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To anyone who’s still searching for their happily ever after: Sometimes, everything you need was right in front of you all along. Other times, you just need to win the lottery.




CHAPTER ONE

In which Lena the former giant realizes there’s something wrong about her life under the fairy queens’ control, and discovers a secret message.


Once upon a time, a young farm boy and his mother had nothing to eat, as all of their crops had perished from disease. The boy’s mother sent him to the market to sell the last thing of value they owned, the family cow, and the boy, being a good boy, did just that.

On the way to the market, however, a man with an evil glint in his eye stopped the boy and offered him magical beans in exchange for the cow. “They’re made of shadow magic, boy,” the man said, grinning maliciously. “Trade me your cow, and they’ll bring you fame and fortune beyond your wildest dreams.”

The boy, being a good and worthy boy, did not even consider this horrible temptation. Instead he sang a magical song that summoned his local fairies, and told them of the man’s wickedness. The man tried to escape their judgment, but the host of fairies descended upon him and transported him to the fairy homelands for punishment. They also took the cow, but this was done as a favor to the boy, so that he could no longer be tempted to sell it for any unworthy objects in the future.

But the fairy queens would not leave such an honorable, worthy boy with nothing! To thank him for his quick thinking and upright character, humanity’s divine creators bestowed upon the boy magical beans of their own creation, beans that would feed the boy and his mother for the rest of their lives, once they’d fully grown for the next harvest.



Lena frowned, closing the Story Book she’d been reading for school. The moral of the story wasn’t exactly subtle, but the ending bothered her. After all, the boy hadn’t been able to sell the cow, and the fairy queens’ beans weren’t going to grow for another year. Wouldn’t that mean the boy and his mother were still starving—

“Lena!” shouted her mom from downstairs. “You’d better hurry or you’ll be late for school. And today of all days, you don’t want to do anything unworthy!”

Lena smiled, not needing the reminder. The fairy queens’ ball had been all anyone could talk about ever since the fairies had put up signs for it weeks earlier. The ball promised to be the greatest celebration that the Blessed City had ever seen, and given that it was being held in the fairy homelands, a place few fairies and even fewer humans ever saw, the ball couldn’t help but deliver.

But only the worthy would be allowed to attend, for the ball was more than just a dance. At the end of the event, the fairy queens would bestow a gift upon every human in attendance, to thank them for staying good and pure and not giving in to the shadow. What that gift would be, no one knew, but the fairies claimed it would let the residents live happily ever after, so it had to be amazing.

All of that meant Lena couldn’t be late to school, not when one little mistake might bar her from attending the ball.

“Coming!” she shouted down to her mother as she stuffed the Jack and the Dangerous Bean Talk Story Book into her bag, along with the others she’d been reading the night before, including Fairy Queens: Our Divine Mothers—one of her teacher’s favorites—and The History of the Human World: How Nothing Bad Has Ever Happened, the latter of which always seemed to bring up questions in her mind.

But that had to be her fault, considering what the fairy queens warned about in Our Divine Mothers:


Before time began, the Queens of Fairy created this world and humans to live upon it, blessing you with a gift you can never repay. Though we fairykin are your divine parents—or “godmothers,” as some of your kind call us out of great love and affection—like any other parent, we temper our love with laws that every creature must obey.

If strange ideas try to enter your mind, ideas that strike you as “different” or “unusual,” this means your weak human mind is in danger from the shadow, a force that seeks to corrupt you. Our law is simple: reject the shadow and its teachings with all your heart, because all good comes from the Queens of Fairy alone, and humans must follow their godmothers’ examples. Those who break this law will require purification, or if caught with any form of shadow magic, eternal punishment—



“Lena!” her mother yelled up again, this time waking Rufus up. He yawned widely from his pillow next to Lena’s bed, and she bent down to grab him with another smile. After a quick kiss on the top of his head, which made him meow indignantly, she lowered him into her bag as well, where he settled comfortably onto the pile of books.

She slung the bag over her shoulder, wincing at its weight—all those treats Mrs. Hubbard gave to Rufus were adding up—and then took the stairs down to the kitchen as quickly as she could.

A knock came at the door as Lena hit the bottom step, not surprising, since he knocked at the same time every day.

“Happy fairy queen ball morning!” Shefin shouted as Lena’s mother opened the door. The boy swept in past Lena’s mom and grabbed a muffin from the plate on the table, making Lena’s father glare up at him. Before Shefin took a bite, though, his gaze shifted to Lena at the foot of the stairs, and he smiled. “And behold. Lena, future princess of the fairy queen ball, has descended from on high to welcome her prince!”

Lena struggled not to wince at that. Part of the ball she’d been ignoring was an election to name a prince and princess, the most worthy humans in the city, who would be honored above all others. Unlike the other candidates, who’d been nominated by friends and family, Shefin had begun campaigning for himself immediately, dragging Lena along with him.

“I’d wait for the results to be announced if I were you,” she said. “Humphrey is pretty beloved by everyone.”

“Humphrey is so fragile, he could trip and break apart,” Shefin said, patting her father’s shoulder. Lena’s father gripped the table so hard, his knuckles turned white. “Don’t worry, Lena. We’re destined to win, I can feel it. I always thought I was meant to be royalty, somehow, and while this isn’t how I imagined it, I’ll still take it!” He glanced at Lena’s parents. “You both voted already, right?”

Her mom and dad shared a look. “We did, yes,” her mother said.

“And Lena definitely got our vote,” her father added.

“Perfect!” Shefin said, beaming now. “See? It’s a foregone conclusion. This is my—I mean, our—moment, a moment we’ll look back on proudly forever.” His smile faded as he continued. “After all, we’ll probably be married in a few years, and then settle down to farm the land.” He started to look sick. “Can’t wait to, you know, plant seeds in dirt, that kind of thing. Just everything I ever dreamt of in life.”

“I’ve had dreams about your wedding too,” Lena’s father said, holding out the plate of muffins to Lena, who grabbed one. “Though I tend to call them nightmares.”

“Good one, Dad!” Shefin said, reaching for another muffin in spite of Lena’s father trying to pull them away. “Can I call you ‘Dad,’ Dad? Or should that wait for the wedding?”

“Oh, I think it can wait for longer than that,” her dad said, clapping Shefin on the shoulder so hard, he almost knocked the boy over.

“Be careful, Roral!” Lena’s mother said, grabbing the plate from her husband as the muffins teetered precariously, and then offering it to Shefin again, who grabbed the rest of the muffins and tossed them into his bag. “Sometimes I think you don’t know your own strength. You could have hurt him!”

“Well, you know my motto,” Lena’s father said, glaring at Shefin. “Humans show their might through moral judgment and reverence for the fairy queens, not strength of arms.”

“Pure poetry, Dad,” Shefin said, and Lena quickly grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the door before her father exploded.

“Can’t be late, got to go, love you, see you in the city square at noon for transportation to the ball, bye!” she shouted as she pushed Shefin out the front door.

“Don’t forget to tell all your friends to vote for us!” Shefin added.

“Stay worthy, you two!” her mother shouted after her. “We can’t have you missing the ball altogether!”

“Yes, Lena, we don’t want you to miss the ball!” her father yelled as well. A loud smack followed by a yelp of pain told Lena her mom hadn’t been amused by that.

Outside, the sight of the beautiful Blessed City did help Lena’s mood slightly. The buildings and streets all practically glowed with the blessings of the fairies, and even though she’d been told the city had been around since the fairy queens had created this world, it still looked brand-new, almost as if it’d just been built in the last few weeks.

The fairies looked to have been busy the night before, though, as all the signs announcing the fairy queen ball had been replaced with new signs, these explaining that all worthy residents should appear in the city’s central square at noon for transportation to the fairy homelands.

“Don’t worry, we’ll win for sure,” Shefin said to her as they passed by Mr. Ralph’s bakery and Humphrey’s farm-fresh-eggs stand, both closed in anticipation of the ball. Even the streets were empty, as anyone who could get away with it was staying home to keep from doing anything unworthy by accident. “I can’t tell you how I know, but believe me, it’s ours.”

His words sent a chill down her spine. “Shefin, what did you do? If you cheated somehow, we’ll both not only be banned from the ball but we’ll probably be purified, or worse!”

Shefin rolled his eyes. “How dare you. I would never do anything unworthy. Shouldn’t you have more faith in me, as my true love?”

She almost choked over his words, and Shefin didn’t look much more comfortable himself. But the fairy queens had declared that Lena and Shefin were destined to love each other for all of time, and just because Lena couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way about the boy didn’t mean she was going to argue with the godmothers.

“Then I guess I should… believe you?” she said, wincing slightly.

“Yes, you should,” he said, hugging her slightly with one arm. A low, dangerous growl came from her bag, and Shefin immediately yanked his arm back. “So should your cat. I don’t get why he hates me so much! Maybe when we get married, we can leave the cute little monster with your parents?”

Lena’s eyes widened, and she pulled the bag around to her front protectively, hugging Rufus to her chest. “Oh, I’d never leave him behind. If that’s a problem for you, maybe you should find another true love.” She hoped she’d made it sound enough like a joke that he wouldn’t question it.

“Ha, if only!” Shefin said, only to realize what he’d said, and he froze in place, blushing furiously. “I meant, um, if only anyone else could compare to you, which they obviously can’t.”

Rufus growled again, and Lena sighed. Just when there’d been an opening to actually talk about it all! “Maybe you should go on ahead, so I can calm him down,” she said to Shefin. “I’ll be just a minute.”

The reprieve for his words seemed to perk the boy up, and he nodded. “Only if you’re sure!” he yelled, already a couple of yards in front of her. “I did want to get to school early and make sure everyone voted like I paid… I mean, like they promised they would.”

“You should definitely go, then!” Lena said, hugging Rufus closer to her inside the bag as she pretended not to have heard about the bribery. While Shefin continued on, she started petting Rufus on his head, and he immediately began to purr, much calmer now that the boy wasn’t anywhere close. “It’s okay, little man,” she said to him. “I don’t care what he says, I’d never have a happily ever after without you.”

As his purrs increased, something thumped onto the street just beside Lena, making her jump in surprise. She glanced around her bag to find a book lying on the cobblestones, as if someone had dropped it randomly. Only, no one was around.

Could one of her books have fallen from her bag? Mistreating any of the fairy queens’ books was definitely an unworthy act, so she quickly bent down to grab it.

But just before her fingers touched the cover, she caught sight of the title, and froze in place. Happily Ever After? That wasn’t one of hers, or even a book she’d heard of before. What could—

“Whoa!” Shefin shouted, making her almost jump out of her skin. She looked up to find him standing a few yards away still, staring down at the ground in front of her. “Those aren’t ballots, are they? Were they there a minute ago?”

“No, they’re… I mean, they must… It’s a book, and it had to have been here,” Lena said quickly, trying to convince herself as much as convince Shefin. “We were just distracted and so didn’t see it. It’s probably another student’s, and it’d be unworthy to not take it to them in class.”

But if the book didn’t belong to a student and was instead, say, an object of pure evil, then her touching it could lead the fairies to skip right over purification and go straight for eternal punishment, assuming they caught her.

“A book?” Shefin said, taking a few steps toward her almost warily. “Don’t touch it, Lena, not today. We can’t do anything that might get us banned from the ball, not when we’re going to be elected prince and princess. Call the fairies and leave it to them.”

He had a point. It was always best to alert the fairies when anything unusual happened, just in case it was shadow magic. There were whole rules about it in Our Divine Mothers, even.

Except it was a book, of all things. How could any book be evil, especially one with a title like Happily Ever After?

“The fairies have enough to do today, getting ready for the ball,” she said, then grabbed the book before she could change her mind. Shefin gasped, his mouth dropping open as she stood back up, and she silently hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake. “Besides, if it is another student’s book, we’d be unworthy if we left it behind, and that might hurt our chances too, right?”

“I don’t know, but this is not going to be good for our poll numbers,” Shefin said, his voice cracking a bit. “Also, what if it is shadow magic, and it infects you, Lena? I can’t be elected prince without my princess!”

“Your love for me warms my heart,” she said, staring down at the book. “Anyway, I’m just going to see if someone wrote their name inside.” She reached out with a trembling hand and slowly opened the cover.

She didn’t find a name, but there was a handwritten message inside:

The fairy queens’ ball isn’t what you think it is. You’re living a lie. Come to Mrs. Hubbard’s store if you want to learn the truth.




CHAPTER TWO

In which Lena rejects the note at first, because that’s how these things must be done, but soon finds herself following it in spite of herself.

Lena slammed the book shut, fighting the urge to throw it as far from her as she could. Had anyone seen her pick it up? Was someone watching her right now?! She frantically searched the windows and shadowy corners on the street, but didn’t see anyone except for Shefin.

But that didn’t mean no one was watching her, ready to turn her in to the fairies for touching a book of shadow.

Because that’s what it had to be, an item of great evil. No worthy person would have ever written a message like that, not unless they were trying to be sentenced to the eternal punishment.

Not that anyone actually knew what the eternal punishment was, since no one who received it had ever returned. But that in itself was more than bad enough.

If you don’t want to get taken away by the fairies, maybe you should hide that book! she thought to herself. But where? More kids would be by at any moment on their way to school. Worse, there could be fairies out patrolling, especially with the ball coming.

Her heart raced much too fast now, and she could feel it beating in her head as she began to panic. If she just left the book here, the fairies might know she’d touched it. But maybe it wasn’t even meant for her? Maybe the message was intended for someone else, and she’d just found it by accident? Not even daring to breathe, Lena opened the book again to flip through the next pages, hoping this was all just a big mistake.

Only it was far worse than she’d first thought, as the book began with a very familiar passage from Jack and the Dangerous Bean Talk, followed immediately by:


Lena frowned, closing the Story Book she’d been reading for school. The moral of the story wasn’t exactly subtle, but the ending bothered her. After all, the boy hadn’t been able to sell the cow, and the fairy queens’ beans weren’t going to grow for another year. Wouldn’t that mean the boy and his mother were still starving—



The book tumbled from her numb hands, and she struggled to breathe. This wasn’t possible. How could it know what she’d been doing, thinking? It had to be shadow magic, evil magic, and she was going to get caught with it, be taken from her home, never see her parents or Rufus ever again—

Someone tapped her on the shoulder, and Lena shrieked in surprise. She whirled around, hoping that the fairies would be merciful, only to find Shefin putting up his hands in surrender.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you!” he said, backing away. “What did the book say?”

“Nothing,” she said, her face burning with shame as she grabbed the book off the ground again. “It doesn’t matter. But we need to get rid of it, permanently. Do you know somewhere we can burn it?”

Both his eyebrows shot up. “It’s that bad? Mrs. Hubbard has a fire pit behind her store—”

“No!” Lena shouted, far too loudly. She immediately looked up and down the street to see if anyone had heard, but she and Shefin were still alone, thankfully. “No,” she said again, quieter this time. “We can’t go anywhere near her store.”

“You’re scaring me now,” Shefin said, shaking his head. “I’m going to call the fairies, Lena. The sooner they take the book away the better. What if someone sees you with it? They might not vote for either of us!” And then he started humming the fairy summoning song.

Lena immediately elbowed him right in the gut, which both stopped his humming and gave her a moment to think as he doubled over, whining in pain.

“Stop that, or people will hear you,” she hissed at him as she opened her bag to shove the book inside. She had to find somewhere to burn the book, somewhere safe, and she would have to hide the book in the meantime.

Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about Rufus, who apparently didn’t like having a book shoved into his face. Growling his displeasure, he bit down on the cover, then almost seemed to float right out of the bag with the book in his mouth. As Lena watched in horror, he landed gently a few feet from her and began awkwardly hobbling away with the book, dragging it slightly on the street due to its weight.

“Get back here, little man!” Lena shouted at him, panic really setting in as she tore off after him. But in spite of the book’s heft, Rufus somehow picked up speed, his feet barely touching the ground as he sped down the street away from her, and toward…

Toward Mrs. Hubbard’s shop.

“Rufus!” she shouted, running faster herself. Rufus threw a look back at her, dropping the book from his mouth as he did. But instead of falling to the street, the book just floated along in front of her cat until he turned back around and grabbed it in his teeth again, not slowing down in the slightest.

What was happening? How could the book just float there? Had its shadow magic possessed Rufus, forcing him to run away with it? Adding worry for her cat on top of all her other fears gave Lena a new burst of energy, and she sprinted all out now, in spite of the ache in her legs. She’d never been as strong as some of the other kids, but she wasn’t going to let weakness slow her down, especially not as she turned down a street just behind her cat and saw Mrs. Hubbard’s store at the end of it.

“Lena!” Shefin hissed from a few yards behind her. “This is not how a prince and princess of a ball should behave!”

She threw a look over her shoulder to find Shefin still following her, but from farther back than he had been, almost like he was putting space between them in case she got caught. Honestly, she couldn’t blame him for that. He didn’t deserve to be punished for any of this just because he’d been around when Lena had picked up the book.

But shouldn’t her true love want to be with her, to stand by her side in times of danger? Or did that mean he wasn’t actually—

Stop! she yelled inside her head. The book’s already corrupting you into thinking evil thoughts. The fairy queens put you and Shefin together, so it must be true love. Stop trying to figure a way out of it just because you don’t feel anything for him!

Unfortunately, Rufus was now just a few feet away from Mrs. Hubbard’s store, and worse, the door stood wide open, in spite of the store being closed. Lena couldn’t see inside, though, as someone had hung a black curtain in the doorway, hiding whoever—or whatever—might be waiting inside. Another really bad sign.

In a last-ditch attempt to reach her cat, Lena doubled her speed, her heart practically bursting through her chest, it was beating so hard. But just as she was about to reach him, Rufus slid around the black curtain, and she had to skid to a stop to avoid plowing in right after him.

In spite of her run, Lena shivered as she stared at the curtain, trying to catch her breath. The fairy queens’ ball isn’t what you think it is, the book had said. You’re living a lie. Come to Mrs. Hubbard’s store if you want to learn the truth. What kind of evil was waiting beyond the door to infect her mind with lies? Part of her wished she could just turn and run in the opposite direction so she never had to find out.

But Rufus was in there, and she wasn’t going to leave him in danger. Lena threw a quick look behind her to find that Shefin had stopped all the way down the street. Him leaving her to do this alone hurt for a moment, but again she decided this was for the best. At least this way, if the shadow took her, there’d be someone to tell her parents what had happened.

She held up a hand for Shefin to wait where he was, took a deep breath, and then stepped through the black curtain.

Whatever Lena had been expecting, it wasn’t the brightly lit shop she found inside, looking exactly the same as it had every other time she’d visited. The only difference this time was that Mrs. Hubbard’s cheerful lanterns illuminated a store completely empty of people.

Before Lena could process that, the door slammed shut behind her, and she shrieked, whirling around to face whoever had done it. But there was no one there, which could only mean one thing: dark magic. She shivered again, the cold chill she’d felt a moment ago now seeping into her bones.

But other than the door closing, the only sign of life she could find came from some loud munching a few aisles over. Ignoring the part of her that desperately wanted to throw open the door and run, she instead moved as quickly and silently as she could toward the noise.

As she’d hoped, Lena found Rufus purring loudly in the middle of an aisle, eating from a spilled bag of his favorite treats. The book he’d stolen lay unnoticed on the floor at his side, and Lena quickly grabbed it before he could run away with it again.

“You are in so much trouble, little man,” she hissed, glancing around again before tucking the book under her arm and grabbing Rufus with both hands. He meowed indignantly as she lifted him up, but that was probably more due to her taking him away from his treats than anything else, and she could make it up to him once they were safe again.

“What were you thinking?” she whispered to him as she hurried back to the door. Having him and the book back, she started wondering if she’d been panicking over nothing, even if maybe the wind had slammed the door shut, not some invisible shadow monster. “You know to never touch strange objects. They might curse you or turn you evil!”

He rolled his eyes at her, then meowed again, more indignant than ever now.

“I can translate that, if you’d like,” said a voice from directly behind Lena, a voice that sounded nothing like Mrs. Hubbard.

The panic flooded back, and with a little squeak of terror, Lena slowly turned around to find not a shadow monster but something far, far worse.

A golden fairy as tall as Lena floated just off the floor, which meant this wasn’t some ordinary, tiny fairy but a fairy princess, a far more powerful creature, second only to the fairy queens themselves.

And that meant Lena was not only caught but would certainly be given the eternal punishment.

As she trembled in horror, the fairy princess reached out and pulled the book from beneath Lena’s arm, then looked at Lena as if awaiting an explanation.

“I don’t—” Lena tried to say, then practically choked over the dryness in her mouth. She quickly swallowed and started again. “I don’t know whose book that is. It’s not mine, I swear.”

The fairy princess raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it’s yours. More than you even know. You have a choice to make now, Lena of the Blessed City. And you must choose wisely, for it will determine both your future and the futures of everyone you love.”




CHAPTER THREE

In which Lena is given a choice, because that’s how the rules work. ALSO, SOME RIDICULOUS HUMANS HELP HER DECIDE.

Choice? She had to make a choice… about her future?

The fairy princess smiled slightly, and Lena realized to her horror what the creature meant. The choice was about her punishment, it had to be, like whether she’d choose to spend the rest of her life burning in a pool of hot lava or frozen beneath an icy lake.

“I’ll do whatever you want, but please, don’t hurt my cat,” she said, nodding down at Rufus. “He never would have touched the book if I hadn’t shoved it at him. It’s my fault, not his.”

The fairy’s smile faded as she looked confused. “What? I’d never hurt him. What are you talking about?”

“She thinks you’re going to make her choose her punishment,” said a new voice, and Lena turned quickly to find two other strangers standing where no one had been a moment ago. The man was dressed in dark blue and black, with a hood over his brown hair, while the woman, the speaker, had shoulder-length blond hair and wore a purple tunic that had seen better days, along with a pair of sturdy blue pants that somehow lightened in color as they got closer to the ground, something Lena had never seen before.

But it wasn’t the humans appearing out of nowhere that made Lena even more frightened. No, her increased panic was all due to the enormous old, black cauldron that sat on the ground between them, practically reeking of evil magic.

“Don’t worry, that’s not what the choice is,” the woman continued, holding up a hand as if she wanted to calm Lena down.

“Nope, May is right, not even close,” the man said in a friendly tone, which wasn’t what Lena expected. “This is the choice: if you want to know the secret of the Blessed City and why nothing here feels right, step into the Cauldron of Truth.” He patted the side of the cauldron. “But if not, if you’d rather go back to your life the way it is, then—”

“I’m sorry, this is ridiculous,” the woman named May interrupted. “Enough of this hero’s-journey-rejection-of-the call stuff.” She waved Lena forward impatiently. “Come on, kid. Jump into the cauldron already so we can save the world.”

“Whoa!” the golden fairy princess said, quickly flying between Lena and the two humans in an oddly protective way, which confused Lena even more. “We have to do this the right way, May. The Tales of All Things will only accept stories that follow the fairy queens’ rules, and in this case, the rules say we have to let the main character—” She stopped abruptly to give Lena an apologetic look. “Sorry, force of habit. We have to let Lena make the decision herself.”

May sighed. “Okay, fine. Sorry, Lena. It’s just been a long day. Also week, month, and year. Come on, Jack, let’s give her some room.” And then she and the man, Jack, stepped away from the cauldron, apparently to give Lena space to climb in, which was the last thing she planned on doing.

Interact with shadow magic, right in front of a fairy? There was no way! And why was this even happening, unless…

Unless it was some kind of test? Lena’s eyes widened as slowly things began to make sense. This was a test, it had to be! The fairy princess must have left the book in the street to see what Lena would do, and her worthiness would be judged based on her decision now. Maybe fairies were out around town testing everyone this way, to make sure they were worthy for the ball? Or could this have something to do with the election for prince and princess?

If Shefin had accidentally put her through all of this with his campaigning, she’d happily commit some unworthy acts to make sure he paid for it.

“If you really want me to choose,” Lena said to the fairy princess, who smiled and nodded, “then I choose not to get into the cauldron.” She forced a smile to show how confident she was in her answer. “The cauldron must be made from shadow magic, so the right choice, the worthy choice, is to stay far away from it and call the fairies. So that’s what I choose.”

For the first time since finding the book, she actually felt like things might turn out okay. Only, for some reason no one else seemed to be celebrating, or congratulating her on making the right call. Instead May groaned loudly, and Jack turned away to rub his forehead. Even Rufus meowed sadly, which the fairy princess acknowledged with a tilt of her head.

“Rufus wants you to think harder about this,” she said, petting the cat, “because he thinks you’re not acting like yourself, and he misses the real you.” The cat meowed again, seemingly in agreement. “Also, he wants treats.”

What? But Lena had made the right choice! Why was the fairy princess still questioning her? The panic from before came crashing back, threatening to drown Lena like a tidal wave. “But didn’t I pass the fairy queens’ test?” she asked, confused about how she’d managed to mess it all up.

“Do we really need to do this, Gwentell?” May said to the fairy, throwing Lena a compassionate glance. “Look at her, she’s terrified! Your queens have her so intimidated that she’s never going to choose the right thing for herself.”

“If she doesn’t choose, we can’t change The Tales of All Things, May,” said Gwentell the fairy princess before turning back to Lena. “But just to be clear, this isn’t a test, Lena, and you won’t be punished, no matter what you choose. It really is simple: Do you want to know who you really are?”

It wasn’t a test? But it had to be. There was no way a fairy princess, of all people, would let a human use shadow magic. It just wasn’t possible!

Unless this was also part of the test? Maybe the fairy wanted to make sure Lena really meant what she’d said, and wouldn’t change her mind the moment she thought she could get away with it?

“If I find any hint of shadow magic, I’m supposed to call the fairies,” Lena whispered, hoping this would finally end it. “I should have said that earlier, and I apologize.”

Gwentell sighed, then opened up the Happily Ever After book.

“No, please!” Lena shouted, remembering her unworthy thoughts recorded in the book. “I promise I won’t go into the cauldron, I swear I won’t! I just want to be worthy and follow the rules of the fairy queens!”

“Gwentell!” May shouted.

“Lena, it’s okay!” Gwentell said quickly, a strangely guilty expression coming over her face. “I think I messed up when writing this story. I should have given you more reason to believe you wouldn’t get in trouble for your choice.” She sighed. “You’d think writing stories would be easy, but this one really doesn’t seem to happen like I wrote it to.”

She pulled out a long wooden rod with a pointed metal end, like a fountain pen crossed with some sort of magic wand, then set the tip to the book and began writing. As she did, a strange sort of tingling passed through Lena, and she wondered if this was it, if she was being teleported to the fairy queens for her eternal punishment.

But the tingling passed a moment later as Gwentell closed the book again, then turned expectantly to the two humans. “Let’s try to make this easier for her, shall we?” she said.

Jack stared back at the fairy for a moment, then seemed to realize she was waiting on him. “Oh, sorry, right!” He cleared his throat and turned to Lena. “I know how scary this choice is, Lena. I spent my childhood feeling like I was different from everybody too, like I didn’t belong, like I was wrong somehow. And it had to be my fault that I didn’t fit in, because no one else seemed to be feeling this way.”

He paused, looking like the memories weren’t pleasant, but May squeezed his hand supportively, and he gave her a thankful look, then continued. “Turns out, they were just better at hiding it than I was. It took me a while to learn this, but being the real you is never wrong, or evil, or anything else. Whoever you are inside is just that, who you are. And that’s something that should always be up to us, no one else.”

“Jack is right,” May said, giving him a loving look. “He’s weird and odd and drives me crazy, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much I love those parts of him, along with everything else.” She turned back to Lena. “And if it helps, I spent almost my entire childhood being lied to, so I know how it feels. No one should ever have to question their world, but once you choose to see the truth, as hard as that might be, everything gets better, I promise. The truth is always better than a lie, no matter what.” She paused. “But whatever you decide today, you need to know that you’re safe. We’ll protect you, the three of us, no matter what.”

