at the approaching thief.

Bernard scurries up to the man’s nose. The thief screams. Miss Bianca has reached the man’s belt. She dives up his shirt. Suddenly, a lump moves around the thief’s chest. Another loud scream.

The thief tumbles and rolls.

Billie takes off. She hears high voices and looks down. Bernard and Miss Bianca are now in the lead, running ahead of her.

The various people in the park scowl at Billie as they jump out of the way.

But there’s more to it. She hears couples arguing. A fistfight breaks out between some teens. Of all the people she passes, there’s not a single pleasant face among them.

She knows it’s impossible, but it appears everyone is suddenly having their worst day ever. It happens all at once, as if someone fired a starting gun at a race. It happens as she approaches; it stops when she’s a few yards past them. What’s going on?

Not a single person she passes looks her in the eye. Instead, they all stare at her waist.

She looks down. It’s not a crop top. No tummy showing. No food on her.

She feels her pockets. A lump. A warm lump. The diamond is glowing through her pocket. No wonder everyone is staring! She leaves the path and ducks behind a tree.

She waits. The diamond thieves hurry past.

Billie takes a moment to pull the glowing diamond from her coat. She might as well have turned on a spotlight! The overhead branches are brightly lit, as is the grass in a ten-foot circle around her. She cradles the diamond into her armpit and pinches her arm down tightly. That’s better, she thinks.

She sneaks a peek.

It’s not a single light, but hundreds. Beams explode from the diamond’s every facet. Billie catches one directly in her eye. What she sees so surprises her that she drops the diamond, then scrambles to retrieve it.

The evil Queen. She is poisoning the apple!

Captain Hook is preparing a trap for the Lost Boys!

She spins the gem only to glimpse a dozen evil villains and scenes. The diamond is cursed! She stuffs the glowing orb back into her pocket and pulls the zipper tight. She lets out a long, slow breath, trying to calm her nerves.
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Billie can hardly breathe. It’s happening again! Another Disney story gone bad!

She doesn’t remember the diamond glowing inside its glass case in the museum. She didn’t pay enough attention to it to understand when it began to warm and shine. But there’s no denying the change: the diamond is up to something!

She tucks the glowing gem into her armpit again to dim its light. She holds it there. Her realization of this being The Rescuers has changed everything. She tries to clear her thoughts. To rethink what’s going on. The diamond apparently came alive when the case was broken. The event feels very Disneyish to her. But anyone near the diamond seems to become mean. They grow angry when Billie and the diamond get close.

The diamond and its light change people!

“I need to find Tim,” she mutters.

“We may be able to help with that.” It’s Bernard. He’s looking up at her from ground level. She’d nearly forgotten about the two mice.

“Excuse me?” Billie says.

“Stay close.”

The mice run off. Billie follows.

Everything has gone totally, incredibly, horribly wrong.
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Tim thanks Mr. Crenshaw for rescuing him from the museum’s night watchmen.

“It is you and your friend who deserve the thanks,” Mr. Crenshaw says. “Who knows what might have happened if the diamond had ended up in the hands of those thieves? You came along just in time. But your friend is at risk. The Devil’s Eye is out of the protective glass, you see? Your friend is in serious trouble.”

“Because?”

“The name of the diamond says it all, my friend.”

“Tim.”

“We must get it back immediately, Tim. And once we do, you and the girl—”

“Billie.”

“Billie, yes. Okay. You both have an errand to perform.” Crenshaw winces like he’s bitten a lemon.

Tim considers both Crenshaw’s worrisome tone and the message he’s delivering.

“What kind of serious trouble?” Tim asks.

“The diamond case was a special, extremely expensive kind of glass. It’s called two-way glass, or a two-way mirror. Reflective on one side, but see-through on the other.”

“Why does this always come back to mirrors?” Tim mumbles.

“The mirror surface inside the display case reflected back onto the diamond.” Crenshaw sounds like a professor. “Therefore, anything the Devil’s Eye reflected could not escape the case.”

“You’re serious?” Tim says.

“Deadly so, I’m afraid. Left to its own devices, the Devil’s Eye corrupts, disturbs, and upends the thoughts and behaviors of all those it influences. It lets the lion out of the cage, the snake out of the basket. It changes all the stories. You would not believe the way it changes people! In one particular story—you know the story I’m talking about—the pirates were sent down the well intentionally. They were sent down there after the Devil’s Eye because they would never come back up! Kevin and I have gone over this a dozen times.”

“Kevin? Archive Kevin?”

“The same.”

“You know Kevin.” Tim made it a statement.

“Are you listening, young man?”

“Tim,” Tim says, repeating himself.

“Tim, now is now, but then is then. The day will come when I will teach Kevin at the Academy of Copious Objects. He will be my top student. Later . . . Earlier? Time doesn’t really matter.Just ask Einstein. When the Devil’s Eye came into my possession following its theft from the Smithsonian—we need not go into that now—I sealed it as I’ve described. I offered it back to the Smithsonian, but they didn’t want it. Too risky. They told me to return it to Disney. It was also deemed too dangerous to ship to Disney. I started having dreams about . . . well . . . let’s not get into that. Let’s just say, here you are. We won’t have to ship it because you and Billie can carry it. You see?”

“Not a bit. I don’t understand one thing you’ve said.”

“First things first. You must find Billie. You must hurry, because the damage is already done. Things are changing, and changing fast. I have a second glass case, you see? A backup to the one now destroyed. We can do this. You, me, and Billie. We can make it right.”

“I’m supposed to find Billie and bring back the diamond.”

“You see? You are listening. Bravo! Well done!”

“I’ll find her. We’ll bring it back.”

“Jolly good of you! All I ask is that you not underestimate its power, Tim. It is a source of phenomenal evil. If you squeezed the good out of every breath, every leaf, every river, every fairy tale you’ve ever been told, you would be left with the Devil’s Eye. Consider it a scared, lost child.”

“I know the feeling,” Tim says.

“I am counting on you both to bring it back to me and to return it.”

Aren’t those the same thing? Tim thinks. Crenshaw is talking in circles. The man is giving Tim goose bumps and causing a lump in Tim’s throat.

Billie has no idea what’s going on.

Her life is in danger.
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Following the two mice deeper into Central Park, Billie keeps seeing people become mean as she passes. She knows it’s impossible, but it seems to be happening only around her. Oddly, several of the signs in the park are printed with the words running backward. It’s like a different language.

It’s all wrong, she thinks, wondering how any of this could be possible. Once again, she considers the diamond in her pocket. She wrestles with the idea it could be responsible.

Nah!

She considers ditching the diamond. Let someone else deal with it. But no. She must not lose the diamond. She just saved it, after all. Besides, if the diamond did cause the sudden change in people, then it must not fall into the wrong hands.

She wants to get back to the museum but worries it is being watched by the thieves. She needs a plan. Then she has one! Maybe, just maybe, she can trick the diamond into helping her.

“Psst!” It’s Miss Bianca, trying to win Billie’s attention.

“Yes?” Billie says. I’m talking to mice!

“If you don’t mind, miss, please stay with us if you can.”

“I need to get to the police. The thieves won’t bother me if I can reach the police station.”

Bernard smiles. “We shall head in that direction and hope to meet a friend along the way.”

“A friend?” Billie asks.

“Yes! The schedule should work out nicely!” Bernard consults a tiny pocket watch. He snaps it closed. “Off we go!”
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It must be a bad dream. Tim comes down the museum steps to Fifth Avenue to see a man following him. It could be one of the thieves from the museum!

Tim turns away from the man. He looks back. Two men are running after him. Tim hurries. He trips, slips, skids, and smashes into a streetlamp.

One of the men yanks Tim to his feet. He’s thin but strong. His nose isn’t where it belongs on his face. “Give it here,” he says in a bearlike growl.

“I don’t have it,” Tim counters.

“The girl,” the man says.

Tim remains silent. He is not going to implicate Billie.

“You’re going to take us to her.” The man squeezes Tim’s arm so hard that Tim’s fingers tingle.