The golden fairy gave May a look just like the one May had given Jack, then nodded. “What matters is what you want, Lena,” she said quietly. “Do you choose a life of secrecy and hiding, or one where you’re free to be yourself? That’s the real choice here, and no one but you can make it.”

Lena just stared at the three of them, not able to believe this was really happening. Could they mean what they were saying, even the fairy princess? Were they actually giving her the choice to find out the truth about the city, about herself? Could this really not be a test of worthiness? Because if she really could decide, then it wasn’t a choice at all.

Lena took a step toward the cauldron, barely able to believe the chance she was taking. But the pull of finding out why nothing made sense to her; why Shefin could be her true love when she felt nothing for him; why none of this life felt right, from the moment she woke up in the morning to the moment she lay down at night… it was too tempting to resist. She had to know.

Lena stopped just before the cauldron, paused for a second, and then gritted her teeth and reached out to touch it.

Before she could, a hand latched on to her wrist and yanked her arm away.

“Do not listen to their foul lies, child!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, aiming a very deadly-looking sword at the others as she pulled Lena away from the cauldron. “They must be infected with shadow and mean to corrupt you as well. But I will not allow that to happen, even if it means destroying this horrible cauldron myself!”




CHAPTER FOUR

In which Lena makes her choice, and jumps into the cauldron ANNOYING DISTRACTIONS ARE TAKEN CARE OF, AND WE GET ON WITH THINGS.

“Mrs. Hubbard, look closer at who you’re speaking to!” Lena shouted, trying to free herself, but the older woman’s grip was unshakable. “That’s a fairy princess!”

“Looks can deceive, child,” Mrs. Hubbard said, swinging her sword in an arc to hold the others back. “Actions are what count, and this ‘fairy princess’ revealed her true nature by trying to mislead you.”

May groaned loudly as Jack leaned in closer to Gwentell. “I thought you said we’d have the store to ourselves,” he whispered. “Did you not bother to write that part in?”

“The store was closed!” Gwentell said, wincing. “Is it my fault that I didn’t know she lived here too?”

“Um, yes?” Jack said. “You could also have just written that we’d be alone, with no one distracting us.”

“Sure, blame the writer just because they forget important details,” Gwentell said, waving her arms around dramatically. “It’s fine anyway. I’ll just fix it with a quick rewrite.”

But as the fairy opened the book again, Mrs. Hubbard leapt forward, slashing out with her sword. It barely missed the book, but only because Gwentell flew backward in alarm.

“Take your foul magic elsewhere, fiend!” the older woman shouted, and attacked a second time, now too close for the fairy to dodge….

But instead of striking the book or Gwentell, Mrs. Hubbard’s sword hit a translucent, glowing blade and bounced off with a clang. Jack, having pulled the weapon out faster than Lena could follow, aimed it at Mrs. Hubbard, who raised her own sword in response.

“Please, don’t hurt her!” Lena shouted, throwing herself between the two in spite of the danger. “She’s just trying to help me and doesn’t understand what’s happening here!”

“Run, Lena!” Mrs. Hubbard hissed. “I’ll keep these villains occupied while you escape. Go, summon the real fairies while you can!”

Gwentell growled in annoyance. “First of all, there’s no fairy more real than me. Second, everyone just calm down. We’re not enemies.” She tilted her head. “At least I assume we’re not. I don’t really know much about Mrs. Hubbard, honestly.”

“Some writers do research first,” Jack said, rolling his eyes. Then he yelped as Gwentell and May both smacked him.

“I know her, Your Highness,” Lena said quickly, hoping to cut off any further fighting. “She’s the most caring and loving person I’ve ever met, and must have found us here and panicked. I felt the same way when I came in…” She trailed off, realizing she hadn’t stopped feeling panicked since she’d arrived, but took a deep breath and continued. “So I can understand what she’s going through.”

That was all true, though Lena had to admit she was a bit surprised by how well Mrs. Hubbard wielded her sword. When had the store owner learned to fight like that?

But Gwentell had already started writing in her book again, and the tingling returned, though it was even stronger this time. Lena started to mention the tingling, but a cry from behind her made her whirl around instead, where she found Mrs. Hubbard’s weapon rusting away, dissolving into metallic flakes that fell like discolored snow to the floor.

“See?” Gwentell said, slamming the book triumphantly. “All it takes is one small edit, and everything is fine again.”

“Nothing is fine, fiend!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, and whipped the sword’s hilt right at Gwentell, who dodged in annoyance.

“You know what?” the fairy said, seething now. “I’ve had enough. Jack, take her down!”

Jack sighed deeply but advanced on Mrs. Hubbard as ordered, his sword glowing in his hand. Not knowing what else to do, Lena grabbed Mrs. Hubbard and pulled her back around the cauldron, hoping to at least delay the inevitable.

“Leave me, Lena,” Mrs. Hubbard whispered to her. “Go! I’ll keep them busy as long as I can.”

But Lena could only shake her head. “I can’t pretend to understand what’s happening here, but really listen to what they’re offering, Mrs. Hubbard. Doesn’t the world just feel… off to you? Like nothing is the way it’s supposed to be?”

The older woman flinched as if Lena had slapped her. “No, it doesn’t… I don’t… No!” She fell back from Lena, then pointed at her accusingly. “I see it’s too late, as the shadow already has you in its power too!”

“I’m not being controlled by the shadow, Mrs. Hubbard, and neither are they!” Lena shouted, hoping that was true. “Gwentell just gave me a choice, a real choice, and I choose—”

“It’s the cauldron’s magic, isn’t it!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, her gaze turning toward the pot next to them. “I knew I should have destroyed the foul device months ago, but I… I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Still, its power must be almost depleted, so perhaps there’s still a way I can save you, Lena!”

“What?” Gwentell said, looking confused, before realization struck. “Wait, stop her, Jack!”

But her words came too late. Mrs. Hubbard leapt toward the cauldron and grabbed its lip. “If I use up the shadow’s magic on myself, then it won’t be able to hurt you, Lena!” she said, then vaulted herself up and over the side.

“No!” Lena shouted, and tackled Mrs. Hubbard before she landed inside, knocking her away from the pot. But the Mrs. Hubbard she faced now wasn’t the kind, gentle mother figure Lena had known for years. Instead the woman writhed and hissed like a wounded animal, striking out with a power Lena hadn’t known she had. The first two attacks hit Lena in each shoulder, making her arms go numb, followed by Mrs. Hubbard cuffing her in the side of the head so hard that the room began to spin.

Not able to hold the older woman any longer, Lena fell back to the floor, a strange fog filling her head. As if from a great distance, she heard Gwentell shout something, but whatever the fairy said was drowned out by a roaring in Lena’s ears as the room began to fade away around her. She had just enough time to stare up at Mrs. Hubbard with amazement, thinking she really didn’t know the older woman at all, before the store disappeared completely, revealing something… new.




CHAPTER FIVE

In which the cauldron transforms Lena THINGS START HAPPENING LIKE I WROTE THEM TO. WHAT IS WRONG WITH THIS STORY, ANYWAY?!


“And what have you brought me, my beloved daughter?” asked Maia’s father, the king. He looked older now than when he’d first announced the contest to determine his heir, and his purple robes and golden crown all seemed to weigh more heavily upon him.

“Knowledge, Father,” Maia said, holding up the pile of books she had brought to the throne room. “Knowledge in the form of fairy Story Books, to be specific. The fairies have used magic to chronicle both past and future. With these books, you’ll know what is to come before it happens, a power unlike any other.”

The king took the top book off the pile and examined it briefly before turning it around to show Maia’s brothers. The Golden King, it was called, and the cover showed an illustration of a man wearing a glove glowing with magic, surrounded by golden statues.

“Interesting, this one,” Maia’s father said as her brother Midas began to fidget nervously. “We’ll be having a long talk about this later, boy,” he said, raising an eyebrow at Midas, before nodding at Maia. “Needless to say, you are the winner, my daughter. I declare you my official heir.”

Maia beamed, but any feeling of triumph disappeared as Midas pushed past her angrily, knocking half her books to the expensive floor tiles. “Father, you can’t be serious!” Midas roared. “I offer you more wealth than exists in the entire world! Gold can buy anything you desire: armies to conquer the world, friends to praise you, the rarest of edible delights. How could you choose books over my gift?”

“That you would even ask that question shows how little you’ve learned, Midas,” Maia’s father said, shaking his head as he opened The Golden King and glanced over its pages. As he read, the king’s expression grew cold, and he straightened in his chair before slamming the book shut and turning to Midas. “Betrayer!”

“You forced me to do this!” Midas shouted, then slapped their father’s face with his gloved hand. Before Maia or her other brothers could even react, a golden glow quickly spread over the king’s body, freezing him as it traveled from his cheek through the rest of his body, leaving behind a golden statue identical to one of the statues on the book cover.

“No!” Maia shouted, but Midas was already moving. He leapt for their oldest brother, Magun, who tried to protect himself using the wooden box he’d returned with, but Midas was too quick and managed to touch Magun’s hand with his glove, leaving behind a second golden statue gleaming in the light of the castle’s torches.

“Melanion!” Maia shouted, horrified. “Use the ring. Summon your djinn!”

Midas briefly aimed his gloved hand at Maia in response, but their youngest brother, Melanion, stepped between them, his left hand hovering over a ring on his right index finger. “You have lost, Midas,” Melanion said. “Surrender and restore father and Magun, and perhaps you will be shown mercy. Force me to use a wish, and I promise you will regret it for the rest of your days.”

“You are confused, Melanion,” Midas said, smirking. “It is you who have lost. Give me the ring, and I will spare your life. Otherwise your statue will wear it for the rest of time next to Father.” He stepped forward, his gloved hand stretching out menacingly toward their youngest brother.

Melanion flinched, then stepped away, shaking his head.

“The djinn, Melanion!” Maia shouted, but her brother just shook his head as he removed the ring and held it out to Midas.

“The djinn is too weak in its magic to be of much use,” the young man admitted almost apologetically to her. “I thought I could bluff my way through the contest, but—”

Midas’s glove on Melanion’s arm cut short whatever else he’d been about to say. And then her brother turned back to Maia.

“You shouldn’t have competed in the contest, Sister,” Midas said, sounding oddly sad. “We never needed to be enemies. You know I’ve always tried to protect you.”

“Like you protected Father and our brothers?” Maia shouted. “You’ll pay for this one day, Midas. I’ll make sure of it!”

Midas sighed, then slowly smiled. “Well, if I must, I hope that you will accept gold.” He held out his non-gloved hand. “Now do the smart thing and back my claim to the throne, and perhaps I will allow you to rule over a small city or something—”

Maia slammed the remaining books into his face, then shoved him to the ground. Midas roared with anger and scrambled back to his feet, kicking the books she’d hit him with across the room, but Maia had already reached the doors.

The last she heard as she left her kingdom—her home—was the laughter of her brother, echoing throughout the throne room in a way she would never forget.

She wouldn’t be able to trust the guards, not after this. She’d have to disguise herself, hide away until she could return to save her father and brothers. But where?

Jon Hubbard. He’d offered to help her if she ever needed it, after they’d broken into the fairy queens’ library together for her quest. Of course, she’d never shared her true identity with him, as she hadn’t trusted him enough at the time to share that she was a princess. Still, she’d grown quite fond of him during their journey, and missed him even now.

Besides, she and Jon had split the treasure they’d found, and the magical cauldron she’d given him might be of some use against her brother….



“Lena!”

Someone had shouted her name. As if waking from a long nap, Lena opened her eyes to find herself back in Mrs. Hubbard’s store, Gwentell staring down at her worriedly. “Are you okay?” the fairy princess asked. “How hard did she hit you?”

The pain came back with the fairy’s words, and Lena groaned at her sore head, then slowly sat up, not sure what had just happened. “I’m okay,” she said, hoping she wasn’t lying. After all, people who were okay didn’t get strange visions of distant throne rooms where a woman who looked and sounded very familiar had to flee for her life.

That princess Lena had just seen couldn’t really have been Mrs. Hubbard… could she? Was the vision even real to begin with? It made far more sense that Lena had just had a strange dream after the blow she’d taken to the head.

Though if Mrs. Hubbard was actually royalty, Lena had a lot more questions for her, including about whatever happened to her creepy brother Midas. Thankfully, he must have been stopped soon after that; she suspected she’d have heard of him otherwise.

Forget the vision! she thought to herself. If Mrs. Hubbard used the rest of the cauldron’s magic up, then you won’t know any more about yourself than you do Mrs. Hubbard!

Gwentell offered her hand, and Lena took it—though, even the fairy’s touch still made her nervous—and got back to her feet, where she immediately looked down into the cauldron, hoping that Mrs. Hubbard wasn’t already inside. Fortunately, it was empty, but that didn’t mean the older woman hadn’t used it while Lena had been passed out.

“I’m so sorry!” she said as she turned to Gwentell, her panic rising again for a very different reason now. “I couldn’t stop her. I was too slow—”

“That’s okay, we got her,” Jack said from across the room, and Lena found him holding Mrs. Hubbard’s arms behind her back as May tied her legs together. They’d already knotted a rag around her head to cover her mouth, but the woman’s horrified stare said more than words could anyway.

Even so, Lena couldn’t help but feel a weight lift off her shoulders, and she exhaled with relief, then looked over at Gwentell. “So I can still choose to find out who I am, right?”

Gwentell grinned and waved her hand over the cauldron. “Be my guest. But if that’s your choice, I’d suggest jumping in immediately before anything else goes wrong. There’s a lot you still don’t know, and we don’t have much time before…” She trailed off, then shook her head. “Forget about that. All that matters at this moment is your choice.”

Lena frowned, not liking any of that, but whatever the fairy princess had stopped herself from saying could wait. Putting a hand on the cauldron’s lip, Lena slowly swung her leg over the top, then paused as she straddled the cauldron, giving her terrified old friend an apologetic look.

“I just can’t keep living like this, Mrs. Hubbard,” she said quietly. “It’s not right, none of it is. I hope you can understand that someday.”

Mrs. Hubbard shook her head, moaning softly before turning away, like she couldn’t watch. That was almost more painful than her attacks had been, but Lena understood. “I’m sorry,” she whispered one last time.

To the side, she heard Rufus meow, and Lena glanced over at him questioningly.

“He says, ‘Get on with it,’ ” Gwentell translated as she bent to pick Lena’s cat up, and waved one of his little paws at her. “But that’s just because he can’t wait to have you back. Neither can I, honestly!”

“Hope you’re right, little man,” she whispered to Rufus, then slowly lowered her foot down into the cauldron.

As she did, she noticed Jack, May, and Gwentell all quickly backing up, with Jack dragging Mrs. Hubbard along as well. That seemed odd, but before she could ask why, her shoe touched the bottom of the cauldron, and everything exploded.




CHAPTER 6

Honestly, Shefin thought he might explode, standing there waiting for Lena to come back out of Mrs. Hubbard’s store. After all the effort he’d put into getting himself and Lena elected prince and princess of the ball, she should have been thankful, complimenting his genius. But no, instead she’d decided to destroy their chances, not to mention maybe get them both purified, all over some ridiculous book.

Losing the election would be bad enough, but Shefin had seen enough Blessed City residents go through purification to know he wanted no part of it. Considering that the fairies had to magically burn away any trace of evil from the unlucky person, it wasn’t ever pleasant.

And those residents hadn’t done anything this bad. Lil had just made a few clucking noises around town, and that had been enough for the fairies to purify her. A forbidden object would definitely push things into the “eternal punishment” category, and if that happened, they’d definitely lose the election, not to mention also probably suffer for the rest of time.

Calm down, he thought to himself. This will all be fine. No one saw us, and the fairies are all busy preparing for the ball. Nothing bad is going to happen. The fairy queens couldn’t actually watch over us at all times. That’s just a myth.

As if in response to his thoughts, the street around him shimmered and disappeared, replaced by a luxurious room made entirely of crystal. Shefin’s mouth dropped open in shock and horror as he stared up at twelve thrones surrounding him in a semicircle, with all but one occupied by tall, terrifying women, their eyes glowing with power.

The fairy queens. Maybe they could watch over humanity at all times! And that meant… that meant…

Suddenly Shefin couldn’t breathe. Not knowing what else to do, he immediately dropped to his knees and bowed his head to the cold crystal floor, wondering if it was too late to beg their forgiveness. Probably, but if he was already doomed, it couldn’t hurt to try.

“Your Majesties,” he said, fighting back tears. “Please, be merciful! I tried to stop Lena from even touching the evil book, but that evil cat of hers grabbed it, and he hates me for some reason that I’ve never been able to figure out, so he probably did it just to spite me—”

The fairy queens gasped, and Shefin glanced up to find them all staring down at him in surprise. “What did you just say, boy?” said a fairy queen in a blue dress. She rose from her throne in the center of the semicircle, towering over Shefin. “Lena found an evil book? Explain yourself!”

Shefin’s mouth went as dry as a desert. They didn’t know? But, then… what? “Uh, I must have misspoken, Your Majesties,” he said quickly, hoping they’d buy it. “Traveling here and seeing your majestic selves has left me dumbfounded. Please, ignore everything I just said. For what reason did you summon me?”

From the sounds of the fairy queens’ murmuring, they were not buying it. One look from the blue fairy queen silenced the others. “You were brought here to discuss your bribing of other residents to win the election for prince and princess of the ball,” she said, stopping Shefin’s heart dead for a moment. “Not that it worked. As it turns out, all your fellow students took your money and then voted for Humphrey, who seems to be the winner. But that can wait. Tell us about this book, now.”

Shefin swallowed hard, wondering if there were any dry pants in the fairy queens’ castle. They knew about his “campaigning,” then? And worse, Humphrey had won? The guy who ran the egg stand across from Lena’s house? Not only was Shefin about to be punished eternally but he’d been beaten out by a guy who’d devoted his life to eggs?!

But maybe it wasn’t too late to talk his way out of this.

“As you command, Your Majesty,” he said slowly, choosing his words carefully. “Please, let me begin again. Lena was not at fault. She merely found a book in the street and opened it, thinking it might be one of our fellow students’ property. Her intentions were entirely worthy, I assure you.” He forced a smile. “The book was called Happily Ever After, so you can imagine she saw nothing evil about that!”

Several of the other fairy queens began whispering quietly, but again closed their mouths as the blue fairy held up a hand. “No such book exists with that title,” she said, sounding even more irritated now. “That can’t be… Wait.” She closed her eyes and began humming to herself.

A moment passed, then another, and Shefin wondered if this was a good or bad sign. Then the queen’s eyes burst open, glowing with a rage like nothing he’d ever seen, and he realized he needed a third sign, since this was neither good nor bad but more of a world-ending-doom sign.

“Gwentell!” the fairy queen roared, floating off the floor in her anger. The others all leapt to their feet in surprise, their eyes glowing with the same magical light. “She has betrayed us!”

“Gwentell?” repeated a fairy queen in red, sounding shocked. “That can’t be. She has always been one of our most faithful servants!”

The blue fairy queen waved away the other’s protest. “Even now she hides her presence from me, something no fairy has done in our entire history.” She narrowed her eyes. “Even with the power of a fairy princess, that should not be possible. She must have used story magic. There’s no other explanation.”

Story magic? What exactly was that, Shefin wondered. A power that kept you up late at night reading when you should have closed the book already?

“But why?” asked a fairy queen in purple. “She could not have learned the true purpose of the ball, could she?”

“Impossible,” said one in white. “No one knows that but us.”

And now the ball had a purpose beyond celebrating Shefin as royalty? Apparently it would need one, if Humphrey truly had won instead of him. But what else could it be for, then?

Is that really your priority right now? he thought to himself. You’re about to be punished eternally. Focus!

“She has no idea of the power she’s playing with!” a fairy queen in green shouted furiously. “Whatever her plan is, it won’t work. She knows too little of story magic.”

“She knows enough to be dangerous,” the fairy queen in blue hissed. “She has had access to The Tales of All Things for years now, and knows the rules as to which stories it accepts. If her story is added to the Tales, it could disrupt everything!”

“Sisters, you are missing something obvious,” the fairy queen in purple said, and pointed at Shefin. “She clearly does not have full control of the story magic, or we would never have learned of her treachery as we did, by coincidence. Only with story magic could such an unlikely event have ever occurred.”

The fairy queen in blue stared at Shefin as if considering this. “There is much truth to your words, sister,” she said. “The magic must be trying to escape her control, just as it does ours. And perhaps we can use that.”

“Use it? But how, Merriweather?” the fairy queen in purple said to the one in blue, who was apparently named Merriweather. “Whether she has control of it or not, Gwentell knows how to write a proper story to change the Tales. We cannot even write our own story to offset hers, not without knowing what she intends to do!”

“Indeed,” Merriweather said, tapping her lip with one finger. “But why write a new story when we can change hers instead?”

A ripple of surprise passed through the other fairy queens. “You cannot be serious!” the fairy queen in red said. “To affect her story, especially from a distance, would require—”

Merriweather nodded and held out her hand, humming briefly. A golden oil lamp appeared in the air just over her hand, glowing with power, and the other fairy queens all gasped.

“This is madness!” the fairy queen in purple shouted. “We finally succeeded in trapping the shadow, and you want to unleash it once more?”

“Of course not, fool,” the blue fairy queen snapped. “The lamp itself radiates magic, even while imprisoning the djinn. That should be enough to write our own addition to Gwentell’s story, even without the book itself in our hands.”

A few of the fairy queens slowly nodded, though they didn’t seem thrilled about it. The rest just looked away or shook their heads. Whatever was happening, everyone was definitely not on the same page, no pun intended.

Okay, maybe a bit of a pun intended. But puns could wait until the threat of eternal punishment had passed, at the very least.

“Don’t you see we have no choice, sisters?” the blue fairy queen said. “Gwentell could be trying to disrupt the ball, and we cannot allow that, not after all this time. And what if she means to release the djinns completely? We have come too far to let anyone stand in our way now, especially when we are so close to finally righting the djinns’ wrongs once and for all!”

This seemed to bring many of the doubting fairy queens around. “What do you mean, add to the story?” the fairy queen in white asked. “What do you propose?”

“Not a what,” Merriweather said. “A who.”

And then she pointed right at Shefin, who almost choked.

“Him?” said the green fairy queen, not sounding any more pleased with him being singled out than Shefin was.

“Madness!” shouted the fairy queen in white. “We all know how useless the boy is!”

“We brought him here to punish him for his unworthy actions!” said the fairy queen in red. “How could we trust him to serve us faithfully?”

“He will serve us or regret it for all time,” Merriweather snapped, which quieted all of them, including Shefin. “And who better to use? Shefin is Lena’s true love and therefore knows her better than anyone else. If Gwentell seeks to use the girl to free her genie friend, then Shefin will have the best chance to stop her. And while he might be weak and powerless, we will not be sending him in empty-handed. We’ll grant him enough magical gifts to take down an army of fairies, let alone one princess. And even if he fails, the chaos he’ll bring to the story will be more than enough to knock it off course and disrupt Gwentell’s plans.”

The fairy queen in red stared down at Shefin in disgust but sighed and reluctantly nodded. The rest quickly followed suit, and as Merriweather began to sing, so too did the others. Their magic quickly filled the room, making the hairs on Shefin’s arms stand up.

As they sang, a giant translucent book page appeared in the middle of the throne room, with the words “Chapter Six” at the top, followed by something Shefin couldn’t read. The fairy queen in blue held out a hand, and a glowing pen appeared in her grasp, almost as large as the page itself. She touched the pen to the golden oil lamp and paused for a moment, then brought the pen up to the translucent page. With a quick flick of her wrist, the “Six” turned into “Seven,” while a blank page appeared to its left.

Merriweather touched the pen to this new page, and the words “Chapter 6” appeared, now with a numeral instead of “Six” written out. But she didn’t stop there, and Shefin’s heart almost stopped when he saw what came next:


Honestly, Shefin thought he might explode, standing there waiting for Lena to come back out of Mrs. Hubbard’s store.



Um, what was that? Those were his thoughts appearing on the page, his innermost musings and feelings displayed for everyone to see! How was that even possible? And worse, how far back could the fairy queens see? The bribery over the election was hardly his worst offense; if the fairy queens dug any deeper, they were going to find quite a few unworthy thoughts and actions, not to mention all his doubts over his “true love” for Lena, and—

“There,” the fairy queen in blue said as the pages faded away, which made Shefin feel slightly less panicked, though not much. “The book has been modified. Gwentell’s Happily Ever After now has two heroes, not one.” And then she smiled down at Shefin, which was somehow even scarier than all the glaring had been.

“I, uh, don’t follow, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice breaking slightly from terror.

“It is just as I said, child,” Merriweather replied. “We hereby task you with becoming a true and worthy hero, dedicated to goodness and light, in a quest to save us all from catastrophe. Can you rise to the occasion and become such a hero?”

Shefin’s eyes widened, and he slowly straightened, all worries about books and bribes and true loves disappearing with her words. “A hero?” he said, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “I always knew I was meant for great things, but I assumed that just meant I was secretly royalty, not that I’d end up saving our fairy godmothers when they desperately begged for my help!”

One of the fairy queens growled, but Merriweather threw her a look, then turned back to Shefin. “You are our only hope, child,” she said, looking oddly disgusted as she did. “Save the world, and all your unworthy actions in the past shall be forgiven, not to mention that you will earn the love and respect of us all.” She leaned forward then and her smile returned, though this time it seemed far less friendly. “Fail, however, and I will personally subject you to an eternity of punishment. Do we have a deal?”




CHAPTER SEVEN

In which Lena becomes the full-size giant she was always meant to be.

The light exploding from the cauldron was so bright, it blinded Lena, but any pain or discomfort disappeared as a lifetime’s worth of memories played through her mind.

Lena hiding her true height from the other giants with the Growth Ring.

Lena napping with Rufus in her giant-sized dollhouse.

Lena watching from the roof of her house as the other giant kids play in the village, wishing she could join in.

King Denir refusing to let her participate in the Ritual of the Spark, disgusted by her.

Creel, the Sparktender, giving her the epithet she’d always dreamt of.

The Cursed City. Mrs. Hubbard. The Last Knight. Mr. Ralph, made of gingerbread. Humphrey the egg, Lil the chicken, Pinocchio the wooden puppet. The nutcracker guards with their enormous teeth. The frog prince, the Golden King, the wolf sisters the three pigs Charm the worthiness tests Shefin shadow magic chaos magic trapped genies—

JIN!

From deep inside, a roar of primal rage erupted from her throat.

The fairy queens… had stolen… everything from her!

Her memories, her family, her heritage, all of it. With their spell, they’d not only forced Lena to live as a human but hadn’t even left her the memories of her true life. How could any creature commit such a vile act? And then to force the new humans to worship the fairy queens on top of everything else!

Lena let out another scream, the force of it shaking the store around her. But even as she struggled to comprehend the depths of the fairy queens’ evil, one of her newly regained memories tugged at her attention.

Rufus jumping into the Cauldron of Truth and becoming his true self, a giant cat. Lena feeling overwhelming joy at the fact that he was her size now—but also fear. If she stepped into the cauldron, how would it transform her? Would she be giant… or human? What if all along she’d been human and just couldn’t admit it?

A rush of terror pushed aside her anger, and as her sight returned, she looked down at her body in a panic. But it was already too late. Her legs were translucent now, glowing with the bright light of the cauldron, and the magic was spreading, pushing up through the rest of her body, changing her, remaking her, just like it had with Rufus.

But what would she be when it was finished?

This time she screamed for help, hoping Gwentell might be able to stop the process somehow, as Lena’s memories of the golden fairy princess had returned along with the others. But time had somehow slowed around her, and the fairy princess and the others barely seemed to be moving.

“I know what I am!” she shouted in both defiance and dread as the light passed from her chest to her neck, infusing her with its brilliance as it moved. “And no one will take that away from me, not again. Never again!”