“Right,” Tim says, seeing an opportunity to buy time. He has no idea where Billie is. Nor would he ever lead these punks to her. But they’re offering him something more precious than the diamond: time.
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Billie runs hard, the diamond thumping against her side, reminding her of its importance. She is following the mice out of the park. They will lead her to a police station. It’s all a bit more than she can take.

Bernard calls out. He points out into the roadway. Billie slows.

A Fifth Avenue bus pulls up alongside. It travels at Billie’s speed, keeping to her pace. The destination sign on the front of the bus reads N W O T N W O D. It must be a long abbreviation, as it makes no sense. Billie waves for the bus to stop. The door swings open.

“Hey, Bernard! Bianca! Great to see you. Girlie, you can climb aboard now!”

Billie does not like being called “girlie.” She turns her head to tell the bus driver to stuff it. But it’s not a man at the wheel.

It’s a pigeon driving the bus.

“No, thank you,” Billie shouts. “Pigeons can’t talk. This is just the diamond messing up everything.”

“Diamonds? They’re a pigeon’s best friend!”

“Also,” Billie says, ignoring the bird, “I’m pretty sure a pigeon can’t drive a bus.”

“You may be right. Yet here I am. Please call me Mo. And the bus is running. And I’m at the wheel. So it’s your call.”

“If you please, miss,” Miss Bianca says, waving her tiny hand toward the open door of the bus.

This world was getting weirder by the minute. As Billie stands on the sidewalk, her brain reshuffles the letters on the sign. “You’re headed downtown.” She starts walking.

But the pigeon—Mo—is keeping the bus moving at her exact walking pace. “You’re quite a reader,” he says sarcastically. For a moment, it feels as if she and the bus are standing still and everything else—the sidewalks, vehicles, and buildings—is moving.

“If I’m going to make that green light, you had better jump on.”

“If I’m going to jump on, I would have to believe you are real,” Billie says, out of breath.
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“Why is that? Do you lack all imagination?”

“The diamond has turned you into a bird. I don’t know how that’s possible, but I suppose it’s not impossible, either.” And how come Bianca and Bernard seem to know you?

Billie looks back down the sidewalk to see two men who look an awful lot like the museum thieves.

She jumps onto the bus. The two mice are right behind her. They hide.

“Good choice,” the pigeon says.

“What is happening to me?” says Billie in disbelief.

Mo, the pigeon, looks at her kindly. “Think of it this way: If you looked at the world in a mirror, it would be reversed, just like your face is. This is the world that’s the reverse of what I imagine you think of as the real world. Thing is, they’re both real. It all depends on your perspective.”

The bus passengers begin arguing. It’s slight at first, but obvious. Billie presses down to cover the diamond. Shockingly, the angriness subsides. She allows the glow to show. Tempers flare. She covers the diamond. The passengers calm down.

Not happening, she thinks.

“But it is,” Mo says.

“Excuse me?”

“It is happening.”

“You know what I’m thinking?”

“It’s all backward,” Mo says. “All a reflection. All of it. It takes a long time to get used to. My advice: Don’t try to understand it. Just go with it.”

“Tell me about the mirror again,” Billie pleads.

“It’s a metaphor,” replies the pigeon. “Perhaps an analogy. I often confuse the two. I do have a pigeon brain, after all. Don’t hold it against me.”

“Your metaphor is brilliant!” she says. “Everything has been upside down and backward for some time now.” She is speaking to herself, but Mo doesn’t know that.

“Don’t fight it. Use it,” Mo says.

“The diamond must be cursed.” She didn’t mean to say that.

“Well, there I happen to be an expert. Shall I pontificate?”

“I don’t know what that means. Is it cruel or unfair?”

“Not at all. It means: Do you want to know what I’m thinking?”

“Oh! Then, yes. By all means.”

“Did you know there are two kinds of curses?”

“No.” Billie wasn’t sure she wanted to hear anything more.

“A curse can be put upon someone. Like a spell. But it can also be gifted. A witch gifts a person the ability to hear everything. The curse is the person can’t stop hearing everything. It drives the person mad. You see?”

“And?” she asks.

“The thing of it is a gifted curse can’t be undone.”

“Ever?”

“Correct. Not ever,” the pigeon says. “You can’t give back a gift. This isn’t Macy’s.”

“You’re saying the diamond was once a gift, a cursed gift.”

“You said it, not me.” The pigeon sounds indignant.

Billie thinks back to The Rescuers and the Devil’s Eye. The pirates were gifted a cursed diamond. That curse can’t be lifted.

“I’m stuck with this thing?” she nearly screams.

“It’s stuck in whatever curse was given it. You? You can get rid of it anytime you want.”

“But it does a horrible thing. Bad people could use it to upset everything.”

“Well, I’m pretty sure you can’t recycle it. So you might want to return to sender.”

“Take it back to the museum,” she whispers. “I think you’re right!”

“You want me to turn right?” The pigeon climbs onto the steering wheel and runs in place. The bus turns. The passengers lean as it travels around the corner.

“But if I’m caught, they’ll steal it from me.”

“We pigeons call that a conundrum.”

“Wait! Stop the bus! That’s Tim!” Billie shrieks.

“‘Him’ who?”

“Not ‘him’; I said Tim,” she says. “Stop the bus, please!”

The pigeon jumps off the seat and onto the brake. The bus skids to a stop.

“I really hate to do this,” Billie says, leaning to the window only to see that it is Tim! He’s being held by a rough-looking man with a sideways nose.

“Hate to do what?” the pigeon says, sounding nervous, or at least more nervous than usual.

Billie unzips her pocket, withdraws the glowing diamond, and holds it high in the air while facing the passengers.

“Everyone, off the bus!”
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Although she knows what might happen, Billie cowers as she steps aside. The passengers freak out. The moment the Devil’s Eye is hoisted, they bicker, speak nastily, and turn selfish.

Even Bernard is berating Miss Bianca for no reason as they huddle around Billie’s feet.

“That boy out there,” Billie hollers, “is your least favorite person on Earth! Bring him to me!” Billie grinds her teeth. She draws a deep breath. The diamond’s light is changing her, too. She has to fight with all her strength to resist getting mad at the pigeon, tripping the man coming down the aisle and swearing. She feels . . . mean. Angry. Disappointed. Disillusioned.

The group storms off the bus. Billie feels dizzy. She wants to break something. She wants to scream. How can this be happening? She’s now forgotten that the Devil’s Eye is responsible. Instead, she treasures the diamond. She will do anything to be the leading lady in one of its many stories.

Out on the sidewalk there’s a tussle. The group of passengers overcomes the two men holding Tim. They grab the boy and drag him toward the bus door. Billie, her face contorted with rage and wrath, tries to welcome Tim, but her jaw won’t move to say anything nice. With all her strength she fights to return the diamond to her pocket. She clamps down, hiding its light.

“You have wonderful timing,” Tim says.

Billie grins. She turns to the driver. “The Metropolitan Museum, please.”

Tim steps aboard, dazed by his struggles. “Is that a pigeon you’re talking to?”
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Mr. Crenshaw swings the museum’s front doors open, admitting Tim and Billie. Crenshaw jumps back at the sight of the mice.

“It’s all right,” Billie says. “They’re friends!”

Crenshaw tiptoes. He’s uneasy around the mice. He locks the doors.

“Come with me!” Mr. Crenshaw says.

The presence of Bernard and Miss Bianca helps Mr. Crenshaw walk faster. Tim presses Mr. Crenshaw for an answer. “The back door . . . the one I went out of . . . Did you lock that behind me?”

Mr. Crenshaw’s eyes enlarge to where they look like Ping-Pong balls. “Oops,” he replies.

It is no surprise, then, when Tim, Billie, the Rescuers, and old Mr. Crenshaw find themselves facing the remaining two thieves, who stand at the end of the long hallway.

They are brandishing knives.