But the light didn’t care. It filled her head now, growing brighter as it did, and she squeezed her eyes shut to avoid being blinded again. But just as its intensity became almost too much to take, the light mercifully began to fade, which meant the cauldron was just about done. Lena had to clench her fists just to keep from shaking, terrified to find out what she’d been turned into.

Finally, knowing waiting would only draw it out, Lena took a deep breath and opened her eyes, then looked down at herself again.

She almost choked with despair. Nothing had changed. She was still human, just as the fairy queens had made her.

Any remaining fear disappeared now, and the anger she’d felt before came rushing back a thousand times stronger, bringing with it a whirlwind of emotions, as disappointment, sadness and rage all swirled together, filling her with a tempest that could not be held back, no matter how hard she tried.

So she didn’t even bother and instead unleashed it, all of it, letting every bit of fear and fury push up and out of her, exploding throughout the store.

And as it did, Lena began to grow.

First she crashed through the store’s ceiling, then the entire second story of the house, getting taller with every passing second. The entire upper half of Mrs. Hubbard’s store broke apart around her as she grew, and Lena found herself staring down at the Blessed City in all its horrible, fake beauty.

Just like that, all the despair she’d felt got washed away by pure joy, and she began sobbing, not able to believe what was happening. She stretched her arms to the sky, reveling in the feeling, then flexed her muscles, her forgotten strength now back and more powerful than ever. “I AM A GIANT!” she roared, hoping the fairy queens could hear here, wherever they were. “And you’ll never take that from me again, not ever!”

She let loose another roar of triumph, reveling in her new self, before noticing a glow from below. She glanced down in confusion.

What she found was not the solid, full-sized giant body she’d been expecting, but instead a glowing, translucent giant around her, with her human-sized body floating within it.

What was this? Why wasn’t she transforming into the giant she knew herself to be?

As if on cue, a familiar voice materialized in her head, brought back by her newly remembered memories.

I can see the inner you, and it’s beautiful, giant or not, Jin said, from the last time she’d considered using the Cauldron of Truth. Why would you want to change yourself?

As if Jin’s words were the final piece of a puzzle, Lena finally understood who and what she was. She couldn’t help but smile, even as the light forming the giant around her flowed back into her body, infusing her human-sized muscles with its power.

She was a giant, yes, and always had been. But she was also herself, her own size, and she wouldn’t have it any other way.

Unfortunately, as the light continued to permeate her body, there was less and less to hold her up, and she found herself descending quickly back toward the ground, toward the cauldron. She landed harder than she’d have liked, but worse was the dazed feeling as she collapsed into the bottom of the cauldron, the light fading around her.

Whatever had been slowing time for the others apparently disappeared with the light, as Gwentell immediately appeared at the edge of the cauldron, staring down at Lena with confusion and worry. “No, this can’t be!” she shouted, her eyes wide. “What went wrong? You were supposed to be a full-sized giant!”

Lena smiled again in response. In an attempt to stand back up, she tried to steady herself against the sides of the cauldron but wasn’t used to having her giant strength back just yet, and ended up splitting the pot in two, sending both halves crashing into the shelves on either side of her.

“No, Gwentell, I’m supposed to be me,” she said, wincing slightly at the damage she’d just caused, while still delighting in feeling like herself again. “And that means I’m exactly the right size. Now, what’s the plan to save everyone else and free Jin? Because I’m definitely ready to fight and show the fairy queens my might!”




CHAPTER 8

The fairy queen’s threats barely registered with Shefin. How could they? The queens needed a hero, and they’d come to him. Finally, everything was beginning to make sense.

He wasn’t just some random boy in a random city, desperately trying to become prince of a ball just to feel like he was in any way special. That had never felt right, not deep down in Shefin’s soul, where he’d always known he was meant for bigger things.

And now the fairy queens themselves had confirmed he was right. He wasn’t ordinary. He was important, a hero! And once he saved the world, everyone would adore him just like he deserved.

“We have a deal, Your Majesty, and I’ll make you proud,” he shouted at Merriweather more loudly than he’d planned to, his heart racing with excitement instead of fear for once. “Whatever it takes, I’ll defeat this fairy princess. I promise!”

One of the fairy queens sighed. “Perhaps hold your promises until you hear what the quest will require, boy?”

That dulled Shefin’s excitement a bit, but only just a bit. “Of course, Your Other Majesty,” he said, bowing low again. “I didn’t mean to get ahead of myself. Please, tell me everything. Let me absorb your knowledge like a sponge!”

Another fairy queen made a disgusted noise, but Merriweather ignored her. “The mission is simple, Shefin,” she said. “You must destroy the Happily Ever After book. Do this, and all of our stories will once again proceed as they should.”

Destroy a book? That didn’t sound very heroic. “Are you sure I shouldn’t duel Gwentell to the death?” Shefin asked, trying to hide his disappointment and failing miserably. “Maybe she could turn into a dragon or something first, and I’d pretend to be afraid to make her overconfident, and then when she tries to eat me, I’d be close enough to get one final attack in, and—”

“The book is all that matters,” Merriweather said, annoyance creeping back into her voice. “Once it’s gone, we shall deal with the betrayer ourselves. The book is the key, though, as we cannot control the story again until it’s gone. Do you understand, Shefin?”

He frowned, not wanting to admit he didn’t. “Of course, Your Majesty. But even if this is my first quest, I still think I could do more heroic things if given the chance.”

“Your first…?” Merriweather said, her eyebrows rising in surprise. “Ah, of course. It seems as if we have written ourselves into a corner.” She turned to the others. “Perhaps we should return his memories to him. We do not know if Gwentell has further allies, but any prior knowledge Shefin once possessed could be of use, especially if he must face Lena. The girl he currently knows is but an ordinary human, but Gwentell might restore her true strength, and our hero must be prepared.”

True strength? He furrowed his brow, wondering what that meant. Maybe that Lena was uncannily good at card games? Or could balance on one foot for longer than anyone else?

“Ridiculous!” the fairy queen in green shouted. “He’d turn against us, just like Gwentell!”

“Not if we purify him at the same time,” the fairy queen in purple said, and this time Shefin’s excitement did immediately disappear, replaced by a familiar feeling of horror. “That should ensure he remains on our side, no matter what he remembers.”

“Agreed,” the fairy queen in blue said, and without even waiting for his opinion on this, they all began humming once more.

“Please, that’s not necessary, Your Majesties!” he said, regretting ever pointing out this was his first quest, along with every other life choice that had led to this. “Destroying a book is more than enough. I wouldn’t want to overwhelm the world with heroic deeds right from the start, after all!”

But their song only intensified, and he realized it was too late. All he could do was—

“Don’t move,” whispered a voice from right next to him, and Shefin practically shrieked in surprise. He spun around in a circle to find the source of the voice, but no one was there. Was this the fairy queens’ magic spell, speaking to him out loud somehow?

“What did I just say?” the voice whispered again, and this time Shefin froze in place. “Don’t worry, I can save you, but I need you to keep the queens busy for another minute, okay? I was supposed to have a real distraction, but I should have known I couldn’t count on Phillip.”

Shefin’s eyes widened. Whoever this was, they were clearly not on the side of the fairies, which meant he needed to alert the queens to the intruder right away!

But before he could, strange memories of another life started filling his head, a life that had begun in a tiny city at the far end of the shadowlands. Lilliput, it was called, and it had been his home until recently, a home where at age six he’d been chosen as heir to the emperor, where the Golden King had used shadow magic to take over his mind and force Shefin to serve as one of the Faceless, where they’d faced the king one final time, he and Lena and an invisible woman who only spoke to… Jan? Jun? No, Jin. That was it, Jin…

JIN! Jin the genie, Shefin’s best friend and greatest admirer, had been trying to free another genie from a lamp, the same lamp currently floating in the air right in front of Merriweather! How could he have ever thought to alert the fairy queens about the invisible voice? Whoever it was must be trying to reach the lamp, and if anything, he had to help them—

But the moment the thought appeared, a horrible pain exploded in his head, a burning unlike any he’d ever felt. He screamed in agony as what felt like a fiery blaze swept through his mind, scorching any and every notion he might have had of fighting back against the fairy queens.

He couldn’t let them win, though, and fought against the pain to hold on to what he knew to be true, that the fairy queens were evil and had to be stopped. But the pain only intensified in response, dropping Shefin to his knees in agony. He clutched his forehead as any last thoughts of defying the queens turned to ash in his mind, replaced by an all-consuming love for the fairy queens that they’d always deserved.

Mercifully, the more he accepted the goodness of the fairy queens as undeniable fact, the more the pain faded. His memories began filtering through again, now that the pain was subsiding, memories of being left behind by Sir Thomas in the fight against the Golden King, because of Shefin’s size; memories of the humans looking down on him (literally!) and laughing; memories of Lena not listening to a word he said.

None of them had believed in him, not like the fairy queens did. The queens needed his help, needed him to be a hero, a human-sized one at that, not some tiny Lilliputian that the world would laugh at. And when he saved the world, then everyone would finally take Shefin seriously, and see him for who he truly was.

As the fairy queens wound down their song, the fire in his mind spluttered and flickered out, the purification complete. Shefin quickly pushed to his feet, ready to perform his first official heroic act.

“Your Majesties!” he shouted, stepping forward to pose impressively. “The Invisible Cloud of Hate is here, and she means to steal your lamp!”

The fairy queens’ song cut off immediately, and all eyes turned toward the floating lamp.

“Oh, come on, Lilliputian!” shouted a voice just feet away from Merriweather.

The fairy queen hummed quickly, and a woman wearing all black with a translucent sword in her hand appeared out of nowhere. She threw Shefin the worst death glare he’d ever seen, then turned and leapt straight for the lamp.

The woman was fast, but fortunately, Merriweather was faster. She hummed a brief spell, and the woman froze in midair, her fingertips just inches from the lamp. “Jillian!” Merriweather roared, and the woman went flying backward, crashed into the far wall, and dropped her sword from the impact. The weapon clattered to the ground even as the force of Merriweather’s magic pinned Jillian to the crystal wall.

“Glad to see… you remember me,” Jillian growled, sounding as if the magic were making it hard for her to breathe. “You’re such… cowards, Merriweather. You couldn’t even… let a brainless Lilliputian like Shefin… think for himself, could you?”

Brainless? Shefin glared at her as haughtily as he could. As if the fairy queens would ever chose a hero who couldn’t make their own determinations.

“Humans think what we want them to think,” Merriweather sneered, and held out her hand. Jillian’s translucent sword rose from the floor and floated over to the fairy queen, who examined it for a moment before starting to hum. The sword glowed briefly, then disappeared.

Jillian groaned as her weapon vanished, and her shoulders slumped in defeat, which clearly meant Shefin had won his first heroic victory. Honestly, this whole hero business was even easier than he’d thought!

“It seems Gwentell does have more allies,” Merriweather said to the other fairy queens. “King Phillip and Queen Penelope must have timed their unannounced visit as a distraction to aid Jillian, so it’s fortunate that we took no chances and put them to sleep instead.”

“I knew he’d… mess things up,” Jillian said, shaking her head. “I mean… Phillip? Even my brother… would have been better. This plan was… doomed from the start!”

“Enough!” Merriweather shouted, and hummed briefly. To Shefin’s surprise, Jillian’s mouth disappeared right off her face, and her eyes widened with mute fear as she stared up at the fairy queen in horror.

“Much better,” Merriweather said, then turned back to Shefin, who bowed low, struck speechless from having witnessed the queen’s terrifying power. “You must hurry now, child,” she said. “We will send you back to the Blessed City, where our fairies will bestow upon you three gifts of great power. Use them well, for they will give you the strength you need to destroy Gwentell’s book. Now go, and stop our hated sister before she dooms your entire world!”

Before he could even think of responding, the throne room faded away around Shefin and was immediately replaced by the Blessed City’s central square, the location where the residents were meant to gather at noon for the ball.

But that was still some time away, as when Shefin appeared, there were only fairies present, still working on some sort of gateway to transport the worthy to the fairy homelands.

Or at least they had been working on the gateway. Now it was ignored, as all the fairies were flying around erratically, clutching their heads and moaning in pain. At his appearance, they all turned to look at him for a moment, but whatever was happening had them too distracted to give him the heroic welcome he deserved.

Clearly these fairies needed a hero just as much as their queens did. Unfortunately, Shefin didn’t have time for a second quest at the moment.

“I greet you, fairykin!” Shefin shouted at the assembled fairies, even though they hadn’t bothered saying hello to him yet. “Your queens have bestowed upon me a quest to stop a rogue fairy princess and rescue my friend. Unfortunately, unlike me, time is short, so any questions will have to wait.” He paused, waiting for their response, only none of the fairies said a word. Annoyed, he put his hands on his hips in a heroic pose. “Okay, maybe we have time for one question: Where are my three gifts of great power, and why are you taking so long to hand them over?”




CHAPTER NINE

In which Lena as a full-sized giant learns the plan to rescue Jin and save the world.

“None of this is happening the way I wrote it!” Gwentell shouted miserably as Rufus sniffed at one of the pieces of the Cauldron of Truth. “You were supposed to be full-sized, Lena. Without that power, the next part of the story is going to be much harder!” She poked the Happily Ever After book, not that Lena had any idea what she was talking about.

“I’m all the giant I need to be,” Lena said, her eyes on the book itself. “And what sort of magic is this book? I thought Story Books just recorded what happened, like those other ones about me.” She frowned. “Weren’t they called Once Upon Another Once and Big Tales? Is this book the same?”

“Not exactly,” Gwentell said, shaking her head. “And you butchered those titles, but it doesn’t matter. I can explain everything later. The next step in my plan will need more time than we currently have, so we need to get moving. We have to free Jin before the end of the ball, or…” She trailed off, wincing.

“Or what?” Lena said, not liking any part of this. The fairy queens’ ball isn’t what you think it is, the message in the front of the book had said. So what exactly was it, then?

Gwentell sighed. “I can’t say for sure, unfortunately. But I heard two of the queens say they’d gotten practice for it by performing ‘eternal punishments’ on humans. That seemed bad enough, so I had no choice but to push up our plans.” She gave Jack a dirty look. “And that’s probably why everything’s going wrong in the story, not because I’m a bad writer. I just didn’t have as much time to research it as I’d hoped!”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have spent half your writing time daydreaming, then,” Jack said with a shrug.

“That’s part of the process!” Gwentell shouted, before visibly trying to calm herself. She took a deep breath and turned back to Lena. “All we know is that the end of the ball is the dangerous part, so we need to stop the fairy queens before they can go through with their plan. And the faster we do that the better.”

Lena nodded, already moving. She swept Rufus up in her hands and deposited him back in her bag, then started for the door. “I’ll go warn my parents, and they can help spread the word. We’ll go door-to-door if we have to, until everyone knows to avoid the ball no matter what—”

Gwentell quickly flew herself into Lena’s way. “That’s not the plan, unfortunately. If the Blessed City residents don’t attend the ball as they’re meant to, then the fairy queens will know something’s wrong.”

Lena’s mouth dropped open. Was she joking? “Something’s definitely wrong if we’re sending innocent people to eternal punishment!” Lena shouted. “We can’t just let that happen. More important, I’m not going to let that happen!”

“You have to, if we’re going to have any chance to save them,” Gwentell said quietly. “The fairy queens have Jin’s lamp hidden in the homelands. I’ve got allies searching for it, but to grab it we’ll still need the fairy queens to be distracted. And that means letting the ball happen as usual. If they suspect something’s off, they might hide the lamp, or just punish everyone here in the city instead. Please, Lena, you have to trust me.”

Lena clenched her fists in frustration. “You’re asking me to put my family and friends in danger when I could easily save them!”

“Except they wouldn’t believe you,” May said, nodding at Mrs. Hubbard, who was glaring at them all with a disgusted look. “Thanks to the fairy queens’ spell, they’d be far more likely to turn you in to the fairies the moment you said something.”

Lena gritted her teeth, hating that the woman was right. It didn’t help that with her memories returned, she now recognized May as the hero who’d taken down the Wicked Queen, so it wasn’t like the woman didn’t have experience with this kind of thing.

“Fine,” Lena said, gritting her teeth. “Teleport us to the fairy homelands, and I’ll be your distraction. You all can rescue Jin while I punch a few of the fairy queens down to my size.”

“They’re far too powerful to face directly,” Gwentell said as Mrs. Hubbard gasped through her rag at Lena’s mention of punching a fairy queen. “We need some extra magic if we’re to be successful, and you’re the only one who can get it for us.”

Extra magic that only she could get? What did that mean? She thought about asking but just shook her head instead. With all the questions she had, they’d be stuck at the store all day, and the faster they found this magic the faster she could help her friends and family. Not to mention that Jin had been locked in the lamp for who knew how long; her memories were so jumbled that she had no idea how much time had passed since she’d lost him to the fairy queens.

“Extra magic, got it,” she growled, nodding at the door. “Lead the way, then.”

Gwentell turned to do exactly that, only to stop just before the curtain. She frowned, pushed it aside, and put an ear up to the door. “Hmm. We might have another problem.”

“Oh, come on,” Jack said from behind Lena. “You messed up again?”

“No, of course I didn’t!” Gwentell said, glaring at him. “I just hadn’t realized that the Cauldron of Truth would be so dramatic, and blowing through the top floor of the building seems to have attracted attention.” She paused again, listening. “There’s a whole mob of humans out there now. I think they’re trying to hum the fairy summoning song, but they’re getting the notes all wrong.”

That wasn’t surprising. They’d had to practice the melody every single day in school, since most of the kids couldn’t get anywhere close to getting it right, including Lena. Maybe humans didn’t have the same musical talent that fairies did.

“Wouldn’t the fairies know that something’s going on here too, then?” May asked. “Like you said, the Cauldron of Truth wasn’t exactly subtle.”

“I used story magic before we got here to keep them from noticing,” Gwentell said. “But it may not work if they’re summoned directly.”

Story magic again. What was—

Stop it, Lena thought to herself. Focus! That can all wait. She moved to the door and tried to slip past Gwentell. “I’ll handle this,” she said to the others. “When I punch the ground and everyone falls over, run for the next street over, and we can escape.” She gave Jack an extra-long look. “No one gets hurt, do you hear me?”

“It’s your story,” he said. “We’re just the comic relief.” In spite of his words, he didn’t seem to be mocking her. While his name hadn’t come up as much as May’s had, Lena knew that Jack had helped take down the Wicked Queen as well, so she figured he could be relied on.

But Gwentell wasn’t having it. “No, let me. I’ve got a better idea, and it’ll help keep the fairies even more distracted.”

With that, she pushed aside the curtain again, opened the door, and stepped outside, her wings curling up behind her. Jack and May quickly followed. Lena was behind them, but she stopped in the door and glanced back to where they’d left Mrs. Hubbard tied up.

“I’m so sorry about this,” she said to the woman, shaking her head. “You don’t deserve this. I know you were just trying to help me, Maia.”

The older woman’s eyes widened in surprise, and Lena quickly realized her mistake. “Mrs. Hubbard, I meant!” she said, blushing. “Sorry about that. I just got mixed up, with my memories returning.”

Except that wasn’t true, and Lena knew it. She’d gotten the name from the vision or dream she’d had earlier, the one of a young, royal(!) Mrs. Hubbard. But had it even been real? She couldn’t remember most of it anymore, which suggested dream more than anything else.

But Mrs. Hubbard definitely seemed thrown by the name, which had to mean something, didn’t it? If nothing else, it brought up more questions Lena would need answered when everyone was safe. But their safety would have to come first.

After throwing her friend one last apologetic look, Lena quickly followed the others outside, where the daylight almost blinded her, forcing her to shade her eyes with her arm. That almost caused her to bump into May, who’d stopped just beyond the door. Before Lena could ask why, though, a familiar voice gave her all the explanation she needed.

“Stop!” a man shouted, and in spite of the intense light from the sun giant above, Lena was able to squint enough to locate him. Pinocchio, former wooden puppet and now fairly short adult man, stood at the front of a crowd of dozens of the city’s residents. “What evil have you inflicted on the Blessed City?” he continued. “The fairy queens will—”

“Will what, human?” Gwentell said, and unfurled her wings to fly into the air, making the crowd gasp. “You dare speak to me in such a disrespectful tone? Me, a princess of fairy?”

Jack threw May a look in front of Lena. “Remember that time every boy in Giant’s Hand wanted to rescue you, so they could marry you and become a prince?” he whispered. “And then I tricked them all into running away?”

“I try not to, but it’s a recurring nightmare,” May whispered back. “Gwentell was there too, so hopefully she can handle this better than you did.”

Gwentell threw May a quick wink over her shoulder, then turned back to the assembled city residents. “If you believed there was evil here, why have you not summoned the local fairies? Have you forgotten my queens’ command to you?”

Pinocchio winced and melted back into the protection of the crowd as the others all began shuffling their feet or murmuring excuses.

“We tried, but they all got the song wrong!”

“I think it was Lil. She was definitely off-key.”

“Who clucked—I mean, who said that? The song just didn’t work!”

“The song always works!” Gwentell roared, and the entire mob retreated slightly. “I will lead you in the proper spell, if you think you can keep up.” And then she began humming a melody that sounded nothing like the fairy summoning song.

The crowd seemed just as confused as Lena was.

“Are you sure that’s the right spell?” someone asked, causing all his neighbors to immediately take two steps away from the man.

“To question a fairy is the ultimate crime!” Gwentell shouted, flying up higher to glare down at the offending resident, who immediately dropped to the ground, bowing his head to the dirt in an effort to avoid punishment. This was all starting to make Lena sick, especially since she knew all too well what that kind of fear felt like. These were her friends, and they deserved to live their lives free of the fairies, not in fear of them, even if it was for a good reason.

“Fortunately for you, I am forgiving and merciful,” Gwentell continued. “Therefore, I shall allow you to live… if you and your fellow humans close your eyes and join me in humming that song over and over, as loudly as you can!”

The entire crowd immediately did just that, squeezing their eyes shut and humming the melody Gwentell had just given them. Somehow they managed to get it more right than wrong, probably due to the added incentive of punishment, which only made Lena feel more awful.

The fairy corrected a few of the most off-key singers, then turned back to Lena, Jack, May, and Rufus with a smile. “That ought to keep the other fairies distracted,” she whispered. “Come on, let’s go while we can.”

“What spell did you teach them?” May whispered as Gwentell quickly led them down a side street, away from the crowd. Lena paused at the corner for one last look back, hating all of this but not knowing how to fix it. She mentally wished the crowd luck before hurrying after the others.

“It’s one of my own creations,” Gwentell said, flying down the side street so fast that the others had to jog to keep up. “Some of the other fairies were annoying at times, so I created a spell to give them a piercing headache whenever that happened. Basically, every fairy in earshot probably feels like a hammer is pounding away inside their head right about now.”

May laughed. “Pure evil. I love it.”

But Lena didn’t find it funny. “Won’t the fairies punish them all, then?” she demanded, grabbing Gwentell’s arm to pull the fairy to a halt. “You might have just made everything worse!”

“There won’t be any punishment, not this close to the ball,” Gwentell said, shaking her head. “And once we rescue Jin and stop the queens, the city residents will all be out of danger anyway.” She gave Lena a long look. “It might be time to start thinking of anyone still under the fairy queens’ spell as your enemy, Lena, at least for now. You saw how Mrs. Hubbard was. We can’t trust any of them until they’ve been freed of the queens’ magic.”

Lena turned away, not able to argue with that but still hating that the fairy was right. As Gwentell started moving again and the others fell in behind her, Lena turned her anger toward the ones truly responsible for all of this, the eleven fairy queens who’d once claimed she was unworthy, due to her giant heritage.

How could anyone feel such hate toward people just living their lives, let alone beings of such power like the fairy queens? Even if they didn’t like the djinn and chaos magic, they had magic enough to live however they wanted themselves, with no one telling them what to do.

Instead the queens had stolen the identity and memories of everyone Lena knew, then forced the new humans to worship them. How could anyone be so purely evil?

But even if she couldn’t understand them, she could still stop them, and that was what mattered for now.

Though she still didn’t know exactly how they planned on doing that.

“So where’s this extra magic we need, then?” Lena asked as they raced down another empty street, moving toward the back gates of the city. “How exactly are we going to get Jin back?”

“Like I said, I have people looking for the lamp,” Gwentell said, and Lena heard Jack snort quietly. “But to free Jin we’re going to need more power, a magic unlike any other in this world.” She threw a look back over her shoulder at Lena. “And it just so happens that a certain magic is waiting for us up in the clouds.”

Lena blinked in surprise. The magic was up in the clouds and was something only she could… Oh. Oh no. “You’ve got to be joking,” she said, stopping dead. “It wasn’t absorbed along with all the other chaos magic?”

“Not yet,” Gwentell said, pulling on Lena’s arm to get her moving again. “Denir has it in his castle, so it must be protecting him with whatever power it has left, and keeping him in his giant form. But that won’t last long, so that’s another reason we need to hurry!” As they picked up the pace, the fairy laughed slightly. “Story magic really does have a certain kind of logic to it. It just makes sense, doesn’t it?”

“Um, not even a little!” May said, then threw Lena a look. “What is she talking about?”

The giant girl sighed, shaking her head. “There’s a sacred giant treasure called the Spark,” she said quietly, her thoughts going back to the first time she’d seen it, when King Denir had humiliated her at the ritual. “It’s a flame of pure chaos magic in the giant king’s possession. And that’s sort of a problem for us, because the only thing he hates more than humans is me.”

“Exactly!” Gwentell said. “This is why I wrote that you became a full-sized giant. That way you could have faced him on equal footing!”

“I can handle him just fine the way I am,” Lena growled, but inwardly her blood went cold at the idea of facing the king again. Why couldn’t he have turned human like the rest of the giants?

Someone snorted behind her. “Oh, I get it now,” Jack said. “You specifically made sure I was on this team because you knew we needed to steal from a giant king, didn’t you, Gwentell? Admit it, you still want revenge on me for the last time!”

Lena slowed for a moment at his words. Last time?

“You’re not the hero of this story, Jack, so get over yourself,” the fairy princess said, turning to glare at him before grinning abruptly. “But if I happen to leave you behind this time, then consider us even!”




CHAPTER 10

We have your gifts, human,” said a silver fairy at the front of the crowd, clutching her head in pain. “But we also got splitting headaches almost the exact moment you showed up!”

Shefin snorted. “Sounds like a personal problem. Heroes like me don’t have time for headaches, fairy. Hand over the gifts already.”

The silver fairy’s face contorted with rage, and she fluttered angrily right up to Shefin’s face. “You will show me respect, human!” she roared, and the other fairies groaned over the noise. “We are fairykin, and you are merely human. Therefore, we are your betters!”

“That shows how much you know, because I’m not some random human. I’m the next emperor of Lilliput,” Shefin said with no small amount of pride, before wondering if that was something he was allowed to be proud of. The fairy queens had given him back his memories of Lilliput, and he assumed they’d have mentioned if he should hate that part of himself for any reason, so that seemed like permission to be proud of it. “And while you might be fairykin, your queens were the ones who sent me here to save you all, so I believe I outrank you. Therefore you aren’t anyone’s betters, and also, I still don’t have my gifts!”

The silver fairy muttered something under her breath but slowly fluttered back into the crowd, which clearly meant Shefin had won. He smiled smugly as a fairy the color of brass slowly flew out toward him, her flight particularly unsteady. As she neared, he could hear the faintest sound of her humming just before an enormous sword and scabbard appeared in her hands.

Unfortunately, either the weapon was heavier than she’d thought or her headache was affecting her more than she knew, because the weight of the sword sent her and it crashing to the ground.

“Your first… gift,” the brass-colored fairy said, slowly getting crushed beneath the weight of the sword’s hilt. “This is the… Sword of Purification. Cut someone with it… and they’ll… be purified by… fairy magic, just as if we… had done it ourselves.”