Tim skids to a stop, pointing to a sign.
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“This way!” Tim shouts as the thieves hurry toward the group. “Here!” Tim points to a display case holding an array of medieval swords and shields. Mr. Crenshaw fumbles with a metal ring that must hold fifty keys. As the thieves reach the entrance to the exhibit, Mr. Crenshaw has the case open. Tim passes a small sword to Billie and takes a larger one for himself.

“You have got to be kidding me!” Billie shouts.

“We are not going to hurt anyone,” Tim whispers, “but they don’t know that.”

Mr. Crenshaw steps behind the two teens for protection. As the thieves move closer, Billie spots a colorful blur trace across the floor. She covers a laugh as she sees what is going on.

“This is not funny,” Tim complains.

“I don’t think we’re going to need the swords,” Billie says, watching Bernard and Miss Bianca slip into the pant legs of the two thieves. The pant legs bulge with small lumps as the mice arrive at the knees. The two thieves start dancing and crying out and swatting at their pants. One pokes himself in the leg with his knife and cries out in pain. The other falls flat on his back as the other mouse runs in circles around his leg.

Billie and Tim inch closer to their opponents. Mr. Crenshaw rounds up the fallen knives.

“I know just the place to put these gentlemen!” Mr. Crenshaw says. He seems to be enjoying himself.

Billie and Tim walk the thieves through the exhibit and the one after that. They enter a room with an enormously high ceiling. Built into the room are two gigantic Egyptian tombs made of pale stones. They direct the thieves into the tomb. Mr. Crenshaw closes an ancient iron gate and uses one of his keys to lock it.

“That diamond will be the end of you,” the girl thief tells Billie, who clutches her glowing pocket. “Foretold is forewarned.”

“We shall see about that,” Mr. Crenshaw says, surprising both Billie and Tim. The man speaks with an all-knowing confidence that seems out of place.

“As I said before,” Mr. Crenshaw says to the teens, “follow me.”
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The subbasement space is like the one Tim first visited with Crenshaw. Similar, but not the same.

“Here we are,” Crenshaw says. Billie gasps in awe of what she sees. Tim stops and spins in a circle. This space contains framed mirrors of every shape, size, and design. There must be over a hundred of them, Tim thinks. Gilded frames, wooden, ceramic, metal. Clear glass, tinted glass, oval, octagon, circle, square, and rectangle.

“I’ve never had any luck with it,” Mr. Crenshaw states flatly. “But something tells me it isn’t only the diamond, but the person who holds it. I’ve had dreams, you see? Dreams of two children very much like yourselves. The girl is always the one with the diamond. For years I’ve had this dream. So when I saw you two, I knew.” Tim recalls the man mentioning to him that he’d been waiting a long time. “Have you looked into the diamond?” Crenshaw is speaking to Billie.

“I have.”

“Then you know which story is currently at play.”
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“It’s pretty obvious,” says Billie, pointing at Bernard and Miss Bianca.

“Just so,” says Crenshaw. “You’ve witnessed the awful power of the Devil’s Eye.” Goose bumps run down Billie’s spine. “Nothing to mess with.

“Take a look around.” Mr. Crenshaw sweeps an arm, indicating for Billie to move. “Keep the diamond covered, please.”

Billie clamps down on the diamond in her pocket. They pass one mirror after another. The mice follow on tiptoe. Mr. Crenshaw spins in the center of the room, tracking Billie’s progress. “Don’t be afraid, my dear.”

Billie wonders how he could possibly know how terrified she is. She loosens her grip on the diamond.

“Something’s happening,” she whispers for the sake of Tim, who walks at her side. Partially covered, the diamond’s light has started pulsing.

“No way,” Tim says.

“You noticed it, too.”

“It’s like that game when you’re a kid. As you get closer the person says, ‘You’re getting warmer.’ The diamond is getting warmer!”

Up ahead, a frame of one of the gilded mirrors glows bright, like it’s on fire. The mirror’s glass sparkles.

“Do you know how long I’ve waited to see that?” Mr. Crenshaw sounds as if he might cry.

“Years,” Tim answers.

Mr. Crenshaw says, “It was rhetorical, dear boy, but yes.”