Shefin’s eyes widened, and he grabbed the sword—mercifully freeing the fairy in the process—then held it aloft in an impressive way. Weirdly, the Sword of Purification looked almost exactly like the Eye sword that Jillian had dropped in the fairy queens’ throne room. Probably just a coincidence that both were translucent.

“Now, this is a gift!” he said, imagining how heroic he must have looked from the fairies’ perspective as he swung the sword around. “You have done well, uh, whoever you were,” he finished, since the brass fairy had crawled back into the crowd. “I accept your gift and shall now be on my way to save the world—”

“That’s not the only gift, human!” shouted the silver fairy, and this time she moaned in agony along with all the others.

“There’s more?” Shefin said, admiring the light weight of his new sword. “Right, the fairy queens said there would be three.” He paused, staring at the weapon. “You know what? I think I’m good with just the sword.”

A shiny red fairy who had begun fluttering over to him, only to retreat when he’d started swinging the sword, inched closer again. “You must be joking, human,” she said. “That weapon is the least of our gifts—”

“You may address me as ‘Sir Hero,’ ” he told her, aiming the sword at her absently as he sighted down the blade. “That, or ‘Your Heroicness.’ ”

“I’d rather die,” the red fairy said, only to gasp in surprise as Shefin flicked his sword forward, almost clipping one of her wings. “I, uh, mean, I’d rather die than leave Your Heroicness without the benefit of the next two gifts, which will be even more useful!”

Shefin nodded at her respectful tone, even if he felt a bit guilty over almost stabbing the fairy when the sword had slipped in his grasp. Sweaty hands and swordplay apparently didn’t go well together. “I doubt that very much,” he said, pushing the sword back into its scabbard to slip it over his shoulder, mostly so he didn’t accidentally stab anyone. “Still, you have a job to do, and I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble with your queens.” He smiled at her in a benevolent way. “You’re welcome.”

The red fairy muttered something in a musical language he didn’t recognize, then hummed a tune almost as quietly as the first fairy had. This time, a large shield decorated with blue fairy wings appeared in midair, but the metallic red fairy didn’t even bother grabbing it, so the shield crashed unceremoniously to the ground. “Shield of Protection,” she said, gesturing down to it as she turned to fly back into the crowd.

Shefin snorted, then picked up the shield. “The presentation could use some work!” he shouted after her, and the fairies all screeched in pain, which honestly was starting to get a bit irritating. “And aren’t all shields made for protection? What’s so special about this one?”

“It protects you completely,” one of the closer fairies cried out, almost sobbing as she rubbed her temples. “While you hold it, you and anyone you touch will be effectively invincible.”

Invincible? Really? Okay, that did sound better than a normal shield—if it were true. Shefin wasn’t about to take these fairies at their word, not after they’d been so disrespectful to the hero who was about to save the world. “Hit me,” he said to the nearest fairy, strapping the shield to his arm and ducking behind it. “Let’s see what this thing can do.”

The fairy just stared at him. “I’m six inches tall. Do you really think me hitting your shield will prove something?”

Shefin snorted. “I was six inches tall once, and I led a revolution! But if you’re too afraid, I can find someone tougher.” He grinned. “There’s got to be a butterfly around here somewhere.”

The fairy let out a howl of rage and punched the shield as hard as she could, then instantly grabbed her hand and screamed in pain. As she slowly drifted to the ground, sobbing, Shefin straightened up and turned the shield around to examine it.

Sure enough, not even a dent. “Not bad!” he said, then turned to the rest of the fairies. “But now I really need to be going. Books don’t destroy themselves, you know!”

“The last gift is the most important,” the silver fairy said, fluttering back out to him. Without waiting for a reply, she hummed a quick spell, and this time a shiny metal helmet with an impressive red plume on the top clunked to the dirt beneath her.

Shefin looked down at the helmet and kicked it with his foot. “What’s this? The Helmet of Headaches?”

Apparently they weren’t ready to joke about that yet, as every single fairy in the crowd glared at him with undisguised hatred. Annoyed, he just glared right back until the silver fairy sighed. “No, hu—I mean, Your Heroicness. It’s the Helmet of Wisdom, the greatest boon the fairy queens can grant a hero. Wearing this helmet enables you to see through lies, deduce your enemies’ plans before they can even think of them, and outwit the most clever of opponents. It is the single most powerful, most useful—”

“Eh,” Shefin said, scrunching up his nose at the helmet. “The sword is really all I need. I’ll take the shield, though, just in case.”

“You idi—I mean, Your Heroicness, you must take the helmet!” the silver fairy shouted, flying down to grab it, though it seemed to be too heavy for her to lift, since she struggled to even pick it up. “The fairy queens… insist! This could very well… mean the difference between… success and failure… for your quest!”

Shefin sighed deeply. Being a hero seemed to require humoring all the little people. But it would all be worth it when everyone, these fairies especially, sang his praises for saving the world. “Fine,” he said, and moved to take the helmet, only to pause as something else grabbed his attention. “But only if I can take that horse over there too! A hero needs a horse, right?”

The fairies all turned to look at the brown horse someone had tied up next to the city tavern. “You want a horse?” the silver one asked, dropping the helmet in disbelief.

“Want? No. I need a horse, far more than a helmet and shield,” he said, pulling the shield off and dropping it to the ground. “So if it’s a matter of choosing between the three gifts and that horse—”

“Take the horse!” the silver fairy shouted, and this time the assembled fairies all screeched in pain. “Take whatever you want, just… just go! And never come back!”

“Never come back, Your…?” Shefin said as he bent down to pick up the shield and helmet.

“Never come back, Your Heroicness!” the fairies shouted in unison. Then one by one they began crashing to the ground and writhing around, punching the dirt from whatever pain they were suffering.

“That’s better,” he said, and strode over to the horse, which he now realized seemed familiar, to the point where he might have even heard its name. Was it… Mr. Horse? Dr. Horse? No, that was ridiculous. It had to be Mr. Horse.

But heroes didn’t call their heroic steeds “mister.”

“Well, Horse, you and I have a job to do,” Shefin said, patting the animal’s neck. The horse whinnied in a friendly way as Shefin hooked his shield to the saddle, meaning they were already getting along. Unfortunately, there was no place for the helmet, and Shefin wasn’t going to wear the ugly thing, so instead he placed the Helmet of Wisdom on Horse’s head, then climbed up into the saddle himself. “Now let’s go find that fairy princess and rescue Lena!”

“Of course, Your Heroicness!” Horse said, the helmet glowing brightly. “I’d do anything to help the course of true love!”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

In which Lena climbs a mountain as a giant carrying the others WITH THE HELP OF SOME OLD FRIENDS.

Getting out of the Blessed City ended up being easier than Lena had anticipated, though it did help that whenever anyone saw Gwentell, they immediately bowed and waited for Lena’s group to pass. This seemed to delight the fairy princess, who stuck her tongue out at Jack after the third time it happened.

“Can I write a story, or can I write a story?” she asked, taking out the book again to scribble something down. Lena immediately felt the same strange tingling inside that she had before the vision she’d had about Mrs. Hubbard, which had to be related. Had the book caused the vision? Or had it been related to whatever Gwentell was writing?

She started to ask, only to get distracted by shouting back in the direction of the central square. Considering that was the meeting place for the residents to travel to the fairy homelands for the ball, maybe something was wrong. “Shouldn’t we make sure everyone’s okay?” Lena asked, but Gwentell just shook her head.

“Save the world, and everyone will be okay,” the fairy said, which didn’t help Lena’s worries in the slightest. But the back gates were just ahead, and soon at least they’d be out of the city and she could focus on the next thing to worry about, King Denir.

The guards waved them through the gates after one look at Gwentell, and a moment later, Lena found herself back in a very familiar-looking forest, one she hadn’t seen since the fairy queens had stolen her identity and memories. Rufus poked his head up out of her bag and meowed happily, and she scratched him behind his ears absently.

“I know, little man,” she said. “You used to do such a good job carrying us up the mountain. But this time will take us a bit longer, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, will it?” Gwentell said, still apparently proud of herself for getting them out of the Blessed City. “While the story originally had you carry us all up the mountain at full giant height, now that it’s getting rewritten, I’ve brought in some old friends to help us. Reunions are always fun in stories, right?” With that, she turned and flew on ahead, waving at the others to catch up.

As Jack, May, and Lena followed at a slow jog, the trees closed in on either side, and soon they lost sight of Gwentell. “Was she always like this?” May asked her husband. “I remember her being so nice when she was regular fairy size.”

“That’s because you couldn’t understand what she was saying,” he told her. “She only talked in their fairy language back then. If anything, she was worse. Not her ego, though. That hasn’t changed at all.”

Lena smiled at that, already liking both of them. It was odd to be walking next to a war hero like May, and Jack as well, though she didn’t know nearly as much about him. But the thought of facing King Denir, even with them at her side, still made Lena’s blood go cold.

They rounded a curve in the path, and Lena saw Gwentell floating in the air a short distance away, a huge grin on her face. And beside her stood the largest wolf Lena had ever seen, an absolute monster in black fur that stood almost as tall as Jack.

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me!” Jack shouted, pulling out his sword and striding toward the beast. The wolf growled low, revealing razor-sharp teeth as Jack advanced. “What’s the matter, old wolf?” he said, aiming his sword at the animal’s head. “Can’t talk anymore? Did the fairy queens take your magic too?”

The wolf snarled, then snapped his jaws closed just short of the blade, like a warning.

“Are you two finished?” Gwentell said with a sigh, and Lena glanced over to the fairy to find that Gwentell and the wolf weren’t alone. Three other familiar-looking wolves, all smaller than the black one, waited a short distance away, almost shyly.

But the sight of them filled Lena with joy, and she ran straight at them, her arms wide for a hug. “Susi! Tala! Coni!” she shouted, and dropped to her knees to skid straight into the gray wolf, throwing her arms around Coni’s neck tightly.

Coni, the first of three wolf sisters Lena had met in the shadowlands, whined happily, hugging back by throwing her front paws over Lena’s back. Her claws dug in a bit, but Lena was so happy to see her, she didn’t care.

“Wait, you have kids, Wolf?” Jack said, sounding shocked as he stared at the larger wolf. “How? I thought you fell in love with a dream!”

“A dream that I found for him,” May said, looking strangely proud as she grinned at the three sisters. “Hey, ladies. You all can call me ‘Aunt May,’ considering I got your parents together.” She frowned. “Wait, don’t do that. Aunt May is from a different story completely.”

“But this can’t be real,” Jack said, looking back and forth between the large wolf and the three sisters. “The Fairest was a dream, wasn’t she?”

“Don’t worry about it, my love,” May said, patting his cheek. “Beauty is more than ‘sleep’ deep, I guess.” Then she laughed for some reason.

Lena couldn’t have cared any less about whatever they were talking about. Instead she buried her face in Coni’s shoulder, her joy now turning to shame as she struggled to hold back tears.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, shaking her head as the wolf whined again. “I thought we had won, but the fairy queens tricked us, and Jin… he’s gone, trapped, and all the chaos magic went with him. Without it, my people… they’re all human now, and… and…” She trailed off, noticing that Coni and her sisters hadn’t spoken or turned human yet themselves. “Wait, are you… can you…?”

“They’re stuck in wolf form, Lena, and can’t speak,” Gwentell said with a sigh. “Just be thankful the fairy queens didn’t bother removing their memories or controlling their minds. My queens never did like animals much.”

The black wolf sister snapped at Gwentell’s dress, and the fairy princess whirled around angrily. “Hey!” she shouted, yanking her clothing out of biting range. “I’m the one trying to stop them, okay? Don’t blame me for their prejudices!”

“This is great, seeing the kids and all, but why are they here, Gwentell?” May said. “We know where we’re going, so we don’t need trackers.”

“But we do need to move fast,” Gwentell said. “And what faster rides could I find than the Wolf King’s family?” This time, both Tala and Susi growled, but Gwentell just rolled her eyes. “Hey, we’re saving the world here, not to mention helping get you back to normal. Rides are the least you can do for us!”

Lena pulled back from Coni and wiped her eyes, not liking this much more than the wolf sisters did. Still, the wolves were incredibly fast, and she couldn’t say no to that, not if it helped them free Jin before the end of the ball.

“Lena, you can ride the gray one,” Gwentell said, and Lena nodded. Rufus leaned out of her bag to touch his paw to Coni’s fur, and the wolf gave him a quick lick in return, making him purr loudly. “May, you and the black one will get along pretty well. And I’ll take the brown one.”

“Tala,” Lena said to May, nodding at the black wolf. “And, Gwentell, your wolf is Susi.”

Gwentell shrugged as if she didn’t care, then floated over to her wolf, only to stop as Jack grabbed her dress and yanked her backward. “Why do you need a ride, princess?” he said, glaring at her. “You’ve got wings. Why don’t you fly?”

“Maybe I’m tired!” she said, sticking her tongue out at him again. “It takes a lot of energy to fly everywhere.”

“Okay, but then you should ride him,” Jack hissed, pointing at the enormous black wolf. “Don’t you remember what he did?”

“Eh, that was years ago,” Gwentell said, and clapped her hands for Jack to hurry. “Let’s go already, annoying human! Climb on up to the Wolf King’s back. We don’t have any time to waste!”

Lena watched as Jack slowly turned around to find the wolf sisters’ father waiting for him, a strange sort of smile playing over his face.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jack warned the wolf, but slid his sword back into its scabbard and slowly walked to the animal’s side. There he took a deep breath, grabbed a hunk of fur, and leapt up onto the wolf’s back.

The moment he hit the wolf’s back, the animal took off like lightning, running straight at a nearby tree. One of its low-hanging branches slammed into Jack and sent him flying, but before he even hit the ground, Jack flickered out of sight, then reappeared a second later back on the wolf. He smacked the surprised creature in the head.

“What did I just say?” he roared, and the wolf took off again down the path, and the trees cut them off from sight moments later, with only Jack’s screams of surprise and pain echoing back to them.

“They’re old friends,” May explained to Tala below her. “When this is all over, I really want to meet your mother in person, by the way. The last time I saw her was in the Sandman’s realm, and honestly, I have no idea what parts were real and what were just a dream.”

Tala growled in response, then took off after her father, with Coni and Susi just behind. As fast as they were, it wouldn’t take long to reach the giant king’s castle, which was good, because the residents of the Blessed City would be leaving soon for the fairy queens’ ball.

Now all Lena had to do was face down a giant who hated her, steal his most precious item from him, and somehow find a way to use it to free Jin.

Maybe the wolves could slow down just a bit?




CHAPTER 12

I didn’t say she was my true love,” Shefin grumbled, already not appreciating Horse’s lack of respect. A horse shouldn’t act so familiar with their hero, he figured, in spite of not really being able to think of a time when that had ever come up, in all the heroic stories he’d heard. “So, what, the helmet lets you speak? Lena used to have a hat like that for her cat, so don’t expect me to be impressed or anything.”

The fairies still in earshot began muttering again, and Horse glanced over at them nervously. “Perhaps we should get to our quest, before we antagonize the local fairies further?” he suggested, clip-clopping in place.

“Oh, don’t worry about them,” Shefin said with a shrug. “I’m working for the fairy queens, so these smaller fairies have to do what I say. After all, I’m this story’s hero now!” He beamed proudly. “Besides, they’re going to love me once I save the world.”

The silver fairy started to fly toward them, muttering something or other, only for her sisters to grab her, cover her mouth, and carry her back into the crowd.

“Well, it’s not every day that you hear a fairy curse in her own language, so that’s fun,” Horse said, trotting them out of the central square without Shefin even having to hold the reins, which was nice. “Would you mind telling me more about our quest, then, Your Heroicness?”

“Of course, Horse,” Shefin said, happy that the Clever Hat wasn’t able to figure it out already. He’d known it would be useless. “So an evil fairy princess kidnapped Lena, my… good friend, and plans on using some book to rewrite some other book. It’s all very complicated—to a horse, I mean—but basically we have to destroy the fairy’s book, and that will save the world.”

“Ah, saving the world, it never gets old,” Horse said. “Any thoughts on where Lena and this fairy princess might be?”

“Obviously,” Shefin said, then decided to test the helmet. “But isn’t that something you should know? I heard that hat you’re wearing can come up with an enemy’s plans before they do. Let’s see how smart it is.”

“How smart?” Horse said, glancing back at him. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Before Shefin could respond, Horse turned down the street that led to Mrs. Hubbard’s store. “Forget it. Looks like you accidentally took me right where I wanted to go,” he said smugly, patting Horse on the neck. “Nice job! But I guess that tells me everything I needed to know about the helmet.”

“Clearly!” Horse said as Shefin peered ahead at the crowd assembled in front of the store, all humming, which was odd, but not as odd as the fact that the entire second floor of the store was gone.

For a moment, that made Shefin panic that Lena might have gotten hurt during… whatever it was that had destroyed the top half of the store. But he was a hero now, and heroes had to be successful in their quests, which meant Lena would be fine, if only so she could be rescued. Still, that had been a close one until he’d reasoned it out. And all without his own Clever Hat to help!

“They must have already gone,” he said to Horse, then began tapping his lip, trying to figure out where they might have gotten off to. Given that this Princess Gwentell was evil, he tried to think how an evil person might, but gave up after getting stuck delighting over his enemies’ tears after he beat them.

Meanwhile, Horse had apparently wandered off from the store, just like the animal he was. “Um, did I tell you to walk away?” Shefin asked.

“My apologies, Your Heroicness!” Horse said, then stopped before a familiar door. “I merely thought one of Lena’s friends might be able to offer some insight as to what she might do next.”

Shefin gave the helmet a suspicious look. It definitely wasn’t making Horse any smarter, but it was making the animal a bit too quick to make decisions without consulting him, the hero. “That’s not a bad idea, but next time ask me first.”

“Of course, Your Heroicness,” Horse said as Shefin dismounted. Then Shefin strode over to the door in a very impressive way. He knocked hard enough to shake the door, then quickly hid his pained hand behind his back as the door opened.

“Shefin!” said Thomas, the former Last Knight and current regular human. He looked pleasantly surprised, then grinned. “What brings you by, today of all days? Don’t tell me you’re nervous about the ball. If it helps, I voted for you and Lena. I’d love to see you both win.” He clapped a hand onto Shefin’s shoulder.

Shefin’s mouth dropped open, and his head began to spin. Thomas had voted for them? Without even a bribe? And the former Last Knight hadn’t even known about his heroicness yet either! Wait until he… wait until…

Wait. Why was everything suddenly so dark?


Sir Thomas watched from the shadows as his reluctant allies were ambushed by the Golden King’s Faceless soldiers, thanks to Thomas’s betrayal. Jack and Jillian, the twins who he’d trained for the Wicked Queen’s Eyes, were captured immediately, which spoke well for the Golden King’s strategy. Their swords were far too dangerous to be left unchecked.

The others fell quickly after that, and soon the Golden King showed up himself, already going off on a speech about how great he was. But Thomas had no time for that and had already started moving. Being Lilliputian size allowed him to move about unnoticed, but it was far slower than a human could run, so he needed to go quickly. He’d betrayed his own allies for this chance, and he needed to make the most of it.

With the Golden King and his Faceless distracted, the way to the throne room was clear, though it took Thomas longer to reach it than he’d hoped. Already he could hear the king ordering his new statues to be brought to the throne room, which meant Thomas was almost out of time.

But then he glimpsed his prey, just ahead: May and Jack’s children. The Golden King had kidnapped them in an effort to use the Prison of Light box his brother had found, a wooden box built by the Wicked Queen to ensure that only she or those related to her might access the shadow magic within.

But that shadow—or more accurately, the djinn within the box—was the only thing that might free the world from the tyranny of the fairy queens and their story magic. He’d need the djinn’s power to fight the fairies, but May, one of the Wicked Queen’s few descendants, wouldn’t believe him about the fairy queens’ true intentions.

And that meant he needed her children instead.

Once he stole the Golden King’s shadow magic and stopped the fairy queens, then he’d free his allies and explain everything, apologize to them, beg their forgiveness. Until then, he’d do whatever it took to make sure the world would be safe from the fairy queens’ control.

He’d just about reached the children when a translucent blade hit the floor just in front of him. He immediately whirled around to find several of the Faceless entering the room, with the one carrying Jillian’s golden statue under its arm having just thrown her sword straight at Thomas.

“No!” he hissed. How could he be too late? He’d betrayed all of his allies for this and somehow had still failed?

“What was that?” the Golden King said from the hall. “Did you see a rat or something?”

Thomas winced, knowing if he didn’t leave now, he’d be captured as well. As the Faceless surged forward, Thomas leapt straight at Jillian’s sword and activated his teleportation belt when his hand touched the blade. He and the weapon both instantly appeared in the cave beyond the Cursed City, and Thomas collapsed to the ground, horrified by what had just happened.

The Golden King had been evil, but the fairy queens were worse still. He’d needed Jack and his family as a distraction, or else he never would have gotten close to the children. And without them, the shadow would never have obeyed his commands.

He hadn’t had a choice, that was all there was to it. He’d done what he’d had to… except he’d failed. And now he was alone, one of the last remaining rebels, all because he’d been willing to do anything—

“Thomas?” said a familiar voice, and he jolted, glancing up. There, standing over him, was the ghostly form of Jillian, staring down at him in shock. “Thomas, what did you do? Did you tell the Golden King we were coming? What did you do, Thomas?!”

Thomas just stared back at her for a moment, shocked, before he realized what had happened: Her Eye sword contained a part of her, as all the swords did, and so while her physical body was a golden statue, her spirit was still free.

Maybe this was his chance? He could tell Jillian everything, beg for her forgiveness…

But how could he, after he’d failed? The fairy queens were still writing their Tales of All Things, controlling the world beneath them, with only shadow magic to stand against them. Until he stopped them, he didn’t deserve any forgiveness.

“I did what I had to,” he whispered, pushing himself to his feet. “This is the only way. Now leave me alone. I don’t need your help anymore.”

That was the only way, to do it himself. Fighting alone would keep anyone else from getting hurt, while keeping the Golden King’s attention focused on Thomas alone.

And maybe when it was all over, he could ask—



“Shefin? Are you well?”

Shefin opened his eyes to find Thomas staring down at him, the man’s face full of worry. He immediately shoved the man away and drew his sword. “Betrayer!” he hissed.

Thomas’s eyes widened. “What?” he said, his hand hovering over his own sword hilt.

He’s going to attack! Shefin thought, and stabbed forward. Thomas leapt back, but Shefin’s sword still managed to graze him in the shoulder, sending a wave of surprise through Thomas’s eyes… followed by pure agony as the purification began.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

In which Lena and friends reach the giant king’s castle, which is protected by the Spark. But Lena is able to enter because the Spark recognizes her as a fellow giant.

Lena and Coni reached the top of the mountain just behind the Wolf King and Jack, with May, Gwentell, and the other two wolf sisters following a moment later. “Finally!” Gwentell said, glaring at the wolves. “I honestly thought you’d all be faster than this.”

All three wolf sisters growled at her, while their father looked at her as if deciding if she’d be good to eat.

The fairy princess flinched. “Not that I don’t appreciate your help, though!” she said quickly, then paused, tilting her head like she was listening to something. “Wait. Something’s not right here. I’m hearing echoes of fairy queen magic.”

Goose bumps popped up on Lena’s arms at Gwentell’s words, and for a moment she wondered if she could hear it too. But no, any sounds to be heard were too muffled by the fogbank currently sitting atop the clouds, blocking their view of the giant town in the distance. The fog created such an eerie silence, though, that Lena almost wished she could hear the traces of fairy magic.

“They were definitely here,” Gwentell said, looking nervous now as she glanced all around them warily, as if a fairy queen might appear at any moment. “And they used a lot of magic, but I’m not sure why…”

“Maybe they were fighting against the king?” May asked.

“That could be it, I suppose,” Gwentell said, frowning. “The Spark would have enough power to keep them at bay, though doing so would have drained it even more. But I can hear the echoes of the magic much closer than the castle.”

“I can scout ahead, if you’d like?” Jack offered, but Lena nudged Coni forward instead.

“I know this town better than anyone, so I’ll go,” she said, and Coni set out into the fog before the others could object. The wolf seemed as anxious to get moving as she was, in spite of Gwentell’s warning, and her brisk trot soon had them completely enveloped by the haze.

“Wait!” Gwentell shouted after them, but the fog muffled whatever else she said, which Lena appreciated. The fairy probably wanted Jack or May to go first, but there was no way Lena was going to let that happen, not with Denir wandering around somewhere. If the king of the giants discovered humans in his city, she couldn’t even imagine what he might do.

Besides, she’d traveled through the fog often enough to know her way home, and led Coni gently toward her old garden and the cottage just beyond it. A strange sort of homesickness bubbled up inside as they got closer. Though it might have been just a few weeks since she’d last been in the giant village, it felt as if a lifetime had passed. Even her fears of facing the giant king couldn’t dampen her excitement over seeing her house again.

But as the fog began to thin out the closer they got to the city, Lena realized something was wrong. She squinted ahead, trying to see if she’d gotten lost, but no, this was the same path she’d always taken.

Only, where once her cottage had stood, now…

“No,” Lena whispered, and practically threw herself off Coni’s back before running forward, not able to believe what she was seeing. The garden was completely gone, just a hole where once giant vegetables had grown, and her cottage…

She choked down a sob, covering her mouth as she took in the devastation. Her house had been razed to the ground, with only a broken wall and a few bricks from the chimney scattered about as proof that it had once stood.

Lena could only stare in shock at the sight before her, hoping, praying this was another vision. It couldn’t be real; it couldn’t. She fell to her knees in the remains of the garden, her mouth opening and closing wordlessly in disbelief.

The vegetables that had once hidden her during hide-and-seek with Rufus, gone. The giant dollhouse she’d lived in, the kitchen where she’d fallen into a bowl of pumpkin soup when she was young, all of her secret human clothes she’d traded for over the years… destroyed.

Every connection she’d had to growing up as a giant in the clouds no longer existed now, apart from her memories.

“Who… who did this?” she whispered as Coni nuzzled her shoulder sympathetically. The other wolves approached now, and May gasped loudly at the sight.

“The fairy queens,” Gwentell said quietly, her words like a punch to Lena’s gut. “They must have wanted to wipe out any proof that giants ever existed, after taking away all of your people’s memories.”

“But how… how could they?” Lena whispered, tears slipping down her cheeks. “This was… this was my home!”

“It’s not just your cottage,” Gwentell said, peering ahead. “From what I can see, the entire city is gone. Lena, I’m so sorry!”

Lena could only nod to that, not trusting herself to respond. Part of her raged over the injustice of it all and wished the fairy queens were there now so she could make them pay for what they’d done to her. But the rest of her was still in shock. How could they be so evil? Did none of them care how much pain they caused?

“How can we fight them?” she asked Gwentell. “How can we stop someone who’s willing to do such things? I don’t… I just can’t…”

As she trailed off, Lena felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned to find May giving her a worried look. “We can wait until you’re ready, Lena,” the woman said.

Gwentell, though, shook her head. “We can’t, actually,” she said, looking guilty. “The Blessed City humans will be leaving for the fairy queens’ ball soon. I’d love to give you time to process this, Lena, but there’s none left. We have to get the Spark as quickly as possible.”

Lena closed her eyes, clenching her fists. The fairy princess wasn’t wrong. If Lena let her emotions overwhelm her, that would just give the fairy queens time to hurt her friends and family even more. No, they needed to be stopped, now.

“Then let’s get moving,” she said, her voice breaking as she climbed back up onto Coni’s back and nudged the wolf on. Coni took off at a run this time, mercifully going around the remains of Lena’s house toward the street that had once been filled with giant houses and shops.

Now, though, there was only devastation. A lone door creaked in its doorframe as they passed, the only part that remained of a once-beautiful house. Farther down, a back wall of a building remained standing, with the rest of the building either burned or exploded. But those were the exceptions, as almost every other sign that the clouds had once been inhabited had been gutted.

Not able to look at the destruction any longer, Lena gritted her teeth and bent down low, shoving her face into Coni’s fur. “Hurry, please,” she whispered, and the wolf sped up, loping along at such a quick pace that Lena almost worried she’d fly off. The wind roared in her ears as they ran, drowning out anything the others might be trying to say to her, but at the moment she couldn’t care.

Get the Spark and free Jin. Once he’s at your side, the fairy queens will pay for what they’ve done!

A moment later, Coni began to slow, and Lena looked up to find they’d reached the street she and her parents had once taken to the Ritual of the Spark, though she only knew where she was because she recognized the cloud formations around her. The street’s cobblestones were gone, wiped clear as if they had never existed. But even that was almost merciful compared to what the fairy queens had done to the giant king’s home.

Where once a magnificent castle had stood, now only the inner keep remained, where the living quarters and throne room of the king were located. As for the rest, there was no sign, not of the outer walls or even the great hall where the ritual had taken place.

As for how the inner keep had survived, the answer was obvious: a fiery bubble of magic extended around it in a sphere, effectively cutting off any entrance or exit from the remains of the castle. Coni slowed to a walk as they approached it, allowing the others to catch up.

“The Spark was always their goal, of course,” Gwentell said quietly. “It held too much power to be drained by the lamp, at least this quickly. So long as it held even a bit of magic, the fairy queens couldn’t get to King Denir.”

“So how do we get in, then?” Jack asked, frowning.

“We don’t,” Gwentell told him. “Lena does.”

That was all Lena needed to hear. With a nod, she strode toward the protective magical bubble. “Right, punch a hole through it,” she growled, clenching her fists. “I’m on it.”

“Wait, no!” Gwentell shouted, and flew off after her. “You’re not strong enough to get through it that way. No one is. I meant that the Spark is probably keeping out any non-giants, so you should be able to step right through, Lena.”

Jack snorted. “It’s probably keeping out non-giants? You got us all the way up here without knowing?”

“I mean, I wrote it that way,” Gwentell said, holding up the Happily Ever After book. “So it better work!”

“Because everything you’ve written so far has gone so well,” Jack said, but Lena had already stopped listening. Instead she walked over to May and held out her bag with Rufus in it.

“Would you watch over my cat for me?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady, but failing. “He’s not technically a giant, so I wouldn’t want the Spark hurting him.”

“Of course,” May said, and took the bag. Rufus stuck his head out, and May rubbed him behind his ears, making him purr happily. “Don’t worry, animals love me, like Gwentell said. But are you okay?”

Lena couldn’t answer that, so instead she just turned and walked over to the bubble. Before anyone could stop her, she reached out to touch it… and her fingers passed right through, just as Gwentell had claimed.

The Spark recognized her as a giant, then, which was good, because there was no way the giant king would do the same. She had no idea how she was going to face Denir after what she’d just seen, but she couldn’t let any fears stop her, not now.

She took a deep breath, then stepped inside, willing any last tears to stop, since she didn’t want to be crying during a fight. But as the bubble closed behind her, sounds of wailing echoed out from inside the keep, and she winced.

Apparently she wasn’t the only one mourning the loss of the giant city.




CHAPTER 14

Thomas fell to his knees in the doorway as the purification spread over him, clenching his fists and beating them on the floor as he groaned. Shefin winced at the man’s agony, hoping he hadn’t just made a huge mistake.

But wait, what was this doubt? Of course he hadn’t made a mistake! Just a few weeks earlier, Thomas had been doing everything in his power to overthrow the fairy queens, so how could he be trusted now? If anything, Shefin was just living up to his heroic nature and stamping out evil wherever he found it… right?

“Why… why did you… do that?” Thomas said, gritting his teeth as the purification continued. “I did not… betray anyone!”

“That’s not true!” Shefin shouted, trying to ignore his own doubts about that. “You told the Golden King about Jillian and the others. I watched it happen!”

“The… what?” Thomas said, then sighed as the pain seemed to be subsiding a bit. He slowly sat back, then pushed himself to his feet, if a bit unsteadily. “There’s a… golden king?”

Hmm. Clearly he hadn’t gotten his memories back along with the purifying. “Don’t worry about the details,” Shefin said, hoping they could just move on from this. “Trust me, I saw you doing something really bad. So, uh, let that be a lesson to you!”

Thomas leaned against the doorway, slowly breathing in and out as he stared at Shefin. “You… saw me? When?”

“Just now,” Shefin said, wishing Thomas would let it go already. “In an odd sort of vision. I could even hear what you were thinking, so don’t try to deny it. You did something bad, I punished you, and now everything’s good! So I really should be going…” He turned, desperate to get away from the situation—then stopped as he remembered why he’d ordered Horse to bring him here in the first place. “By the way, just out of curiosity, do you happen to know where Lena might be?”

“Lena?” Thomas said, then slowly shook his head. “I’d have expected her to be with you. Is something wrong?”

“No, she’s under the control of an evil fairy princess, so nothing I can’t handle,” Shefin told him, glad to be back on the safer topic of his heroicness. “The fairy queens themselves sent me to rescue her and save the world, because they think I’m a hero. Their words, not mine.”

Horse snorted behind him. Shefin threw him a curious glance, but the animal just gave him a questioning look back, and Shefin assumed he’d misheard.

He turned back just in time to see Thomas smile. “They see the same potential in you that I do,” Thomas said, making Shefin think he’d definitely misheard now. “I’m not surprised they’d need your assistance. But tell me more. Maybe I can help you find her?”

“Oh, um, I don’t know,” Shefin said, still rattled by the former knight’s compliment. But Thomas beckoned him in, and Shefin followed in a daze, still not able to believe what he’d heard. Thomas, the hero of Lilliput, the man Shefin had looked up to almost his entire life, thought Shefin had heroic potential? This from the same man who’d left Shefin behind, not wanting him to get hurt in a fight against the Golden King?

“Tell me everything,” Thomas said as Shefin glanced around the familiar-looking room just inside the door, one Shefin had spent quite a bit of time in, though much of that had been spent hidden away in a side room built to Lilliputian size.

“Oh, I think I’ve got it covered,” Shefin said, shaking off his shock. “I just have to destroy some book, really. But at the moment, the book is nowhere to be found, as the evil fairy princess took Lena somewhere.”

Thomas frowned, concentrating. “I seem to recall something about Lena… and some clouds. Or maybe a mountain?”

Clouds? Mountain? Shefin’s eyes widened. “The giant city! Of course that’s where they’re going, probably to recruit any remaining giants. I’m so glad I remembered that!”

“Giant…?” Thomas said, looking even more confused now. “Where have I heard that word before?” He winced and put a hand to his head. “And was I… always this tall?”

What was happening? Had the purification unlocked some memories after all?

“You’ve always been… I mean, you always seemed that tall… to me?” Shefin said, then squeezed his eyes closed in embarrassment. “But what is height, anyway? Back when we were small, we got around using teleportation belts, which was pretty convenient. If I had one right now, I could instantly catch up to Lena and…” He paused, his rambling having brought up a good idea. “Wait, you don’t have a teleportation belt still lying around, do you?”

“Teleportation… belt?” Thomas said, looking confused for a moment before his eyes lit up. “Teleportation belts! Yes, I remember those!” His expression turned from excited to suspicious in an instant. “Weren’t they made from shadow magic?”

“Were they?” Shefin said, wincing, before remembering who had been chosen by the fairy queens to be their hero and who hadn’t. “Well, then! That just means I should confiscate any that you have left, immediately. Wouldn’t want you being infected by the shadow!”

Thomas nodded, though he still seemed dazed, almost as much as Shefin had been over the Last Knight’s compliment. “Yes, of course. The shadow is far too dangerous to leave here where someone might find it.”

“So, where might they be?” Shefin said, glancing around. “You used to have a bunch of hiding places around here, if I remember right, though I’m sure you had some I didn’t know about. Any ideas?”

Thomas nodded absently and walked over to the fireplace. He tapped a few different chimney bricks as if testing them, then seemed to find the one he wanted, and it came loose in his hand. “Thank you for purifying me, Shefin,” he said, reaching inside the hole. “I clearly needed it, as I’d been hiding these forbidden objects for who knows what purpose!”

With that, he pulled his hand back out, then opened it for Shefin to see. Sitting on his palm was a small ring—the Lilliputian teleportation belt—as well as what looked like a small circle of chain.

“What’s that chain?” Shefin said, grabbing the belt before Thomas could change his mind.

“A necklace for a… a tiny person,” Thomas said, staring down at it in wonder before flinching away. “I remember now. It protects the wearer from fairy magic! What sort of evil was I up to before, Shefin?”

“Oh, we can let it slide now that you’re good again,” Shefin said, and quickly took the tiny necklace as well. “Stops fairy magic, huh? This might protect me against the fairy princess, then!”

Thomas frowned. “But then you’d be using shadow magic yourself. Won’t it infect you?”

“Me? Hero of the fairy queens? I’m made of far stronger stuff,” Shefin said, and looped the necklace over his ear. “Don’t you worry, Thomas. After all, you saw the potential in me to be a hero too… right?”

“Of course,” Thomas said, smiling slightly, which unleashed a warm feeling through Shefin like a flood. “I always knew. That’s why I nominated you to be heir to the emperor in the first place!”

Shefin almost collapsed to the floor. “You nominated me? I thought it was my parents!” Though, that had only been because of how excited they’d been when Shefin had made the list, telling him that if he didn’t get elected heir, he’d be a disappointment to both his family and anyone who knew him.

Even winning hadn’t helped, though. Lilliput always named the next emperor early so they could be taught to rule. Unfortunately for Shefin, the Golden King had taken over half the city with his shadow magic before Shefin’s tutoring could start. And now there wasn’t even a Lilliput left to rule.

“Perhaps I am misremembering?” Thomas said, shaking his head. “My memories feel so jumbled now…”

“Don’t worry, Thomas,” Shefin said, patting him on the shoulder. “All that matters is that you’re proud of me. Even if you didn’t say those actual words. Because I know you meant them. Right? You meant them? Forget it. Doesn’t matter. I have to go.” Blushing, he jogged over to the door. “Got to save the world and all. Doesn’t matter who’s proud of whom!”

“I am proud of you, Shefin,” Thomas said, then raised his hand to salute. “And I always have been.”

Shefin almost fainted. “Me too. Of you. Or whatever. Um, don’t be late to the fairy queens’ ball! And if you’ve got a moment, run over to Mrs. Hubbard’s shop before you go to the central square, because there were a bunch of people messing up a fairy song there. Since I have to go after Lena, could you make sure all of them get to the ball on time?” He looked away. “And if they haven’t voted yet…”

“You’ll have my ringing endorsement,” Thomas said with a smile, and Shefin could have teleported to the cloud city above on pure joy.

“Thanks for all the forbidden objects, Thomas!” he said to cover his gleeful embarrassment. “And now I must journey to the clouds, where I shall battle a fairy princess and destroy a book! I’d ask for you to wish me luck, but I don’t need it!”

Before anything else could ruin this moment, he quickly passed through Thomas’s front door and shut it behind him. Then he ran over to Horse, who was watching him with some curiosity.

“Did you find out where your true love went, Your Heroicness?” the animal asked.

“Oh, I’ve got some ideas,” Shefin said, slipping the teleportation belt over his finger and leaning against his steed. “And I found a faster way to get there too!”

“And what’s—WHOA!” Horse shouted as Shefin activated the ring, teleporting them both instantly from the street outside Thomas’s house to… well, what might have been a street at one point, if a few broken rocks and the ruins of some buildings could be called a street.

“See?” Shefin said to Horse smugly. “It would have taken you hours to get here.”

“Your Heroicness,” Horse said, his ears turning oddly, “I am as stupefied by your inventiveness as I am in awe of your awareness of geography. But I don’t believe we’re alone up here—”

“Um, that’s the point, isn’t it?” Shefin said, rolling his eyes. “We’re looking for Lena, Horse. If we got up here and she wasn’t around, then we’d just have to turn back.”

“Oh, I don’t mean Lena,” Horse said, his eyes widening slightly. “And if I were you, Your Heroicness, I might… run!” And with that, he started galloping away, leaving Shefin standing in the middle of the ruined street by himself.

“Where are you going?” Shefin shouted after him. “You’re supposed to be a hero’s horse! Evil doesn’t scare us, we scare it!”

And then a mound of black fur the size of Horse slammed into Shefin, knocking him to the ground, pinning him there. As a drop of saliva hit his face, Shefin looked up in horror to find a mouth full of giant razor-sharp teeth, ears far too large to be believed, and enormous, murderous eyes staring back at him.

“That’s how it’s done, Your Heroicness!” Horse shouted from far away. “You scare that big bad wolf!”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

In which Lena, as a full-sized giant, faces the giant king and retrieves the Spark.

As King Denir’s sobs echoed through the castle’s halls, Lena slid beneath the enormous doors of the king’s private chambers, oddly feeling slightly better about things. By the sound of his wailing, the king was just as horrified as Lena was over the fairy queens destroying his city and turning all the giants human.

Maybe Denir would finally realize she wasn’t his enemy, after all this time. How could he not, when he’d had his entire city razed to the ground? Maybe he’d even be willing to give up the Spark to help save his giants!

If not, if the king insisted on fighting her, she could be in for some real trouble. Her arms already felt weaker now than they had just after the Cauldron of Truth transformed her. That meant its magic was draining out of her, and soon she’d be back to almost human levels, not ideal for fighting a full-sized giant.

Still, if King Denir was this upset about everything, maybe there wouldn’t be a need to fight.

Slowly peeking out from under the doors, she found the king of giants curled up on his side in the middle of the floor, the Spark flickering away in its bowl next to him, just out of his line of sight. For the first time in her life, she felt the tiniest bit of pity for the king, though the sight of him also brought up some truly terrible memories.

But things had changed now. The king had to realize that Lena wasn’t the bad guy here, and—

“Every one of them,” Denir cried out abruptly, slamming a fist on the floor. The impact sent Lena flying, and she landed a few feet away with a loud thump, but the giant didn’t notice over the sound of his crying. “My people betrayed me to become human, all thanks to that rotten girl Lena!”

Lena froze just as she was about to push to her feet, all pity disappearing in an instant. After everything that had happened, after the destruction of his city and the forced transformation of his people… he still blamed her?

“She tricked them!” Denir continued, writhing around on the floor to the point where he almost knocked the dish holding the Spark. “She made being human look so good that they couldn’t resist. This is all her fault!”

Of course it was. With his entire world falling apart, who else would the king blame but the one person who was trying to help? Rage now fueling her, Lena gritted her teeth and leapt to her feet, then began stomping toward the Spark, almost hoping he’d see her. Yes, she might be getting weaker, but as angry as she was, she almost welcomed the king discovering her there, if just so she had the excuse for a fight.

As she moved, his words played over and over in her head: She tricked them. She made being human look so good that they couldn’t resist.

Obviously! Because if there was any word to describe having your own people hate you, forcing you to hide who you were, it was “tempting.” Why didn’t more giants want to be despised by their own kind, when it was clearly so much fun?!

“I knew she’d corrupt them with her humanity,” Denir said, his back rising and falling rapidly with every sob. “I should have tossed her from the clouds the moment she was born. The others couldn’t help themselves. They saw how proud she was, proud of being a monster! But they were weak, all of them weak! They let themselves fall victim to her deranged ideas, and so they’ve abandoned me, the last true giant.”

The Spark was only a few dozen yards away now, so close she could probably have snuck up and grabbed it before the king even noticed, given the state he was in. She growled low, knowing she should just take it and go, leaving this horrible old giant to his delusions. You’re not the last true anything, Denir, except maybe the last truly horrible person left up here in the clouds.

Ten yards now. She sped up, not caring how loud she was. Five. Sprinting now. Two. One…

She reached down mid-sprint and snatched the Spark’s bowl from the floor. As she did, she could feel her strength immediately return, filling her with the power to punch the king across the room if she wanted. She slowed just before reaching his shaking back, and thought about how good that might feel, clenching her fist and raising it up to…

To what, exactly? Punch him, fight him? What would that accomplish? What more could she take from him than what he’d already lost? Yes, he was still a hateful old giant, but he wasn’t her true enemy, even if he’d never see that.

With a quiet sigh, she lowered her fist, then turned to go. Denir could suffer here all by himself, blaming whoever he wanted. Right now she was far more concerned with her friends and family, who were probably traveling to the fairy homelands at that moment for the fairy queens’ ball. No, she just had to get the Spark and leave, and then—

Wait. If she took the Spark, there’d be nothing to stop the fairy queens from coming back and subjecting Denir to their eternal punishment. He’d be helpless before them.

Oh, come on, she thought to herself. You’re not actually thinking of doing this, not after everything Denir has said and done to you? You’ve got to be kidding!

And yet, here she was, turning around and walking back toward the king.

Maybe Denir deserved whatever he’d get if she took the Spark. But she wasn’t sure she could live with being the one who’d sentenced him to it.

Standing a few dozen yards away from the back of his head, Lena pulled the Spark close, then cleared her throat, an uncomfortable mix of fear and guilt fighting inside her.

“King Denir!” she shouted, and the giant froze in surprise. “It’s me, Lena. The other giants didn’t choose anything. It was the fairy queens who transformed them, just like it was the fairy queens who destroyed our city. They’re your enemy, not me. But we can stop them and help our people! All I need is the Spark.” She paused, still not able to believe what she was about to say. “Come with me, Your Majesty. Help me, and together we can save our people. What do you say?”

The king slowly turned to look at her, and as he did, all traces of sadness disappeared, replaced by a deep, ugly rage.

“Leeeeeeennnnaaaaaa?!” he shouted, which she supposed wasn’t a good sign. And then he slammed his fist straight down at her, which was an even worse sign.




CHAPTER 16

Bad dog!” Shefin shouted, and swung his sword around to attack the wolf, but he couldn’t angle it properly to stab the creature, not with the wolf holding his shoulders down. Instead Shefin bashed the hilt into the wolf’s head, readying himself to roll out from under the monster when the creature howled in pain and leapt off him.

Unfortunately, none of that happened. The sword hilt barely even seemed to surprise the wolf, and he tilted his head and gazed down at Shefin with an almost disbelieving look, as if to say, Are you serious with that?

Not the greatest sign, all things considered.

“I have no quarrel with you, evil one!” Shefin shouted, trying to sound intimidating, which wasn’t easy with the wolf pinning him to the clouds. “Waste no more of my time, and I will be merciful. Otherwise I shall purify you with the fairy queens’ magic, which they have granted to me, their one true hero!”

The wolf just stared at him for another moment, then made a strange sort of sound that Shefin suspected was laughter. He frowned at the monster’s rudeness, but before he could point out the wolf’s lack of manners, the creature locked his teeth on to the blade of Shefin’s sword, then tore it from his grasp and tossed it away.

Hmm. That wasn’t good. Now would have been a great moment to use the Shield of Protection, but unfortunately, it was currently protecting Horse from where it hung on the animal’s saddle, instead of doing any good whatsoever.

The wolf turned his head back to Shefin and growled dangerously, showing off some very intimidating teeth.

“So you refuse to surrender, then,” Shefin said, glaring up at the beast as heroes did. “That’s either very brave or very foolish of you, monster.” He forced a smile. “I’m kidding, obviously. Of course it’s foolish, for you have fallen for the oldest trick in The Tale of All Things. You forgot about my allies!”

The wolf’s growl faded away as he continued to stare at Shefin, though Shefin was starting to get the feeling that was more from amusement than anything else. Fine, if that’s what it took, then Shefin would amuse him into defeat.

And all he’d have to do is figure out how.

“That’s right, my allies!” Shefin said, smiling wider now. “And I’m not just talking about the fairy queens, though they’re definitely on their way now, along with the fairy princesses and the regular fairies—you know, the tiny ones. Not that I judge them by their size, though you probably do. Being small doesn’t make them any less powerful, so mocking them for it is just ridiculous. You big folk think being small makes someone less of a person, but I’m here to tell you, someone’s size has no bearing on how heroic they are!”

The wolf blinked, then growled in a confused manner, almost a half whine, as if he truly didn’t have any idea what Shefin was talking about.

“Don’t blame me for your prejudices!” Shefin shouted, trying to push himself up, only for the wolf to slam him back to the ground again. “Go ahead and laugh if you want, monster, but you’ll be laughing out the other side when my allies arrive!”

The wolf paused, then wagged his tail questioningly.

“No, not that side,” Shefin said, shaking his head. “The other side of your… Okay, maybe I didn’t get that expression right. But the point stands! And that point is that I will be laughing, not you. That’s what I meant! I will laugh, and you will cry, because you underestimated all of my allies, of which one is coming up behind you… now!”

The wolf didn’t even flinch, let alone look behind him, which was a mistake, as it gave Horse the opportunity to poke the beast in the behind with Shefin’s sword.

The wolf yipped in surprise, leaping off just as Shefin had intended him to the first time. Shefin immediately leapt to his feet, the blood rushing to his head, making the world spin a bit as he did.

“Your sword, Your Heroicness,” Horse said, or at least that’s what Shefin assumed he’d said, as the weapon’s hilt in his teeth made it difficult to talk.

“Thank you, my valiant steed,” Shefin said, leaning back against the animal to steady himself as the clouds began to shimmer around him. What was—


Argyle padded down the path, the woods alive all around him with prey. Beside him he could hear the rapid heartbeat of a hiding squirrel, and ahead was the unmistakable scent of rabbit. But he’d already eaten tonight, so could afford to be merciful to the forest’s inhabitants.

Besides, he had his own problems to worry about. The light of the full moon was mostly blocked by the foliage above, but it managed to reach the ground here and there. The last thing Argyle needed was—

*New scent. New sound. Fire? Crackling?*

He froze mid-trot, all his senses focused on what he’d just heard and smelled. Whatever it was lay beyond the protection of the woods, so he dropped low to the ground and slowly crawled toward the edge of the forest to see what sort of threat had found him.

A flaming blue circle of fire lit up the night past the edge of the trees, somehow hanging by itself in midair just off the ground. He tilted his head curiously, wondering what sort of magic could cause such a thing. Could this be the work of the human attempting to create life once more, or the fanged hunter who lived in the castle?

Before Argyle could decide, a tendril of pure darkness erupted from the circle of fire and wrapped itself around him. As he yelped in surprise, the tendril lifted him from the ground and pulled him out of the woods, straight for the fiery portal.

But first the tendril passed through moonlight, and as soon as the light struck Argyle, it set off the transformation he’d been avoiding as best he could. As he growled in pain and fear, his back legs stretched out and straightened, followed by his front legs morphing into human arms next. His long nose and mouth pushed back into his face as well, finishing the change from wolf to human.

Two more tendrils emerged now, encircling his arms and legs to trap him even further. He let out a roar that felt and sounded far less intimidating in his human voice, but there wasn’t much else he could do against the tendrils’s strength as they shoved him into the dirt right in front of the flaming circle.

“Oh please, don’t get up,” said a voice from inside the portal, and a tall, beautiful woman in a black-and-purple dress stepped out to smile down at Argyle. He narrowed his eyes, not liking the smell of her at all but liking the tendrils emerging from her palm even less.

Her scent was filled with magical power, but of a type he’d never smelled before. Who was this, and what did she want with him?

“So this is the world of horror,” the woman in black said, glancing around with a curious smile. “You know, I think I would like it here.” Her smile grew wider. “After all, the magic of fear would suit me fairly well, don’t you think?”

When Argyle didn’t respond, the woman flicked her hand, and the tendrils holding him down lifted him back into the air and held him just before her.

“Who are you?” Argyle said, not able to stop himself.

“Some call me the Wicked Queen, but my true name is Eudora,” the woman said, still smiling. “But you may call me ‘Your Majesty.’ ”

“Never heard of you,” Argyle growled, only to let out another yelp as the tendrils tightened painfully.

“Oh, but I know much of you,” the Wicked Queen said. “For I’ve seen you in the realm of dreams, searching for something.” She paused, raising an eyebrow. “Or is it someone?”

Argyle outwardly sneered, though inside he panicked. She didn’t, couldn’t know about the Fairest. It wasn’t possible! “You smell… different from this world, and you traveled here by magical means. Because of this, I will allow you to leave freely, just this once. If you had been born here, you’d know not to trifle with me, unless you no longer cared to live. I have power that you can’t even begin to imagine!”

“Oh, but I can imagine quite a bit,” the Wicked Queen said. “You’re called the Wolf King, and you are powerful, but let’s not pretend you could challenge me. Now, pardon my ignorance, as I believe your kind are rightfully called lycanthropes, but the few regular humans left in this world use a different term, don’t they?”

“Were wolves,” Argyle spat, disgusted. “That’s what they think we are, creatures that were once wolves but now walk as men. What they don’t know is that this human form is a curse, one brought upon by the light of the moon.” He glanced down at the white light shining on the ground below him. “Which you apparently already knew.”

“Obviously,” the queen said, then moved the tendril slightly, pulling the man out of the moonlight. As he left the light, his body naturally reverted to wolf form, though her tendrils still held him fast. “There,” she said as she set him down on the ground. “Is that more comfortable?”

“Free me, and then we’ll speak of comfortable,” Argyle growled, hoping to surprise her by speaking in his wolf form. It didn’t work.

“I have a proposition for you,” the queen said, ignoring him. “I could truly free you, by which I mean I would enable you to shift between man and wolf whenever you wished to, not because of the light of the moon. And I could also help you find that dream you’re searching for.”

Argyle blinked in surprise, then sneered. “I have no proof you could do any of that. But assuming you could, what would you require of me in return?”

The queen leaned in close until she was mere inches from his enormous teeth, not looking at all uncomfortable or nervous. “That is true,” she said. “I require a hunter, and no creature in my world could do the job as well as you.”

The wolf stared at her for a moment, immensely tempted to just bite her and deal with the consequences. But her words had made him curious, and he found himself asking a question instead. “And what exactly do you need hunted?”

“Why, my family,” the Wicked Queen said, straightening back up. “I once thought my bloodline had ended due to some rather… unfortunate deaths of a relative here and there.” She grinned widely. “But there are rumors that one relative might have survived, and I need them found. After all, no one knows your… vulnerabilities… like those closest to you, do they?”

“You want me to track down your last remaining relative?” the wolf asked, even more confused. “But why?”

“That is my concern,” the Wicked Queen told him. “Your only worry is how to find a baby girl named May. Now, do we have a deal?”



“Your Heroicness!” someone shouted, and Shefin opened his eyes to find not a dark forest but the foggy remains of a giant city, with Horse staring down at him with worry. “Are you all right? What ails you?”

Shefin glanced over at where the newly docile black wolf waited, the same animal he’d just seen making a deal with the Wicked Queen. “I… have no idea, honestly,” he said to Horse. “But this is the second time it’s happened.”

“The second time what’s happened?” Horse asked, only to neigh in surprise as the wolf began to growl.

Shefin shook off whatever the vision had been for the moment, as he pushed back to his feet and grabbed his sword from the ground, ready just in case the purification hadn’t taken after Horse stabbed the wolf.

But the wolf wasn’t even looking at him. Instead the animal’s eyes were locked on the three new wolves who emerged from the fog, and this time Shefin recognized them.

“Conui? Susoo? Teela?” he said with surprise as the wolves padded toward him. “What are you all doing here?”

Instead of answering his polite question, the sisters just stared at him in confusion, as if they didn’t recognize him. What was that about? He’d made such a big impression on them!

“Remember me?” he said, getting a little irritated now. “Shefin, next emperor of Lilliput, and hero of the fairy queens?”

The three wolves shared a look, and Conui rolled her eyes. Shefin rolled his right back, annoyed now. “Clearly you’re working for Gwentell,” he said, aiming his sword at them. “So I’ll just have to purify you three of the evil that she’s infected you with. That’s my job as a hero for the fairy queens, after all—”

The wolf sisters interrupted his brilliant speech by leaping straight at him, which was even more annoying, especially given that this was the second time in a matter of minutes that he’d been attacked by wolves since he’d gotten to the city in the clouds.