“What exactly is going on?” Billie asks, her voice quavering.

“The future. The past.” Mr. Crenshaw walks slowly toward them. “I think we all have a sense of home deep inside us. We know where we belong.”

“Whatever that means,” says Billie.

Tim whispers, “He’s saying the diamond and the mirror know each other.”

Billie’s voice squeaks. “Not possible.”

“You and I are going to step into that mirror,” Tim says. He feels a tug on his pant leg. Bernard looks up with expressive eyes. “You and Miss Bianca, too, if you’d like to join us,” TIm adds. The mice hug and giggle.

“Of course we are,” Billie says, trembling.

Crenshaw heads off. A moment later he returns, carrying a mirrored box. “This is the backup box. Now that we know which mirror is the portal, you can place the diamond in here. It will protect us—you—from its negative energy.”

Crenshaw opens the lid of the box and Billie carefully places the diamond inside, then eyes the wall of mirrors.

“We’re supposed to enter this mirror, having no idea where it will take us?” Billie says. She is nervous.

“You’re sure about this?” Tim asks Crenshaw timidly.

“No, I’m not sure,” says Mr. Crenshaw. “The older you get, my boy, the more you come to understand that nothing is for certain. Nothing is a given. The only way forward is to take a chance. A chance well-studied, of course. But a chance nonetheless.”

“And if there’s nothing on the other side?” Billie chokes out. “Or if it is someplace more dangerous, can we come back?”

“I believe that is the definition of adventure,” says Mr. Crenshaw. “No one is forcing you, young lady.”

“That’s not how it feels,” she whispers.

Tim takes her hand. He calls for Miss Bianca and Bernard to join them. The mice scurry up Tim’s pants and his coat and take rest upon his shoulder.

“Well, I guess this is goodbye, Mr. Crenshaw,” says Tim, squeezing Billie’s fingers.

“I envy you both. Bons voyages.”

Bernard tells Miss Bianca, “That means ‘good travels.’”

“Really, Bernard,” she snaps at him. “Do you think I was born yesterday?”

With Tim counting down from three, he and Billie—and the Devil’s Eye—step into the mirror.
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Tim desperately wants to believe what he sees, but can he? Shelves littered with memorabilia stretch floor to ceiling. A long line of rolling shelving stacks to his right.

Could it possibly be?

Billie holds the mirrored box in her hands.

Bernard and Miss Bianca stand in front of the mirror.

Tim takes a second look at the two mice. They are stuffed animals. Tim’s throat knots as he bends to pick them up. All the life in them is gone.

“Oh, no,” he moans.

“We’re back!” Billie throws her arms around Tim and hugs him while carefully balancing the diamond. She pushes away from him just as quickly, her face flushed with embarrassment.

“You see it, too, then? I’m not imagining this?” Tim sounds relieved.

“Yes, I see it! I’ve been dreaming about this for what seems like forever.”

“It’s real?”

“I think it’s real,” Billie says.

“The Archives.”

“Who’s there?” a man calls out. Billie and Tim hear footsteps plodding closer. Tim warms with a sense of threat. He clutches Billie’s arm firmly, ready to drag her with him in an attempt to escape.

It’s Kevin. He wears a Disney Studios sweater-vest, khakis, and a white button-down shirt. There’s only one Kevin. This has to be real, Tim thinks.

“Good gosh, you two! Where have you been? We’ve been looking for you all day!”

“All . . . day?” Tim questions aloud. He can count at least four, possibly six, days he and Billie have been caught inside the Disney stories. One day? He can’t believe it.

“First we couldn’t find you, Tim,” Kevin says. “Then Billie disappeared! We were seriously worried!”

Billie clears her throat, about to say something, but Kevin interrupts her.

“Wait! What is it you’ve got there?” Kevin approaches Billie cautiously. He eyes the mirrored box.

“It’s a diamond . . . a gift . . . from Mr. Crenshaw,” Tim says.

Kevin’s face registers shock and concern. “You know Professor Crenshaw?”