Seriously, what was that about? How many wolves were even up here?




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

In which Lena recovers the Spark with no difficulties!

King Denir’s fist went right through the stone floor, leaving behind a hole deeper than Lena was tall. She’d have been at the bottom if she hadn’t leapt out of the way at the last moment.

“Whoa!” she shouted. “I’m here to talk, Your Majesty! Please, listen to me!”

“Talk?” King Denir roared, pushing to his feet with enough force that he almost knocked Lena from hers. Glistening with rage and tears, he straightened up to his full height, towering above her by over sixty feet. “You dare show your face here, human? After all you’ve done to me and my people?”

Stay calm, stay calm, stay calm, she repeated to herself, both angry and terrified. “If I were human, I wouldn’t have been able to show my face here,” she said, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt. “The Spark kept out all non-giants. If it let me in, then the Spark says I’m as much a giant as you are.”

“Lies!” the king roared, and the force of his shout almost sent her reeling. “You must have tricked the Spark, then, just like when you stole it from me the last time, humiliating me in front of my subjects!” His watermelon-sized tears began falling again, and one landed right on Lena’s head, soaking her. “And now they’re gone, ripped away from me to become human, of all things!” He let out another wail, though this time it was more angry than sad.

Don’t talk about the past, she thought. Tell him you can help!

“The fairy queens did that, Your Majesty, not me,” she said, but that only made him cry harder. “And you know that, because they tried to do the same to you, right around when they destroyed our entire city. They’re the enemy! Help me stop them and save our people!”

Considering how much his nostrils flared as she spoke, Lena figured her words weren’t having the intended inspirational effect. “They’re not your people!” he shouted, and took another step closer, looming directly over her. “And that’s why you hated them so much, because you could never be like them. You did this, you foul little troll!”

Whatever fear she’d felt of the king disappeared now, leaving behind only anger. Try to stay calm! part of her thought, but the rest of her couldn’t stop thinking about how giants showed their might.

“I never did any of those things, and you know it!” she shouted up at him, taking a step closer herself. The Spark’s heat seemed to warm her from the inside, and if anything, she felt even stronger than she had after the cauldron. “All I wanted, all I ever wanted, was to live as a giant and be accepted for who I was, at my true size. You were the one who refused to accept me, and you were the one who almost destroyed the human city below for no reason! Now be quiet and listen for once, because I’m trying to help you, you pathetic clod!”

Even through her anger, she realized she might have gone too far as the king’s bloodshot eyes widened in shock. He let loose a primal scream, pulled his fist back, and slammed it down straight at her with all his might.

If such a blow had landed, it would have been strong enough to drive a regular human into the stone floor twenty feet or more. But Lena was no regular anything, let alone human, and she was done letting this giant treat her with such contempt.

Before the punch could land, she slammed her own feet into the floor hard enough to embed them in the stone, then pulled back her own fist. As Denir’s punch came at her, she timed her strike, then punched out as hard as she could.

Their fists collided with a sound like an explosion, sending a shock wave erupting through the floors and walls. Lena landed hard on her back several dozen yards away, then slid a few more besides, while the giant king slammed into the far wall of the room before letting out a howl of pain.

As the shock of the attack faded, the pain kicked in and Lena groaned loudly. That might not have been her best idea ever, considering every inch of her body was now sore and screaming in pain, especially her already-swelling right hand. But worse, as she struggled to get back to her feet to prepare for another attack, the room began to spin around her in a very familiar way.

“Oh no,” she whispered as everything went dark, leaving her just enough time to hope the king had a vision coming too, or else she might never wake up.


“Aaaaaaaaah!” A scream split the room, and a young giant boy looked up in surprise. He quickly leapt up from the chair in the living quarters and ran toward the room where his mother was, only for his father to emerge from the door.

“It can’t be,” the giant man said, his crown crooked on top of his head. He stumbled forward and caught himself on the wall. “It’s not possible.”

“Father?” young Ferdinand said softly. “Is everything all right? Is Mother okay? I heard her scream…”

The king waved his hand absently, barely noticing his son. “She’s fine, Ferdinand,” he said, his voice cracking. “I just… I need the Sparktender. Only he can fix this.” And with that, the king set off unsteadily across the room and out toward the castle’s great hall.

The boy watched his father go, shaking slightly from nerves, but turned back to the room and slowly stepped inside. There he found his mother leaning against a wall, blankets wrapped around her as she stared in horror at whatever lay in the crib Ferdinand had helped his parents make.

“Mother?” Ferdinand said, his mouth almost too dry to speak.

“Ferdinand, don’t come in,” the woman said, her eyes haunted as she turned to the boy. “You shouldn’t see. Please, go.”

“But what about my brother?” Ferdinand asked, biting his lip. “You said he was coming today.”

The woman turned away, sobbing, so not knowing what else to do, Ferdinand moved toward her, hoping one of his hugs might help, as she often claimed they did.

But before he reached her, his curiosity drove him to quickly peek up and over the side of the crib, standing on his tiptoes just to see. As his eyes locked on what was inside, he gasped… then slowly smiled.

A perfectly healthy-looking baby boy about the size of Ferdinand’s pinkie finger lay in the center of the crib, bare but for a diaper, and looking annoyed by the cold.

“Mother, he’s perfect!” Ferdinand said with a smile as he reached into the crib. “He’s so small. Was I this small when I arrived?”

His mother grabbed his hand before he could reach his brother, then dragged Ferdinand away. “Don’t touch him!” she wailed, half-angry and half-scared. “He could infect you with… whatever this is!”

“But, Mother, he’s just small, that’s all,” Ferdinand said, not understanding. “Why is that so bad?”

“He’s an abomination!” his mother hissed, holding Ferdinand tightly as if she might protect him from his tiny brother. “To think, a royal son born the size of a human. It’s a sign, Ferdinand! Our kingdom is doomed, and every giant with it!”

Before Ferdinand could respond, the king returned with another giant, this one holding what looked like a candle flame in a dish. This new giant moved quickly to the side of the crib and looked down inside, then turned to the king and queen with a confusion that matched Ferdinand’s. “He appears healthy, Your Majesties. I know you’re concerned about his size, but there have been many giants born this small over the years, and—”

“Not to royalty!” the king said, looking disgusted. “It’s an evil portent, and one we must fix before anyone finds out!”

The other giant nodded. “I will do as my king orders, but I would advise you—”

“Just fix it,” his mother shouted, shaking her head. Ferdinand pulled free as she did, and ran over to the crib, but the new giant gently pulled him away.

“I’m sorry, boy, but the magic might be dangerous,” he said to Ferdinand.

“But what are you doing?” Ferdinand asked, worried now. “You’re not going to hurt my brother, are you?”

The giant sighed. “I would never, my boy. No, this is the Spark, our most sacred relic. I’m going to use it to make your brother as big and tall as you are. Do you understand?”

“No,” Ferdinand said, because he didn’t. “Why can’t he stay that size? He’d fit in my pocket that way!”

Ferdinand’s mother groaned loudly, and his father pulled him away from the man with the Spark to look him in the eye. “Once the Sparktender is finished, you must tell no one about this. Do you understand me?” the king hissed at his son, who stared back with a terrified gaze. “Your brother has cursed us, but I won’t let him bring our family to ruin. In a moment, he will look the same as us, but we will always know he was born wrong, and therefore must keep a watchful eye on him to make sure he never turns to evil. Do you understand, my son?”

Ferdinand nodded over and over, but that was a lie, as he didn’t understand any of this. He turned back to the crib, where the Sparktender had raised the candle flame over his baby brother.

The giant began to chant, shaking his head slightly as he did, and the flame instantly erupted into a towering column of fire, burning the ceiling where it hit, and almost blinding Ferdinand. But the Sparktender didn’t slow in his chanting, and soon the flame subsided, returning back to its normal candle size as the Sparktender fell back against the wall, exhausted.

Ferdinand tried to reach the crib, but his father and mother were faster and held him away as they looked. His father let out a huge sigh of relief, then picked up Ferdinand’s new brother, now easily as long as Ferdinand’s arm.

“Keep watch over Denir, Ferdinand,” the king told his wide-eyed son as he showed Ferdinand his new brother. “For we can never trust one born with such evil.”

The Sparktender rubbed the bridge of his nose, not looking happy, but he didn’t say anything. Ferdinand, though, had enough questions for both of them.

“But why was he small, Father?” Ferdinand said, staring up at his baby brother. “Did the humans make him their height?”

“Of course not,” the Sparktender said, but the king silenced him with a glare.

“It wouldn’t surprise me, boy,” the king responded. “You have seen their jealousy and amazement whenever we allow their royalty to visit. They covet our magic, our treasures, and our strength.” He shook his head angrily, handing his newborn son over to Ferdinand’s mother, who looked down at him in disgust. “Of course they’d use the birth of my son to humiliate us, show that we are no better than they are. But we’ll show them, won’t we, Son? We’ll forbid humans from ever setting foot in our realm again, under penalty of death.”

“Your Majesty, this was not caused by any human!” the Sparktender said. “Giants once were human too, before the—”

The king slapped the Sparktender across the face, and Ferdinand screamed—



As did Lena as she sat up, her eyes flying open. What was… How… could that have been… What?

But before she could process all of what she’d just seen, she looked up to find Denir staring down at her with his mouth hanging open, looking just as shocked as she felt.

“Um,” she said quietly. “Did you just see what I did? Because if that’s the case, you and I are going to have a very, very long talk.”




CHAPTER 18

Three huge wolves came flying at Shefin, razor-sharp fangs glistening in the light of the sun giant’s fireball. Even a hero would be intimidated by such a sight, so Shefin didn’t feel that bad about swinging his sword wildly while ducking. Besides, it seemed like the best option at the time.

Fortunately, the larger black wolf—or Big Wolf, as Shefin decided to call him—intercepted the smaller three, slamming into them from the side and sending them all crashing into what looked strangely like a ruined building.

The three smaller wolves began whining at the larger one, sounding confused, but Big Wolf just growled back, snapping at the gray one. The wolf sisters shared another look, then snarled at Big Wolf.

“Your Heroicness!” Horse shouted, and nodded at the Shield of Protection on his saddle. “This way you won’t have to repeat that terrified hiding move you just did!”

“That wasn’t… It was all strategy!” Shefin said, grabbing the shield and slipping it over his arm. “You just can’t see it because you’re a horse.”

“Truer words have never been spoken, Your Heroicness,” Horse said as two of the three wolf sisters began to circle around Big Wolf, trying to take him from multiple sides. Well, Shefin couldn’t allow that.

Just as the three sisters leapt at Big Wolf, Shefin slammed his shield into the brown wolf, letting Big Wolf take care of the other two. Conui or Susoo or Teela—he couldn’t remember which was which—went flying but landed on her feet and quickly came rushing back at Shefin, as her sisters snapped at Big Wolf’s legs.

As the brown wolf attacked, Shefin quickly tried to purify her with his sword, but the wolf easily dodged it, then threw herself at his shield, trying to knock him over. He braced himself, expecting to go flying, only for the wolf to get knocked back to the ground without even budging him.

Whoa! Apparently the Shield of Protection wasn’t as useless as he’d thought! The wolf seemed as surprised as Shefin was, not that Shefin himself could ever be surprised. “Resistance is pointless!” he declared, dropping the shield back to his side so it didn’t look like he was hiding behind it, not with Horse being so judgmental at the moment. “We are too well armed. My shield protects me from anything you can throw at it, and Big Wolf has the strength of ten wolves, whereas Horse… is also here.”

“Succinctly put, Sir Hero,” Horse added quietly.

“Thanks,” Shefin told him, glaring at the other wolves as he reached Big Wolf’s side. The three wolf sisters moved to circle them again, readying for another attack, but Shefin felt far less worried with the shield on his arm. “Now, if you surrender quietly,” he said to them, “I will grant you mercy, in that I’ll still purify you but less as a punishment and more as a favor. Continue to fight, however, and I won’t be responsible for what happens. Other than the aforementioned purification, which I’ll definitely still do.”

Big Wolf snorted his agreement, or at least Shefin assumed that was what he snorted. But the three wolf sisters didn’t seem to be backing down at all, let alone surrendering. Apparently they wanted to do this the hard way.

“You have ten seconds to decide!” Shefin said, not wanting this to take all day in case there were more wolves on their way. “At the count of ten, I will attack, and any injuries will be your fault. Ten!”

Big Wolf’s tone changed as he whined at the three in a more desperate-sounding tone. But the sisters just shook their heads in return, a strangely human gesture, which probably made sense, given that they’d been human for most of the time Shefin had traveled with them. Weird that they hadn’t turned human, if just to talk. Maybe they were stuck as wolves now that their shadow magic had been removed?

“Nine!” he continued, glancing quickly between all three wolves to make sure they couldn’t sneak-attack him or Big Wolf. “Eight! Seven!” Ugh, this was taking too long. “Sixfivefourthreetwo!”

As he reached the end of the countdown, the three wolf sisters all went still, their eyes wide as they prepared an attack. That suited Shefin just fine, honestly. What could they do against the Shield of Protection? Let the wolves throw themselves at it; it’d make purifying them all much easier.

“And one,” Shefin said, relieved to finally be done. Next time he needed a countdown, he’d just start at three, maybe even two. Not willing to lose another second, Shefin let out a heroic war cry, then leapt straight at the gray wolf, his sword glowing a strange black color as he raised it above his head.

Coney/Tala/Susan didn’t even flinch as he landed just in front of her, almost like she’d been frozen in place by terror. Whatever the reason, Shefin grinned as he drove the sword down straight at her shoulder, delighted by how easy they were making this.

But his sword never reached the wolf sister. Instead it slammed into a second translucent sword, almost identical to the one the fairy queens had gifted him.

Shefin pulled back in surprise to find that a man and woman had joined the wolf sisters, though the woman seemed as frozen as the wolves did.

“Hello there!” the man holding the sword said with a friendly smile as he saluted Shefin. “I’m Jack, and this is May.” He nodded at the frozen human woman behind him. “You might have heard of her. She basically took down the Wicked Queen all by herself, with maybe a little help from me. I’m just telling you that so you’re not too embarrassed when you wake up in a few hours—or days—wondering how you got beaten so badly.” His smile widened. “Now, would you like to surrender, or should I teach you how to actually use that sword?”




CHAPTER NINETEEN

In which Gwentell teleports Lena and friends to the fairy homelands, and together they use the Spark on the lamp that Jill found, freeing Jin.

Lena could barely believe what she’d just seen in her vision. Denir had been born like her, a human-sized giant? From the look on his face, not only had he shared the vision but this seemed to be the first he’d heard of it too.

“Well? Did you know about all of this?” Lena asked, then added a “Your Majesty?” to try to calm things as much as possible, if it was possible. If it came down to keeping things calm or getting answers, however, she would be happy to upset the king as much as was necessary.

Denir, though, just shook his head slightly and turned away. So he must have seen her vision too, which also brought up all kinds of questions. And him not knowing did make sense, considering he’d been magically changed as a newborn. Neither his parents nor his brother must have told him.

Strangely, as much as she hated him for how he’d treated her, seeing how his parents had acted upon seeing him for the first time made her pity the king. She sighed, then took a step closer. “Listen,” she started to say.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” she asked.

“Don’t… don’t think this explains anything,” he said, his anger slowly rising again as he turned back to her. “This changes nothing, do you understand me? You and I are not the same!”

Fine. She nodded at him, not terribly surprised but still disappointed. It wasn’t like one vision was going to change a lifetime of hate, no, but if the king just opened his mind a little…? “I don’t see you trying to punch me into the floor anymore, at least.”

He sneered at her in response, then did something even more surprising: he laughed. “I saw where that got me,” he said quietly. “I haven’t lost my mind, human, just my people.”

“Still have your unreasonable hatred too, I see,” she said, wishing she could just walk out with the Spark. But nothing had really changed, in spite of the vision. She still couldn’t leave him here to be taken by the fairy queens, even if them turning him human would mean something very different now.

“It’s… it wasn’t my hate,” he said, gritting his teeth. “It came from… It was my brother’s.”

Lena flinched, remembering the young boy in the vision. Ferdinand, they’d called him, the former king of the giants who’d been killed by humans. “I know that what happened to him was terrible—”

“Oh, it didn’t start there,” Denir said with a sneer. “Even before they stole from him, he blamed humans for everything, from the crops not growing to giants leaving for the land below, to my parents not wanting anything to do with…” He trailed off, then sighed. “They always, always treated me like I was a plague on our land, but Ferdinand would comfort me, tell me it wasn’t my fault, that the humans had made our parents hate me.” He closed his eyes tightly as if the memory were painful. “I just never understood what he meant before.”

So now you know how it feels, then! Lena wanted to scream at him. How it feels for someone to hate you for nothing but how you look. And yet, you turned around and treated me the exact same way your parents treated you!

But she didn’t say that, or anything else. Instead she just waited, and gradually he began talking again.

“My father banned humans from the clouds, as you… you saw,” Denir said, opening his eyes again but staring off into space. “But Ferdinand was the one who became obsessed with them. He started reading old texts that claimed giants had once eaten humans, even found some old recipes. All made-up nonsense, obviously, but he was the king, so who was going to tell him that?”

Lena wrinkled her nose in disgust at the thought of it, but it wasn’t the first time she’d heard it. The humans below definitely believed the same stories. For all she knew, the stories had come from humans originally, given how afraid people were of giants.

“Then Ferdinand started claiming they were breaking into the castle, trying to infect us with their humanity in our sleep,” Denir said, his voice breaking slightly. “I suppose I know why now. It wasn’t long after that when he actually caught a human in his treasure chamber, and his obsession exploded. He couldn’t think of anything else after that, for the rest of his life. He even chased the human down to the ground below, and almost died there from air sickness before the guards found him and brought him back.”

Sounds pretty familiar, given that you did the exact same thing with the Cursed City, Lena thought, but again stayed quiet. Maybe nothing would come of this, but she couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t give Denir a chance to change.

“His brush with death calmed him down, for a time,” Denir continued. “But it didn’t last. Eventually he even made a deal with some human queen to find the original thief, only to be betrayed by the woman when she sent a second thief to take his harp.” He shook his head, then glared at Lena again. “Tell me, then, how humans are so innocent and good. Tell me how I’m wrong about them, when they steal and lie and deceive us!”

Lena bit her lip, not sure what to say to that. “I can’t. Not all humans are good, especially not the ones you’re talking about. There’s no defending them. But just like giants are all different, so are people. And humans didn’t turn your parents against you, Your Majesty, or begin your brother’s obsession. You saw what started it with your own eyes.”

“Do not speak of my family, human!” he roared at her, clenching his fists… only to drop his hands back to his sides, shaking his head. “This changes nothing, child. Nothing.”

“I didn’t say it did,” Lena said quietly. “But right now your people need help, and I can restore them with the Spark. Let me take it, and you come with me—”

“I’d sooner travel with an infested pig,” Denir sneered.

“Trust me, I feel the same way about you.” Again, Denir laughed slightly, which Lena took as a good sign. “But if you stay, you’ll be defenseless against the fairy queens’ return, and they’ll turn you human too. But if I leave the Spark here to protect you, your people will be trapped in human form forever. Do you see the problem?”

The king growled in frustration, but he didn’t dispute anything she’d said.

“The Spark wouldn’t have let you in if you weren’t… partly a giant,” he said finally through gritted teeth. “Therefore, you have the… the right to the Spark, as much as any other giant. Take… take it and save my people. But I will not forgive you for what you’ve done to me, nor will I go with you for my own safety.” He looked toward the double doors leading out of the castle. “Perhaps it is time to show the fairykin exactly how powerful a giant can be.”

“What? No!” Lena said, shaking her head. “They’re far too powerful and can take control of you with one spell. You can’t just go out there looking for a fight!”

“Then you truly have no idea how to be a giant, Lena,” Denir said with a horrible grin. “Because true giants fight to show their might. And it’s time for the fairy queens to see how mighty I am!”

He started toward the doors, but paused before passing by her. She tensed up, waiting for an attack, but instead the king merely squatted down above her, then held one finger over the Spark, like someone warming their hands over a fire on a cold day. He closed his eyes and whispered something she couldn’t hear, then nodded and stood back up. “I have arranged for… help. You’d do well to accept it.”

Lena had no idea what to say to that, so she just nodded her thanks, shocked that he’d actually done something nice for her.

“Oh, it’s not for you,” the king said, almost as if he’d read her thoughts… or more likely, he just wanted to slip in one last insult. “It’s for my… for our people. But make sure you save them, young one, or I will show you no mercy the next time we meet.”

And with that, King Denir stomped out of the great hall, leaving Lena alone with the Spark, and the king’s words echoing in her ears.

This changes nothing, she’d heard him say. But then, It’s for my… for our people.

It wasn’t much, but it wasn’t nothing, either.




CHAPTER 20

Shefin snorted at this new random human’s threats. Identical sword or not, how dangerous could this person really be? “Now, now, old man,” he said, swinging the Sword of Purification around a bit in what he figured was an intimidating way, and noticing for the first time how his translucent sword had taken on a black color. “I might have to teach you some manners, if that’s how you address the next emperor of Lilliput.”

The man with the equally black sword laughed. “You know, you remind me of someone,” Jack said. “I really hated him at first, but as the years passed, he grew up a bit, and now he just irritates me constantly. I bet I’ll feel the same way about you, kid.”

And then he disappeared.

Shefin whirled around, but Jack was gone, leaving behind four wolves and one woman, all apparently frozen with fear. “Oh, look at how brave you are, old man!” Shefin shouted, his heart racing now with his own nervousness. “Too scared to actually fight me?”

“That’s what you don’t get,” Jack said from behind him, and Shefin turned quickly, only to find no one there. “This is how an Eye fights. Do you even know what that sword is?”

“It’s the Sword of Purification!” Shefin shouted, swinging it in a circle in case he got lucky and accidentally hit the invisible man. “One cut, and you’ll be brought to your senses!”

The other sword appeared out of nowhere, slamming into Shefin’s blade just above the hilt and knocking it from his hand. The sword went flying, leaving Shefin defenseless but for the Shield of Protection.

“I’d better be careful, then,” Jack said, reappearing in front of Shefin, still smiling. “After all, I’ve been doing fine without any sense all this time, so why break the habit?”

Strangely, everyone who’d been frozen a moment ago now began moving once more. The wolf sisters all began snarling again, as did Big Wolf, while May, the human woman, took a step back, watching everything carefully.

A slight movement out of the corner of his eye caught Shefin’s attention, and he threw up a hand just in time to catch his sword, thrown to him by Big Wolf with his massive jaws.

“Didn’t take you long to betray us, did it?” Jack said to Big Wolf, who growled in reply. “Just like old times, huh.” Jack turned back to Shefin, his sword still glowing with black light. “Drop the sword, my friend. I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re on the wrong side here.”

“Go easy on him, Jack. He’s just a kid,” May said as she moved to his side, spreading her arms wide to show she wasn’t holding any weapon. She smiled at Shefin, taking another step closer. “We don’t want any trouble, okay? Let’s all just put down our swords and shields and talk about this. We don’t want to hurt you.”

“You and I were just kids when we took down the Wicked Queen’s army,” Jack muttered to her, his eyes still on Shefin. “And he’s got my sister’s sword. So let’s maybe not underestimate him.”

“Wait, whose sword?” said a new, musical voice. A fairy the size of a human flew down the ruined street at them, looking surprised. Shefin just smiled, as his true enemy had finally shown her face.

“Gwentell!” he shouted, aiming his sword at her. “By order of the fairy queens, I hereby—”

“Shh,” she said, humming a quick song. Instantly Shefin’s mouth slammed shut, and no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t pry his lips apart as she flew in closer. He stabbed at her with the sword, but she dodged with a grace unlike any he’d seen, then stared at the blade in shock. “Shefin, where did you get this?”

Whatever magic held his mouth shut released, and he glared up at the traitorous fairy. “I’ve had it since I was a baby,” he lied, figuring the fairy queens would forgive a bit of dishonesty to their enemy. “And I’ve been practicing with it ever since.”

“Since you were a baby?” Jack asked.

“With my little baby hands!” Shefin shouted, annoyed. “And because of all that practice, I’m now maybe the greatest master swords… master who ever lived. Think you know someone better? Nice try, but I know exactly who you’re thinking of, and I’m easily ten times as good as they are. Probably twenty!”

He smiled a confident smile, happy with how his completely warranted bragging was going, though the smile quickly faded as he realized he’d glossed right over something fairly important. “Wait, how did you know my name?” he said to the fairy princess. “Did I already announce myself? I thought I’d just mentioned the emperor heir thing, but maybe I started in on all my names and titles without realizing it?”

“Oh wow, he’s like the worst parts of you and Phillip combined,” May said to Jack, which she probably meant as some sort of insult, but Shefin chose to interpret this Phillip person as being some kind of incredibly dangerous, spectacularly handsome human being, so even his worst parts were amazing.

“This can’t be,” the fairy princess whispered, ignoring them both as she stared at Shefin’s blade in a panic. “Jack’s right, this is Jill’s sword. But how? If the queens got ahold of it, then that means…” She trailed off, her eyes widening. “They know.”

“The fairy queens?” Jack said, wincing. “That seems like it could be bad, no?”

But Gwentell didn’t seem to hear him. “No, no, no!” she shouted. “They can’t know yet. It’s far too soon! If they’re aware of our plans, then they’ll shut off the fairy homelands, and—” She stopped midsentence, then began to hum as the others all watched, even Shefin, who found himself caught up in the drama.

But her humming faded as a new level of horror filled her eyes. “No!” the fairy screamed, flying in circles now as her eyes darted everywhere. “They’ve closed off the homelands! They must have locked them off after bringing in everyone for the ball. I can’t get us back. We can’t get to the lamp!” She kept looking between Jack and May as her wings fluttering erratically. “I have to fix this! I have to rewrite the story, change things around, make this work!”

And then she pulled out a pen and the book Shefin had seen earlier that morning, the same one Lena had picked up from the ground.

The mission is simple, Shefin, Merriweather had said. You must destroy the Happily Ever After book.

And now was his chance. As distracted as Gwentell was, he might not get a better chance.

But what kind of hero would he be if he destroyed the book and let the fairy queens do the rest? Wouldn’t it be far more heroic to fight the evil fairy princess himself, purifying her in the process? Merriweather and the other fairy queens most likely hoped he would, so they didn’t have to face one of their own kind.

Very well, Your Majesties, he thought at them. I’ll take care of her, don’t you worry. Oh, and I’ll destroy the book too, after she’s purified.

Meanwhile, Gwentell was so upset about whatever she’d been talking about that she managed to fumble the book when opening it, and it dropped from her hands. Shefin rolled his eyes as she caught it just before it hit the ground, then brought it back up to write in it, but froze as she looked down at the page in horror.

“Shefin?” she said quietly. “Why are you in my book? Did they… did they add you to my story?”

“No, of course not,” Shefin said with a smug smile. “They didn’t simply add me. They made me the hero!”

And since that seemed like as good a time as any, he followed that up by leaping at the evil fairy princess, his sword aimed straight at her heart.

Just like that, everything descended into chaos. Jack appeared out of nowhere right in front of Gwentell, blocking Shefin’s sword with his own. The wolf sisters attacked Shefin from behind, but Big Wolf crashed into them again, knocking them all into a pile full of growls, bites, and yelps of pain. And Horse… well, Horse didn’t actually move, but he wasn’t going to be much help anyway.

“You’re on the wrong side here, kid,” Jack said to Shefin, knocking aside his sword so quickly that Shefin couldn’t get his blade back up in time to counter again. “But don’t worry, I won’t hurt you much.” And with that, he reversed his sword and drove his hilt straight at Shefin’s head.