“We ran into him,” Billie says. “He wanted us to give this to you. It’s the Devil’s Eye diamond.”

Kevin is suspicious now. “Do you mean his son? His grandson? The professor has not left his house in Oxfordshire for ten years or more. He must be nearing a hundred by now.”

Kevin hesitates. “Wait! Did you say it’s the DEVIL’S EYE DIAMOND?”

Tim clears his throat.

Kevin looks at Tim, then at the two stuffed animals at his feet. “You’re spoofing me,” he says. “This diamond you claim to possess. Miss Bianca and Bernard on the floor. What’s going on, you two?” Kevin reconsiders. “No, no, no! Don’t tell me, because I don’t want to know. I don’t know what you two are up to, but I’d prefer not to be put in a position to . . . Oh, I see!” he says, turning toward the shelves. His shoulders relax. The tension seems to drain out of him. “You found it! The Devil’s Eye diamond! Do you know that’s been missing for . . . forever! You were cleaning up. Is that it? Bravo, you two! That’s a wonderful find. Marvelous! Missing for so long. Where did it turn up? And no more Professor Crenshaw, please, although I admit you had me going for a second there.” He chuckles.

Tim and Billie force their laughter.

“The mirror . . .” Tim mumbles.

“Behind the mirror,” Billie emphasizes. “Tim means we found it behind the mirror.”

Kevin’s face goes pale. “Why is the blanket off the mirror?”

Billie says quickly, “Ah . . . we cleaned it.”

“It was filthy,” Tim adds.

“Well, that’s good of you. Good thinking, you two!”

“Hi, you two! What a relief!” says Becky, arriving slightly out of breath. Kevin catches her up on the return of the kids and the Devil’s Eye, though he fudges some of the details.

“Is that Bernard and Miss Bianca?” Becky asks, leaning to retrieve the stuffed animals. Becky turns both upside down. Tim sees white lettering and numbers on the feet of the stuffed animals. “The originals,” Becky mumbles. “Did Kevin tell you they were also missing?”

Kevin and Becky step away and enter into a private conversation.

But Tim stares into the glass. He touches his face. He picks under his chin as a wide smile steals his cheeks.

“Billie, look! It’s me!” he mutters.

Billie spins. She sees her rumpled, dirty clothes. Tim’s are the same. It’s Tim’s face in the mirror, but it was always Tim’s face for her. The important thing is that Tim clearly sees his face as well. Not a mask. “I’m happy for you,” she whispers.

Tim’s grin widens. He rubs his face with both hands. “I can’t believe it!”

“Whom did you expect?” a bewildered Becky asks. She and Kevin are once again facing them. “What have you two gotten yourselves into?”

With Tim speechless, Billie speaks. “You see . . . the thing is—” But Kevin subtly shakes his head at Billie. He doesn’t want any explanation. He certainly doesn’t want Becky to hear, either.

Billie adjusts. “Tim and I have been playing this game. It involves masks and twenty questions and—well, I suppose it’s too complicated to actually explain.”

Kevin offers her a grateful nod.

Handling the box containing the Devil’s Eye, Becky says, “We’re going to find a very safe place for this.”

Tim remains transfixed by his image in the mirror. Billie nudges him.

“Sorry!” Tim says, spinning around. “Just a game,” he echoes. He and Billie look at each other. “A really scary, interesting game.”

Billie says, “Basically, a cautionary tale, in that we don’t know how it’s going to end.”

“Though it’s not over,” Tim says. “The game isn’t over.”

As he catches Billie smiling, Tim wishes he could reenter the mirror instead of having to deal with the people whose voices he hears. Tim’s mother and Billie’s father arrive and grab hold and hug their children. Tim’s mother is crying. Billie’s father is looking intensely at Kevin.

There’s a moment of celebration. Just for a moment, Tim’s and Billie’s eyes meet. The connection is wistful and reflective. It is at once both dreamy and determined.

As they catch sight of each other in the mirror’s reflection, the look they share is nearly electric. It is filled with excitement and a sense of adventure.

A sense of the future.

Tim winks.

Billie smiles.
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