But the blow never landed. Instead it bounced off some sort of invisible barrier, and the Shield of Protection at Shefin’s side glowed brightly. Huh! Apparently the shield protected him whether it was hit directly or not? Shefin grinned, liking the magical gift even more now.

“Okay, well,” Jack said slowly, his eyes shifting to the shield now. “That’s new.”

“Of course it’s new to you,” Shefin said, then drove the shield forward, bashing it right into Jack’s face. The man yelped in pain as he stumbled backward, then tripped on the remains of what seemed to be a giant cottage, and crashed to the ground with a groan, his sword tumbling from his hand. “Only true heroes are allowed to hold one. But maybe you’ll have a chance once you’ve been purified.”

Without waiting for a response, he stabbed forward with the Sword of Purification before Jack could reach his own weapon to defend himself.

But again the blow didn’t land. Only this time, it wasn’t Shefin’s shield that blocked it. Instead the Sword of Purification grazed off May’s arm as she threw herself between Shefin and Jack.

“May!” Jack shouted, his voice heavy with horror.

“It’s fine,” she said to him, cradling her arm as he got back to his feet and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m fine. It’s just… a scratch…”

She began to shudder as the purification took over, and Jack helped her to the ground, his eyes wide. She groaned, then gasped in agony as Jack stared up at Shefin, his gaze filled with both fear and anger. “What did you do?”

“I purified her,” Shefin said, Jack’s intensity making him a bit more nervous than he should have been. “But don’t worry, she’ll be fine! It’s just a little pain at first. I’ve been through it myself.”

The woman screamed, and the man immediately began stroking her face repeatedly. “It’s okay, May,” he whispered, his voice breaking as tears began to slide down his cheeks. “I’m going to fix this, whatever it is. Don’t worry, please don’t worry.” And then without turning from her, he shouted, “GWENTELL!”

“It’s not working!” the fairy princess shouted back, frantically writing in her book. “Nothing’s working! Why isn’t the story changing? It’s like something is…” She cursed. “The Spark. Of course it would interfere! How did I not think of that?” She glanced up to find Jack cradling May on the ground, and her eyes widened. “Wait, what just happened, Jack? Where did Shefin go?”

“Oh, I’m right here,” Shefin said, reappearing just in front of her as he held his sword to her throat. “Sorry to disappear for a moment, but I just had to see what the sword could do, now that your friend Jack showed me its possibilities. Anyway, I’ve purified the rest of the wolves now too, so this is over.”

As if on cue, all three wolf sisters began howling in pain. May’s purification seemed to be subsiding, at least, and she started to get back to her feet, Jack helping her with great care.

“May?” he said, his arms holding her steady. “Are you okay?”

“Oh, I’m just fine, my love,” she said, giving him an affectionate look before removing his arms. She bent down to pick up his sword from the ground, then aimed it right at his chest with a sigh. “But you’re under the control of a creature of pure evil, Jack. And I can’t let her turn you evil, even if that means I have to be the one to stop you.”

Jack’s mouth dropped open, and for a moment, he looked too surprised to say anything. Speaking of surprise, May chose that moment to start hissing, which confused Shefin until he realized the sound wasn’t coming from May at all but from the bag hanging over her shoulder.

She pulled it around to her front, and as she reached inside it, Shefin recognized it as Lena’s, which meant the hissing had a familiar source. “Are you okay, little guy?” May asked. She gasped as a ginger paw came flying out to swipe at her, and she quickly pulled her hand back. “Whoa, hey! Don’t be upset. I still love Jack! He’s just on the wrong side of this one, so we’re going to have to fix that.”

Another hiss, and this time Lena’s cat leapt right out of the bag and took off running in the direction Gwentell had come from. Shefin watched him go, wondering if it was possible for the cat to get lost up here and never be seen from again. Hope springs eternal, he thought.

The cat’s escape seemed to have jarred Jack back to life, though. “Gwentell, tell me you can fix whatever that sword did to her!” he shouted at the fairy princess. May took a step forward, sword still aimed at him, and in response Jack raised his arms in surrender.

Honestly, things were going pretty well, Shefin decided. Maybe this hero thing wasn’t that hard after all!

“It’s the queens’ magic,” Gwentell said, shaking her head. “It will wear off in a matter of time, but at the moment, there’s nothing I can do. Jin could fix her, but I’m not sure how to even get to the lamp, now that the queens have closed off the fairy homelands!”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Shefin said with a smile. “After I purify you and destroy that book, you’ll know how evil and wrong you’ve been and realize that the lamp is right where it should be, in the protection of the fairy queens.”

“This isn’t over, kid,” Jack said, glaring at him with such absolute hatred that it almost derailed Shefin’s enjoyment from being such a great hero.

“Oh, no?” Shefin said, annoyed. “Are you hiding more allies somewhere? Another dozen wolves, maybe? You’ll need something a lot bigger than them to stop me now!”

Before Jack could respond, the ground shook so hard that it immediately knocked Shefin from his feet. As he struggled to steady himself against the trembling clouds beneath him, Jack knocked his own sword out of May’s hand with a fairly gentle hit, grabbed it before it reached the ground, then disappeared, only to reappear at Gwentell’s side faster than Shefin could even follow.

“You wanted something bigger?” Jack said, staring sadly at May as the ground rumbled harder now. “Looks like you’ve got it.” He glared at Shefin with such revulsion that Shefin flinched a bit. “Enjoy your win here, kid, because once this is all over, I’ll be coming for you. And there won’t be anywhere in the world below or the clouds above where you can hide.”

“Or I could purify you now and let you join the winning side with your friend,” Shefin said, nodding at May as he managed to regain his footing.

“Um, he’s my true love, actually!” May shouted, balancing precariously herself. “A slipper proved it. He still wears them sometimes—”

“Stay safe, okay?” Jack said, giving May a haunted look. “I’ll fix whatever he did to you, I promise.”

“Fix your own unworthy moral system first, my cute but evil love!” May shouted back, and Shefin cringed in embarrassment, which only got worse as the next quake knocked him back to the ground.

When he managed to look back up, Jack and the fairy princess were gone, probably thanks to Jack’s sword. But far worse was what had arrived in their place.

“Humans?!” a very tall, very angry giant roared at them from down the ruined street. “You dare set foot in our sacred lands?”

Before Shefin could answer, the giant pushed into a run, every step shaking the ground so hard that there was no way to stay standing.

“We might be in trouble,” May shouted at Shefin as they, the wolves, and Horse all tumbled about.

“Tell me you know how to fight a giant,” Shefin said to her as the monster drew near.

“Me?” May said, then laughed. “Nope, not even a little bit. For that you’d need our friend Phillip. He was in the business for a while.” She paused, considering the oncoming giant. “You know, you’d probably have been better off purifying Jack instead of me, because he’s faced them a bunch of times.” She winced. “Sorry about taking the hit for him instead. If we live through this, I owe you one!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

In which Lena releases Jin and all the chaos magic, saving the world and defeating the fairy queens!

The giant king had told her help was coming, but with every shake of the ground, Lena got more anxious, especially since she hadn’t been able to warn her friends that Denir was on his way. The earthquakes would probably do that, and she knew they’d be smart enough to avoid facing the giant themselves.

Still, there weren’t many places to hide, with the city destroyed by the fairy queens… especially not while the protective bubble around the castle was up. She quickly put a hand up over the Spark, just as Denir had done, and concentrated hard on the flame, wishing for it to end the bubble spell.

Whether it worked or not, the Spark gave no response, so she moved as quickly as she could toward the doors leading out to check. She started to duck under them, only to shriek in surprise as Jack and Gwentell appeared out of thin air right in front of her.

“Whoa!” Gwentell said, raising her arms in surrender. “It’s us! And we’re in big, big trouble.” Both the fairy princess and Jack looked absolutely devastated, which was not a good sign.

“Where are May and the wolves?” Lena asked, feeling her blood run cold.

Jack turned away, gritting his teeth, and Gwentell looked like she wanted to cry. “They’ve been purified,” the fairy princess said quietly. “The fairy queens somehow knew what we were doing and sent… ah, someone to stop us.”

“Not just someone,” Jack said, pacing around angrily now. “An arrogant kid who thinks he’s an emperor. Oh, and he’s got Jill’s sword, which somehow has the fun new power to turn people evil, which he used on my wife.”

Lena gasped. “Shefin? He’s here?”

“Right, that’s his name,” Jack said, nodding at her, before stopping abruptly. “Wait, you know him?” He threw a look at Gwentell. “You did too. Who is this kid?”

“A friend of Lena’s, but don’t judge him too harshly, Jack,” Gwentell said, shaking her head sadly. “The fairy queens are controlling him as much as they were Lena and the others, including May now. Try to remember that when you meet him next. This isn’t his fault.”

Jack growled loudly as the shaking in the ground grew more intense, almost making it hard to stand. “Right, of course it’s not. I never get to fight anyone who’s just pure evil. Couldn’t they have sent the Golden King? He’d deserve everything he got. Why do the fairy queens keep using kids for all their incredibly dangerous jobs?”

“Mostly for this reason, so their enemies hold back or underestimate them,” Gwentell said absently. “But none of that matters at the moment, because we can’t get to…” She trailed off as Lena pushed past her on her way back to the doors. “Lena, wait! Where are you going?”

“You just said Shefin’s out there!” Lena shouted. “If he’s been purified, then we need to help him and the others. King Denir left to go face the fairy queens, but if he finds humans in his lands instead, he’s going to lose his mind!”

“Good, I’m going too!” Jack shouted, jogging to catch up to her. “If I hold your arm, Lena, I can get us there in literally no time using my sword—”

“Except neither of you can free someone from the fairy queens’ control!” Gwentell shouted, flying after them. “And while Shefin probably doesn’t know how to fully use Jill’s sword yet, if I remember correctly from when you got yours, Jack, the weapon does a lot of the hard work for you, no? That means if Denir is going to fight them, there’s a pretty good chance we’ll be facing a purified giant in the next few minutes too. You really want to fight him along with the rest of them?”

“Works for me,” Jack said.

“No, of course not,” Lena said at the same moment.

They looked at each other, and Jack sighed. “No for me too, I guess.”

“Good,” Gwentell said, then sighed. “We could save everyone if we could just free Jin, but at the moment, I don’t know if that’s even possible anymore.”

Lena jumped like she’d been slapped. What had the fairy just said? After everything they’d done, suddenly Gwentell didn’t think they could finish the job?

But before Lena could demand answers, a loud meow drew her attention, and she whirled around to find Rufus sprinting beneath the castle doors straight at her. “Little man!” she shouted as he jumped into her arms, purring loudly. “Are you okay? What happened to you?”

“May got purified, and he took off,” Jack said quietly, still fuming. “Sorry, I should have mentioned that. I must have missed him on the way here, or I’d have grabbed him.”

Lena wanted to be angry at that, but Rufus seemed so happy now that she couldn’t be too upset over him getting lost. Still, if they ever managed to fix things—and she wasn’t feeling too optimistic about that at the moment—Lena was going to have a long talk with May about pet sitting. Weren’t animals supposed to love her?

Except Rufus hadn’t liked Shefin, not when he was under the fairy queens’ control. Maybe he had rejected May for the same reason? Lena scratched her little genius cat’s head extra hard to let him know how proud she was.

“Can we go back to how the whole plan is falling apart?” she asked Gwentell a moment later, Rufus having calmed her down enough to think. “I got the Spark, but it sounds like something else went wrong?”

The shuddering in the floor grew more intense now, and even the walls of the castle began to shake, erasing any bit of calm Rufus had given her. And then Gwentell answered, and made everything worse.

“My queens closed down the fairy homelands with their magic,” the fairy princess said miserably. “They must have done it after all the Blessed City residents traveled there for the ball. Either way, no one gets in or out without their permission, so having the Spark is useless, since we can’t get to the lamp.” She growled in frustration. “Long story short, we need a completely new plan, and I have no idea where to even start with one.”

In spite of the warmth of the Spark in her hands, a cold fear swept through Lena, and she shuddered. If they couldn’t get to Jin, all of this had been for nothing. “There has to be a way,” she whispered, hoping she was right. “Maybe there are other magical items left with power in them like the cauldron and the Spark?”

“Not likely,” Gwentell said. “And even if there were, I don’t know of anything that could break through the fairy queens’ magic. The Spark could do it, but it’d take everything it had left, and we still wouldn’t be able to free Jin.”

“What about the harp?” Jack asked Gwentell. “Remember the one we stole from… uh, from someone for the Wicked Queen? She used it to stop the fairy queens’ magic at the time. Why can’t we use that?”

“Because you destroyed it,” Gwentell said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t you remember telling me that?”

He turned away, looking guilty. “Remember telling you? Sure. Remember doing it… not so much.”

Gwentell narrowed her eyes. “You lied to me? About a magic item that could render me and my kind powerless?”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” he said, flinching as she floated closer to him. “We didn’t know the fairy queens were pure evil at that point, but they definitely didn’t seem to have our best interests at heart either, so Jill and I decided—”

“Jillian was part of this too? The two of you combined still have less brains than a dead fish!”

“Well, that’s uncalled for,” Jack said, looking offended now. “Anyway, I would have mentioned it earlier, but it’s not exactly easily accessible.”

“And what does that mean?” Gwentell roared. “The harp could render any fairy vulnerable. Where exactly did you put it?”

“We hid it in the Cave of Marvels,” he said, wincing slightly.

Gwentell blinked several times, then groaned. “So by ‘not easily accessible’ you meant…”

“Not in any way accessible, really,” Jack finished.

Before Gwentell could respond, the castle began shaking harder, throwing odd shadows around the room from the oddly brighter sunlight outside the castle’s windows. But if this harp could actually help them save everyone, Lena didn’t care if the castle crumbled to pieces around them.

“What’s the Cave of Marvels?” she asked. “And why can’t we get to the harp? If it can beat the fairy queens’ magic, then I say we go get it!”

“Oh, we can definitely get to it,” Jack told her as Gwentell start flying in circles, muttering under her breath. “Sure, the entrance is blocked, but your giant strength is enough to open it. The problem is, if you try to take anything out of the Cave of Marvels…” He paused, glancing up at the windows now and shielding his eyes with his hand. “Is it just me, or is the sun getting… brighter?”

Gwentell stopped mid-pace to look as well, then gasped. “It can’t be,” she whispered, then quickly turned and tackled Lena, Rufus, and Jack to the ground as one of the castle’s remaining walls exploded inward, sending rocks and debris flying over their heads as the light outside grew so bright that it was almost blinding.

Dust billowed around the room, which actually helped dim the light a bit, though Lena still had to shield her eyes to try to make out what was going on. As she stared nervously at the hole in the wall, something blocked the light briefly, so huge that it had to be Denir.

Had Shefin managed to purify him already? Lena didn’t want to fight either the giant king or her friend, but if that’s what she had to do to save Jin and everyone else, then—

“Oh, hello!” said a pleasant voice, and as the dust cleared, Lena was able to determine that the enormous shape was in fact a giant, only it wasn’t Denir. Even if she’d been blind, that much would have been obvious from the giant’s voice, given that it actually sounded friendly and not full of hate. “The king summoned me here for some kind of emergency,” the newcomer said. “Told me I was to help a girl named Lena however I could?”

Lena pushed to her feet and stepped forward. “That’s me,” she said, still confused. “But who are you?”

“Oh,” the giant said. “Sorry about that. I always forget how bright my fireball is.” He stepped inside, blocking the blinding light to the point Lena could finally see.

There, standing before her, was a giant in a white tunic wrapped up and over one shoulder, while leaving the other bare. And more important, he had the biggest smile on his face that Lena had ever seen. “Where are my manners?” he said, then stuck out his hand toward Lena. “I’m the sun giant. Nice to meet you!”




CHAPTER 22

Humans!” the giant roared again, the force of his footfalls ensuring that Shefin wouldn’t be able to stand anytime soon. May didn’t seem to be any better off, though Horse and the wolves all fared slightly better, given that balancing on four paws was easier than two.

“Use the Shield of Protection, Your Heroicness!” Horse shouted, though Shefin noticed the animal wasn’t galloping to help in any other way. Shefin grunted in reply and tried to get back to his feet, but the giant’s next step sent him right back to the ground.

“I can’t use it if I can’t stand!” Shefin shouted back, starting to panic as the giant neared.

“You don’t need to stand!” Horse shouted. “Wait for him to come to you!”

Well, clearly the Helmet of Wisdom had stopped working, because that was the least-intelligent thing Horse had ever said. Why would the hero of this story need to stand to fight a rampaging giant? The monster was only sixty or seventy feet tall. No, Shefin should just lie down on the ground and wait to be stepped on, according to Horse!

Except… maybe that wasn’t a terrible idea? Because if he… and then… yes. That just might work! Shefin grinned at his own genius and quickly covered his face and chest with the shield.

Then he called out to the giant in the most insulting way he could think of while fearing for his life. “Hey, Big, Tall, and Smelly! When was the last time you bathed? You don’t even need to step on me, because your odor is going to knock me out all by itself!”

“You dare insult me, you horrible little rat?” the giant roared, slowing his run enough to focus on Shefin. The giant took one more enormous step to ready himself, then drove his other foot straight down at Shefin, who realized in that moment that he hadn’t asked the fairies if the shield had any limits to its power. If he was crushed, he’d definitely be back to haunt everyone involved, that was for certain!

The giant’s foot slammed against the shield with more force than Shefin could believe, driving him straight down into the solid cloud ground beneath him. Everything immediately went dark except for the glow of the shield, but in spite of being literally buried alive, Shefin felt no pain, not even any pressure, which meant the shield was working just fine.

Though he couldn’t say he was thrilled by the way its light flickered a bit as the giant ground his boot back and forth, like a human making sure they’d crushed an insect.

But Shefin wasn’t a hero because he was willing to be crushed by a giant’s foot. No, he was a hero because… well, because he was a hero! And everything was sort of going according to his plan, so it was time to act, especially considering that being buried like this was starting to terrify him.

Before the giant could pull his boot free, Shefin moved his sword arm out from behind the shield, then stabbed upward with all his might, right into the giant’s foot. Unfortunately, the giant’s boot seemed to be thicker than his blade was long, and instead of purifying the monster, Shefin just got his weapon stuck in the boot’s sole.

“That’s what humans deserve!” came the giant’s voice, muffled by the clouds and boot around Shefin. The giant pulled his foot back, and Shefin latched on to the sword’s hilt as tightly as he could, letting the giant pull him up and out of the hole by the sword in his boot.

Except, what went up was probably going to go back down soon enough, and Shefin didn’t really want to be buried again.

“Um, a little help here?” he shouted at Horse as he dangled in the air from the bottom of the giant’s foot. Apparently that was enough for the giant to realize what had happened, since he bent his knee and stared down at Shefin in disgust.

“Get off, foul creature!” the giant roared, and began shaking his foot, sending Shefin flying back and forth. Somehow he managed to hold on, at least for the moment, but his grip wouldn’t last for long, not to mention that he could feel the sword beginning to work its way free from the boot as well.

“Now would be a good time for a new plan, Horse!” he yelled. But unfortunately, there was no time to find out if Horse was holding out on him, as the giant kicked out so powerfully that Shefin’s sword yanked free from the creature’s boot, sending both Shefin and his weapon flying through the air.

They both slammed into the remains of what looked to be a cottage on the side of the road, a crash that ordinarily would have knocked Shefin unconscious at the least. Thankfully, the shield once again protected him, even as its glow dimmed once more.

With a groan more of annoyance than pain, Shefin pushed back to his feet, retrieved his sword, and then turned around to glare at the giant, who had now set his sights on May. She had gotten onto the back of one of the wolf sisters while Shefin had been underground, and she now led the giant away from him, which was nice. The other wolves followed suit, though Big Wolf seemed to be trying to bite the giant’s ankles every time the creature’s foot came down.

Meanwhile, Horse galloped over to where Shefin waited, and Shefin mounted his steed in a less than heroic way, given his irritation. “That plan of yours worked out so well!” Shefin shouted as he pulled the reins to turn Horse back toward the giant, slipping the shield back onto the saddle to free up his hands. “Maybe let me do the thinking from now on, huh?”

“Oh, was my plan to have you get crushed by his boot? I hadn’t realized,” Horse said innocently, and Shefin glared at the back of his head as Horse began galloping back toward the rampaging monster.

“Dirty, stinking humans!” the giant roared, chasing after May and the wolf sisters. “I’ll destroy you all if that’s what it takes to bring your fairy queen guardians here!”

“Perhaps don’t,” Horse said just as Shefin opened his mouth to insult the giant again. “I’ll get you as close as I can to his boots. Leap onto them, climb up until you reach the top of the boot, then stab his leg with the sword.”

“Did you become Sir Hero when I wasn’t looking?” Shefin yelled at him. “I’m in charge, and I say… get me close to his shoes, so I can scale them and pierce him with my blade!”

Horse snorted, and Shefin wasn’t sure whether it was meant to be a comment or just a sign of the animal’s exertion. Either way, it didn’t much matter now, as Horse was getting close to the giant’s feet.

One of the giant’s boots struck down just a few yards to their right, and Horse leapt into the air to avoid the shock wave of its hit, then landed gracefully and circled around behind the boot. That got Shefin close enough to jump onto the monster’s foot before the giant could lift it again.

He slammed into the boot harder than he’d wanted, which wouldn’t have been an issue, except he’d accidentally left the shield back on Horse’s saddle. That was all well and good for Horse, who now would be protected against any harm from the giant, but it would make getting stepped on again a whole lot more fatal. Fortunately, the boot’s laces provided a sort of ladder for Shefin to climb—no, scale—and he quickly reached the top of the boot as it rose back into the air for the giant’s next step.

The smell emanating from down inside the boot confirmed everything Shefin had said about the giant, but now wasn’t the time to point that out. Instead he stabbed his sword into the monster’s leg just above the boot, not bothering to be gentle, considering the giant had tried to ground him into paste.

Even so, a sword that small wouldn’t feel like much more than a bug bite to a giant, so Shefin was thankful the plan didn’t involve hurting the creature. But once purification started, so would the screaming and shaking, and Shefin didn’t especially want to be stuck on the giant’s boot for all that, so he quickly slid down and dropped while the giant’s foot was still in the air.

He landed hard, which sent pain shooting up through both legs, but Horse was there quickly enough for Shefin to grab on to the saddle as Horse ran by, and swing himself back up, all before the giant’s boot hit the ground again. And then they were off, putting some space between them and the oncoming giant purification.

Apparently it took the fairy queens’ magic a bit of time to work its way up to the giant’s brain from his leg, because the creature managed another few steps before letting out a roar of pain and collapsing to his knees. The shock wave from his fall threw everyone into the air, even Horse and the wolves, but no one seemed hurt when they landed… other than the giant, of course, who was now screaming and staring down at himself in horror.

“I am pure evil!” the giant screamed, holding up his enormous hands to his face in disgust. “The shadow must have infected me. I was never meant to be this size! Release me, foul magic, or I will force you to do so!”

And then, to Shefin’s shock, the monster began punching himself in the stomach and chest, as if he could actually fight the shadow magic physically.

“Whoa, hey!” Shefin shouted, pulling Horse’s reins to bring them around to face the creature. “Don’t do that! The shadow magic will fade soon enough!”

Actually, the giant already looked shorter than he had before, though that could have just been an optical illusion now that the monster was kneeling on the ground. But whether or not he was turning human like his kin, the giant seemed intent on trying to help the process along in the most painful way possible.

“Release me, foul darkness!” he screamed, and began hammering away at his legs, groaning in pain with each hit. In spite of the agony he was putting himself through, the look in his eyes told Shefin that he wouldn’t be stopping any time soon.

But before Shefin could argue any further, a growing light in the distance distracted him. He glanced over at the sun giant’s fireball, which seemed lower in the sky and brighter than usual… and getting more of both the longer he looked.

“Um, I think the sun is falling?” May shouted. “And I don’t mean because it’s sunset, which I still think is a really weird way for the sun to work!”

This seemed to get the giant’s attention, and he turned to look as well. “This is my fault!” he roared, slamming his fists down on his legs again. “The shadow’s influence made me call the sun giant for that child. We have to stop him, or he’ll help them escape!”

“Stop… the sun giant?” Shefin said, blinking rapidly. He took a deep breath, then another. “Okay,” he said finally. “Just call me a knight, because I’m going to make darkness fall over the sun… giant… thing!”

“Ooof,” he heard May say, but Shefin ignored her as he turned Horse around to face the oncoming sun giant, shaking his head. This hero stuff involved far more giant-fighting than he’d have thought, especially considering giants weren’t even supposed to exist anymore.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The sun giant? Lena stared up at the most famous giant to ever live, a giant beloved by everyone, regardless of species or magic, and she said the most intelligent thing she could think of in the moment: “You’re… you’re really him?”

“Of course!” the sun giant said with a grin as he stuck out his pinkie toward her to shake, which she did, though very awkwardly, given its size. “And you must be Lena! Why don’t you all jump into my chariot, and I’ll take you wherever you need to go?”

“Thank you, that’s a huge help, Your, uh, Your Honor!” Jack said, looking as flustered by the sun giant’s presence as Lena felt. Gwentell, though, seemed to be avoiding the giant’s gaze, hovering behind Lena like she was trying to hide.

After everything the fairy had put her through, though, Lena wasn’t about to let her off that easy. “And this is Gwentell, a fairy princess!” she said, moving aside to reveal the fairy.

Gwentell let out a little yelp as the sun giant leaned in, and she cringed away as if she were scared of him, of all things. But the giant just smiled in the same friendly manner and waved at her.

“Don’t worry, little fairy,” he said. “I couldn’t blame someone like you for the actions of your queens. And besides, that was a long time ago.”

Gwentell turned bright red, but bowed in response, which Lena hadn’t ever seen the fairy do. “You’re far too gracious, sir,” she said quietly. “But I’d still offer up the apologies of all fairykin for what they did to you.”

The giant laughed abruptly, which made Gwentell flinch at first, but she slowly straightened back up, blushing even harder now. Lena glanced rapidly back and forth between fairy and giant in confusion, but before she could ask, the remains of the castle began to shimmer around her, and she realized what was happening.

“I’m getting another vision!” she yelled to whoever was listening, as the world went dark around her. “Just pick me up and take me along so we can get… moving…”


Once upon a time, a bright orb that shimmered like gold bathed the world in light, and many an adventurer longed to steal its wealth. With no way to get up that high, however, they could do nothing but stare at it longingly, for they were not Clever, not like a certain young farmer.

This young farmer, a Very Clever but Not Quite Wise gentleman, had a plan to reach the glowing orb. And that plan began in the very dirt of his farm. Because this young farmer, Clever and Knowledgeable in the ways of the world, knew that trees and plants could grow quite high, maybe even high enough to reach the orb, if one was patient enough.

And the young farmer was exactly that. First he planted a field of towering beanstalks, each one at least ten feet tall, which was not nearly tall enough. But by seeding the tallest beanstalks together, the next plants grew even higher, these reaching twenty feet.

From there it was only a matter of time, though sometimes matters of time can be quite long. For this particular farmer, his first beanstalks to reach the clouds came forty years later, and they were still too short for him to grab the orb, so he continued planting.

Another two decades passed, and not only had the stalks reached through the clouds but the not-so-young farmer had discovered that plants could grow within the fertile ground of the clouds themselves, which saved him quite a bit of time.

Within one more year, a beanstalk several hundred feet tall rose up from the clouds, high enough to reach the glowing golden orb. And now the quite old farmer climbed with an energy usually reserved for the Young, being strangely spry for someone of his years.

The climb wasn’t easy, even for someone with Unusually Great Strength like the farmer, but he made it to the very top of the beanstalk, which swayed in the breeze mere feet away from his prize, the glowing orb. Securing himself to the stalk by use of some vines, the farmer reached out his hand toward the orb and snatched it from the sky, finally achieving the goal of a lifetime.

Unfortunately, someone had stuck the glowing golden orb into the sky for a reason, and that reason was not to challenge the Cleverness or Patience of young farmers.

As the farmer stared at his glowing sphere in triumph, several tiny beings appeared out of thin air to surround him, thirteen of them in all. Each one was a creature of Beauty and Grace, with wings that shimmered in the light of the golden orb.

“Did I not tell you?” the Fairy Queen in Black said to her sisters. “Even putting it up this high in the sky would not stop humans. Show them something shiny, and they’ll never rest until they’ve taken it.”

“It’s not humans, it’s this world,” said the Fairy Queen in Green, shaking her head. “Its story magic pushes back against us, tries to undo everything we’ve worked for. We’ll have to face it, tame it, if we wish to rule here.”

The others all nodded, even as the farmer bowed his head low in deference. “Your Majesties!” he said. “Have I offended you somehow? I didn’t realize this was your treasure.”

“It is no treasure,” said the Fairy Queen in Blue. “But it is ours, human. And you must be punished for daring to… Excuse me, what are you doing?”

What was the farmer doing? As the tiny Fairy Queens flapped their tiny wings and watched in surprise, the not-so-young farmer grew several feet before their eyes.

The farmer seemed just as confused, looking down at his newly embiggened body, only to yelp as he sprouted up another dozen feet.

“Stop that at once!” said the Fairy Queen in Red. “You’re using forbidden magic, human!”

“I apologize, Your Majesties, but I don’t know how to stop, as I don’t know what I did to start!” the man said, passing forty feet tall now, then fifty. By the time he reached sixty, the growth seemed to slow, and it stopped completely as the farmer reached the seventy-five-foot-tall mark.

“He’s become some sort of giant human!” the Fairy Queen in Purple said, with more than a little disgust. “How revolting!”

“Even with the djinn imprisoned, its magic infects all of those around it,” the Fairy Queen in Blue said as she flew up to the giant man’s eye level. “Clearly we must hide the orb away far more carefully.”

But what orb did she refer to? Because the orb that the giant held in his arms had changed as he’d grown, and now resembled an oil lamp, as was used in many parts of the world at that time. While the orb’s shape was new, though, its glow remained, now emanating from a flame coming from the spout of the lamp.

Needless to say, the Fairy Queens were not pleased by this turn of events.

“Explain this, very large human!” the Fairy Queen in Red shouted at him. “What did you do to our orb?”

“I apologize, Your Majesties, but I don’t know how this happened!” the giant man insisted, holding the lamp out for the Fairy Queens to take. The Fairy Queen in Blue snatched it from his hands, only for the flame to disappear as soon as she touched the lamp. “I’ve always thought the orb to be the greatest treasure in the world, warming us and lighting our way. I assumed, therefore, that it must be some kind of lamp, to do such things, but I did not realize my thoughts could affect it like this—”

“Enough!” the Fairy Queen in Blue shouted, and the giant clamped his mouth shut. “Apparently chaos magic is not only powerful enough to transform the prison that contains it, but it will also do so at the whim of any passerby. Well, this will not stand!”

She began to hum, and the rest of the Fairy Queens quickly joined in, even as the giant watched them nervously. But after a minute passed, then two, the Fairy Queens abruptly stopped their song, each cursing in their own language.

“It won’t change back,” the Fairy Queen in Red said. “How can these awful djinns be so powerful?”

“We only discovered this world a few hundred years ago,” the Fairy Queen in Purple said, pouting. “I don’t want to have to find another one again so soon. Why won’t they leave us alone!”

“We are not leaving,” the Fairy Queen in Blue said, glaring down at the Stubborn lamp in her hands. “The djinn’s power might have warped its prison, but the magic remains trapped within. Still, we must clearly hide this lamp away somewhere that humans cannot find it. It will have to come with us back to the homelands. There’s no other choice.”

Many of the Fairy Queens gasped in disgust, but the Fairy Queen in Black stared at it almost thoughtfully. “Let me study it, sisters,” she said, reaching out to take the lamp from the Fairy Queen in Blue, who gave it up quickly, apparently glad to be rid of it. “Perhaps there’s something we can learn from a djinn, even in this state, that might prove useful if more come looking for their lost sibling.”

“Don’t even say that,” said the Fairy Queen in Purple, shuddering. “I’d rather burn this whole world to the ground than have their magic infect us again.”

The others all nodded, and one by one they disappeared, until just the Fairy Queens in Blue and Black remained with the giant, who was now staring at his newly huge hands in awe. “There must be a punishment for attempting to steal our belonging,” the Fairy Queen in Black said to the Fairy Queen in Blue. “Mustn’t let the humans believe they can cross us without consequences.”

The Fairy Queen in Blue nodded. “You speak truly, my sister.” She paused, giving the Fairy Queen in Black a closer look. “You do seem to have a bit of a malevolent side, though, don’t you?”

The Fairy Queen in Black smiled. “Me? No fairy loves humans more, and they adore me in return. I make it a point to visit all royal births to bestow my blessing, even! It’s getting to be a bit of a chore, but I’d be offended if they ever neglected to send an invitation.”

The Fairy Queen in Blue smiled at her sister, then turned to the giant, with the Fairy Queen in Black at her side. “You claim to have desired the shining orb in the sky so much that you spent years of your pathetically small human life attempting to reach it, am I correct?” the Fairy Queen in Blue asked.

The giant nodded, which was Honest, but not the Wisest choice.

“Because of your actions,” the Fairy Queen in Blue said, “we are forced to hide the orb away, plunging this world into darkness. Crops will die. Animals will starve. All because of your greed.”

“No, please!” the giant shouted, the strength of his voice sending the Fairy Queens’ hair flying backward. “I didn’t know! There must be some way to keep the light. We need it, Your Majesties, please! I’ll do anything, I swear!”

The Fairy Queen in Blue slowly smiled. “Will you, now? Then I shall hold you to your oath. From this day forth, you shall collect a burning hot ball of fire from the edge of the world in the east and walk it to the other edge of the world in the west. You will be allowed no protection from the flames, and may only extinguish it upon reaching the western ocean, where you may drop it into the water. And then you shall travel back east, at which point the ball of fire will have reconstituted itself, and you shall repeat your journey.”

The giant’s mouth dropped open. “For… how long?”

The Fairy Queen in Blue smiled. “Until the end of time. Unless you wish the world below to perish without any light?”

The giant shook his head, tears in his eyes now as the Fairy Queens began humming. A blindingly bright ball of fire appeared in his hands from their spell, and he screamed in pain as the flames began to burn his skin, but the Fairy Queens merely smiled in response.

“You know,” the Fairy Queen in Blue said to the Fairy Queen in Black as the giant shrieked in pain, “perhaps there’s something to be learned from this. If the magic of the djinn can change a human just as it changed us long ago, might there be a way to transform ourselves back to our original forms?”

“Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?” the Fairy Queen in Black said.

The Fairy Queen in Blue smiled. “I am indeed. And all we’d need are some willing humans.”

The Fairy Queen in Black laughed. “Oh, the magic won’t care if they’re willing or not. Leave this to me. The humans love me and will be more than happy to provide subjects for our experiments.”

And then the two Fairy Queens disappeared, leaving the giant with his fireball to climb back down to the clouds and make his way to the west, something he continues to do each and every day, even now.






CHAPTER 24

The sun giant. The sun giant. Shefin wiped his sweaty hands on his pants, hoping by the time he actually had to face the monster, he’d be slightly less nervous. Otherwise, he wasn’t entirely sure how he’d hold on to his sword.

What was he even doing, riding along on a galloping Horse to face the sun giant? The SUN GIANT, bearer of light for the world, and Shefin was just supposed to fight him? What was he meant to do, stab the giant’s fireball and burn away any evil from the brightest light in the entire world?

“Almost there!” Horse said happily as they neared the remains of the giant castle, which was already too bright to look at directly, due to what Shefin assumed had to be the sun giant’s fireball within. “Are you ready, Sir Hero?”

“Not even a little,” Shefin said, but it wasn’t like he had a choice. Fortunately, he had his loyal steed, Horse, at his side, which helped him feel less alone, at the very least.

“Well, good luck to you!” Horse said as he came to a stop next to the destroyed doors to the castle. When Shefin didn’t dismount, Horse turned his head around to look back at him expectantly.

Shefin returned the look with quite a few expectations of his own.

“We’re here, Sir Hero,” Horse said.

“I see that, Just Horse,” Shefin said. “So why did you stop? Go on inside.”

Horse blinked. “Surely a noble hero like yourself would not put your loyal steed in danger, Sir Hero!”

Shefin narrowed his eyes. “But where would I be without you and your Helmet of Wisdom, Just Plain Horse? Would you deprive me of your guidance in my hour of need?”

“Ah,” Horse said, nodding. “I see the issue. You should take the helmet with you! I’ll take it back whenever you’re finished with it, assuming it hasn’t been burned to a crisp by, say, a fireball or something.”

“No, no,” Shefin said, shaking his head over and over. “No, no. The helmet is obviously very dear to you, and I’d never want to separate you two.”

“You’re truly the most gracious of humans,” Horse said, bowing his head low. “And the most gracious of humans should be equipped with the wisest of helmets, so—”

Before Horse could finish, a searing light flashed from the remains of the castle, forcing them both to look away and close their eyes to avoid being blinded. When the light dimmed again and Shefin could see once more, he looked up to find the sun giant’s chariot already flying off into the distance.

“Oh no!” Shefin shouted, trying to sound as miserable as possible. “We just missed him!” He sighed dramatically. “If only you had just carried me inside like I told you. But I suppose wisdom isn’t everything, now, is it, Horse?”

“Perhaps not,” Horse said, then added under his breath, “but it’s definitely better than whatever’s going on inside your head.”

Shefin glared down at Horse, but now wasn’t the time to get into a fight with a dumb animal, so instead he climbed out of the saddle—accidentally kicking the animal a couple of times as he did—then jogged over to the broken doors and slipped under them into the remains of the castle, just in case anyone had stayed behind.

But no, as he’d suspected, they’d all fled. Lena, Gwentell, and the arrogant swordsman had all disappeared along with the sun giant. Maybe he should have destroyed Gwentell’s book when he’d had the chance?

Nonsense, he thought. Heroes can’t second-guess themselves. They have to be confident in their decisions. And I’m perfectly confident that Gwentell only got away because of Horse’s cowardice just now.

“Great job, loyal steed,” Shefin said as he exited the castle, coming back out to where the animal waited. “Because of you they got away!”

“A true tragedy, Sir Hero,” Horse said, shaking his head. “Perhaps if you were quicker to locate your own courage next time—”

“Enough!” Shefin shouted, wondering if it was finally time to purify the animal. “Helmet or no, you’re not in charge here, and you don’t get to just insult me, Sir Hero, like that!”

“Of course not, Sir Hero,” Horse said, and Shefin nodded in satisfaction. “After all, calling you that is already insult enough, considering how terrible you are at being a hero.”

Shefin almost dropped his sword. “Excuse me?” he shouted, not able to believe his ears.

“I can think of no excuse for you, to be perfectly honest,” Horse continued. “It does seem as if the fairy queens picked you not for your heroics but in the hope that you would cause such chaos that you inadvertently stopped their traitorous fairy princess by accident.”

“You go too far!” Shefin roared, and aimed his sword at Horse, who clearly had become infected by evil somewhere along the way. “It’s time for you to—”

“Shefin!” shouted someone behind Horse, and Shefin immediately dropped his sword to his side as May appeared down the street. She was riding on Big Wolf’s back now, with the other wolves and a completely human-sized Denir trailing along with them. “Did you find my husband and Gwentell?”

Shefin threw a look at Horse, who threw one right back. “Not a word,” Shefin whispered, “or I’ll purify you twice.”

Horse snorted but otherwise stayed quiet, which at the moment was good enough.

“They were gone before we arrived, May,” Shefin said sadly as he turned back to his new allies. “We were too late, thanks to someone’s slowness.” He nodded in a not-too-subtle way at Horse. “Even worse, we don’t know where they went.”

“No!” May said, her eyes widening. “We have to find them! I can’t leave Jack with that horrible fairy. Who knows what evil she might make him do? The possibilities make my heart ache.” She clutched her chest in dismay before her face abruptly darkened. “And when that happens, the only way to fix it is to make other people’s hearts ache, preferably through physical pain.”

Shefin blinked, taking an involuntary step back from the woman as even Big Wolf looked up at May with some surprise. “I, uh, totally understand?” Shefin said quickly. “But we’ll find them, don’t worry. After all, Horse here has the Helmet of Wisdom, so I’m sure he can tell us where they went.”

Horse gave Shefin a side look, then whinnied loudly.

Ugh, right. Shefin had told him “not a word,” so Horse wasn’t speaking. His purification couldn’t come fast enough.

“Ah, Horse seems to be having one of his less-intelligent moments,” Shefin said, and yanked the helmet off the animal’s head. Horse whinnied more angrily this time, but Shefin just glared at him as he placed the Helmet of Wisdom on his own head. “Give me a moment, and I should have this figured out in no time.”

And with that, he concentrated, waiting for the helmet to share all its supposed wisdom.

Only, nothing seemed to happen. Certainly no fully formed plans to stop Gwentell popped into his mind, or possible locations she might have taken Lena. Was he using the helmet wrong? Did the wisdom need some kind of push?

Where would I go if I were evil and trying to destroy the world? he thought. But instead of anything useful, an odd thought popped into his head: What if they’re not trying to doom the world but save it?

Seriously? What kind of wisdom was that? Shefin gritted his teeth and tried a different approach. How can Gwentell get to the fairy homelands if the fairy queens won’t let her in?

Why would the fairy queens be so desperate to keep Jin from escaping? came the response. You knew Jin. You liked Jin. He seemed like a lot of fun, and was pretty cute too. Would it be so bad if he were freed and everything went back to how it used to be?

Shefin growled out loud now, and Horse whinny-laughed at him, apparently smart enough for that even without the helmet. “Beware of that thing’s ‘supposed’ wisdom!” Denir shouted at him, clearly not doing great, though at least he had stopped punching himself. “Often what sounds like great knowledge is just a trap to lead you into evil!”

“Right, right, evil trap, I get it,” Shefin said, rolling his eyes. But the former giant didn’t seem entirely wrong, as the helmet did seem to be pushing Shefin toward some evil questions. Why would it be trying to make him doubt the fairy queens if it was really so wise? And if it wasn’t that wise, then what actual use was it?

He clenched his fists, unwilling to let the helmet beat him, when Horse had seemed perfectly capable of using it. Okay, helmet, he thought. You will tell me what Gwentell and Lena are going to do next, or we’ll wait here until you do. Trust me, there’s no way you’re as stubborn as I am!

Given that the Helmet of Wisdom is just a helmet and therefore doesn’t care how long we wait, I’m guessing it will win, came his next thought, but he waved such defeatism away and sat down right where he’d been standing. “Everyone, get comfortable,” he said, squeezing his eyes shut. “We’re not going anywhere until I get some real answers!”

Answers? came a thought. Like why you’ve been seeing visions whenever you physically touch people? Those kinds of answers?




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

As the vision of the sun giant’s origin faded away around Lena, it was replaced by a very similar-looking backdrop of clouds and sky. She blinked rapidly in confusion, then slowly sat up, wondering what she’d just missed.

Apparently quite a bit, as she found herself lying in the back of an enormous, giant-sized chariot, with Jack and Gwentell nearby speaking softly, and Rufus curled up against her in a ball, snoring his usual snores. At the front, the blinding light of the fireball threw the sun giant into silhouette while he drove his chariot across the sky.

As Lena had always suspected, the chariot must have worked by magic, since from what little she could see beyond the fireball, there were no horses to pull it. That made sense: the fireball would burn the animals as easily as it had the giant’s hands in her vision, not to mention that your average horse couldn’t exactly fly.

Maybe a winged horse? She paused, picturing a majestic winged animal soaring through the air, and wondered what it’d feel like to ride one. Perhaps there was such a creature somewhere in the world, maybe trapped within the private collection of an evil king or queen and in need of rescue—

Wait, what was she doing, getting lost in a daydream like this? What was happening to her? This wasn’t the time for visions or imaginary stories, not when her friends and family needed saving!

“Lena!” Gwentell shouted as she sat up. “You’re okay! We were so worried about you!”

The fairy princess and Jack both slid closer to talk over the sound of the wind. “Where are we headed?” Lena asked, still a bit disoriented.

“To the Cave of Marvels,” Jack told her, still looking devastated over May’s purification. “It’s supposed to be hidden, but the sun giant knows the way. I guess he’s seen pretty much everything in his travels. He has been doing this awhile.”

“You’ve got no idea,” Lena said, shaking her head as the memories from the vision began to fade away. Before they could disappear completely, though, she needed answers. “Something’s been happening to me ever since the Cauldron of Truth. First I saw a vision of Mrs. Hubbard from years ago, then King Denir, and just now the sun giant too.”

Gwentell’s eyes widened, and she shared a glance with Jack. “Visions? Of what?”

Lena concentrated, trying to remember all the details she could. “It was like I was seeing moments in their past. Mrs. Hubbard was a princess, and King Denir…” She trailed off, not sure she was ready to talk about that one. “And then just now, I saw how the fairy queens created the sun giant.”

“Whoa,” Jack said, raising a hand to pause things. “The fairy queens made the sun giant? But how? Why?”

“It was a punishment,” Gwentell told him quietly, blushing as she did. “I came across the story in the queens’ library, back in the homelands. They treated that poor man horribly.”

“But how did I see it?” Lena asked. “Why have I been getting these visions? I thought it had something to do with the book you wrote, Gwentell, because it seemed to happen after you wrote in it each time.”

Gwentell blinked in surprise, then pulled the book out. “It does sound like story magic. But I’ve never heard of visions like that before, and I’m not sure what the book could be doing to cause them. I didn’t write that you saw people’s past stories in it, if that’s what you’re asking!”

It wasn’t, but Lena couldn’t find the words to correct her. It was as if something were showing her why these three people had become who they were. And wasn’t that what stories did?

“What is story magic?” she asked. “I’m not sure how the book even works.”

“Neither am I, not entirely,” Gwentell admitted. “But the queens have been using it forever. From what little I know, every world has its own specific type of magic. The fairy homelands’ version is music, and the genies’ world is chaos magic. The fairy queens think that your world runs on the power of story magic.”

It’s not humans, it’s this world, one of the fairy queens had said in Lena’s vision. Its story magic pushes back against us, tries to undo everything we’ve worked for. We’ll have to face it, tame it, if we wish to rule here.

“And so they had to control it if they wanted to rule here,” Lena said quietly. “I still don’t know what story magic is, though.”

“The way I understand it,” Gwentell said with a sigh, “magic is about putting order to chaos. At least, non-genie magic is. Music does that, creating harmonies out of sound, and story magic must do the same, dictating how everything works here.”

“So we’re all just characters in a story written by, what, the world itself?” Jack said, raising an eyebrow.

“By the fairy queens, when they’ve been able to,” Gwentell said. “That’s what The Tales of All Things is, a master story for the world. Though, I imagine your people have a connection to it like mine do with musical magic. Maybe that’s why you can see these visions, Lena?” Her eyes lit up with realization. “That, combined with the story magic I’m using in Happily Ever After! It must be infusing you with the power because you’re the hero!” She frowned. “Well, you and Shefin now.”

“Shefin is the hero?” Lena said, not following. “Did I miss something?”

As it turned out, she had. Gwentell and Jack filled her in on the rest of what had transpired while she’d been dealing with Denir, and suddenly things made more sense, at least a bit.

“Couldn’t we just read about him, then, and see what he’s doing?” Lena asked as Gwentell showed her a chapter of Shefin racing to fight the sun giant.

“No, because I didn’t prewrite anything for him, so his story is showing up like in an ordinary Story Book, meaning as it happens.” Gwentell shook her head. “And before you ask, I don’t know that rewriting him would do much to help. At the moment, he doesn’t know where we’re going, but if I try to change what’s happening, I might end up making things worse for us. Better to let him sit there in the clouds while we save Jin.”

“You only say that because it’s not your wife he’s got magically controlled,” Jack growled, clearly having already had this argument with her.

“Anyway, the visions sound like they’re harmless, whatever they are,” Gwentell said to her. “I’m not going to rewrite anything else, so hopefully you stop getting them.”

Lena nodded, hoping that was true. The idea that she could fall unconscious randomly in a dangerous situation didn’t exactly feel safe. And what were the visions telling her, anyway? That Mrs. Hubbard was royalty? Or that King Denir was…

That King Denir was just like her. That one she still hadn’t fully wrapped her head around, and probably wouldn’t for months. But it did make her see the king in a different light. She couldn’t excuse anything he’d done, or forgive it. But it still helped to see why he’d turned out the way he had, since he had reasons beyond just being pure evil, like the fairy queens were.

Unless there was a reason behind their actions too?

“One of the fairy queens said something odd in my last vision,” Lena said to Gwentell. “Something about being infected by the djinn. Maybe that has something to do with why they’re doing all this?”

“Infected… by a djinn?” Gwentell said, her mouth dropping open. “There’s no way that’s possible. They hate the djinns and wouldn’t have had anything to do with them. Are you sure you didn’t mishear?”

“Maybe,” Lena said, but she knew that hadn’t been the case. She concentrated on what she could remember of the vision, but it was already fading like a dream.

Fortunately, there was someone in the chariot who’d been there in person. And who better to shed some light on a subject than the sun giant himself?




CHAPTER 26

What do you mean “visions”? Shefin thought back at the Helmet of Wisdom.

Did you miss the fact that you saw Big Wolf’s past with the Wicked Queen? Or Thomas’s betrayal of Jillian and her family?

Oh, right, those. Shefin rolled his eyes. Okay, but how will knowing what’s causing those visions help me find Lena and Gwentell?

Who said it would? I just thought you might like to know that, between Gwentell and the fairy queens messing with story magic in that book you’re supposed to destroy, you’ve ended up with a connection to the magic far more powerful than most, maybe anyone besides Lena.

Lena? Why her?

Because she was the first hero of this story! Try to keep up here.

Shefin growled in frustration. I’m keeping up. You’re the one who’s not leading me anywhere useful. Now where is Lena?!

That’s it? I tell you that you’ve got access to story magic, and you completely ignore me? No wonder you can’t figure out where Lena went on your own. You’re missing the forest for the trees!

Forest? Trees? There aren’t any of either up here! Now start making sense!

Story magic could do so much for you! You could learn about people and discover what it’s like to live a different life, be someone new. Or how about opening the magic to those around you, so they could know you better and understand why you’re like… this.

Don’t say “this” like it’s insulting. I’m amazing! And what you said sounds completely pointless, honestly.

Well, then, how about this? You could use story magic to subtly rework what’s going on now so that you somehow get freed from mind-control and are able to think clearly. It might also be good for that sort of thing.

Mind-control? What was the helmet even talking about? No one was controlling him!

Oh no? Then why were you trying to stop the fairy queens yourself not so long ago?

Because… because… OH! Because of Jin! He probably made me! That’s the only thing that makes sense.

Sure. If that helps you.

Enough! Shefin shouted in his mind. You’re wasting my time. Tell me where Lena went, now!

But the helmet went silent, apparently incapable of making sense. Shefin tore the ridiculous helmet off and threw it to the ground angrily. “This thing is completely useless!” he shouted as he leapt to his feet and began pacing around. “I swear, it’s of no help at all.”

“You’re lucky to not be tainted by the helmet,” Denir said, nodding sagely. “Information is dangerous and leads to thinking for yourself instead of following the fairy queens’ rules.” He paused, giving Shefin a suspicious look. “You’re not feeling wiser, are you? Because that’s the first sign of evil.”

“Of course I’m not!” Shefin said, rolling his eyes. “I’m Sir Hero, the most heroic hero who ever heroed! No ridiculous helmet could ever make me smarter.” He frowned, thinking something sounded off about that, then shrugged, deciding he didn’t care.

“Maybe it’s less that the helmet’s wisdom is… evil,” May said, looking a bit dubious about that last word, “and more about asking the right question.” She crawled over to where the helmet lay on the ground and picked it up. “I assume you wanted to know how to find Gwentell and Lena, where they’re headed?”

“Is there a more important question I should have asked?” Shefin asked, getting annoyed. May had started this fight on the wrong side, so she didn’t get to start questioning the hero now… or really at any point, even if she’d taken down the Wicked Queen. She might have been a hero in the past, but this was his story now, and somehow it felt like he was getting mocked even more than usual. Did no one understand how heroes were supposed to be treated with respect?!

“Let me try something,” May said, then placed the helmet on her head, closing her eyes. A few seconds passed, her eyes flickering beneath their lids, before she abruptly pulled the helmet back off, opening her eyes again. “Okay, that’s what I thought,” she said with a nod.

Shefin snorted. “If what you thought is that Sir Hero is right about everything, then I agree. Like I said, the helmet is useless.”

She shrugged. “Not entirely. See, I thought maybe the helmet would tell you what you truly want to know, over what you think you do.” She glanced at him curiously. “Maybe you had conflicting motivations?”

“He’s been infected by evil!” Denir shouted, pointing at Shefin accusatorily.

“No I haven’t,” Shefin growled, glaring at May. “If you know how to use the helmet so well, then why didn’t you get any answers?”

“Oh, I know where they’re going,” May said, walking over to Horse and placing the helmet back on his head. He nodded his thanks to her as she continued. “The sun giant must be taking them to the Cave of Marvels. Jack will have told Lena and Gwentell that he and his sister hid the harp there, and they’ll want to use that to disrupt the fairy queens’ magic. That’ll let Gwentell take them all to the fairy homelands, where they can free Jin using the Spark.”

“How could you possibly—” Shefin started to say, but May held up a hand.

“If you hurry, you and Horse can arrive just behind them by teleporting with your Lilliputian technology,” she continued. “Unfortunately, by the helmet’s estimate, there’s only enough magic to transport the two of you. Even so, you’ll have at most two charges left, which should be enough to get you and Horse there and back again with my husband and Lena.”

Shefin’s mouth dropped open as she finished. He had no idea what to say.

May just smiled politely at him. “Don’t feel bad. While I know I must serve the fairy queens with all my being, that’s nothing compared to how badly I want to save my husband. Different motivation, I guess. And the helmet didn’t seem to have any problem with that.”

“Huh?” Shefin said wisely, still completely confused.

“Or maybe the helmet just needed a rest after Horse used it for so long,” May added, patting the animal on his shoulder. “That’s probably it. You would have made it work for you eventually, Shefin. Anyway, better be off, you two. I’ll take the wolf family and the former giant here back down to the Blessed City, where the fairies might still be able to get us to the homelands in time for the ball. I’ll let them know what Gwentell is planning, of course, in case they can help, but mostly I figure you’ve got this well in hand, Shefin. Don’t be late for the ball yourself, and good luck!”

With that, she climbed back up onto Big Wolf’s back, and one of the wolf sisters bent down for Denir to do the same. Then, without another word, the entire pack turned and trotted off back through the darkened former giant village.

Shefin watched May go, then shuddered, incredibly thankful she was on his side now.

“Glad she’s not coming with us,” Horse said, trembling a bit himself. “That woman is terrifying.”

“Smartest thing you’ve said all day,” Shefin agreed. Then he hopped up onto Horse’s back and activated the Lilliputian teleporter to take them both to the Cave of Marvels.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

We’ll be reaching the Cave of Marvels in just a few minutes,” the sun giant shouted from the front as Lena made her way to him, one hand on the side of the chariot to steady herself.

“Would you mind if I asked you something, Mr. Sun Giant?” she shouted back as she approached.

He turned back to look at Lena, or at least she thought he did, since it was still hard to see more than his silhouette, with the fireball’s blinding light behind him. “Is it about your vision? I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“Uh, yes, actually,” she said, surprised that he’d been aware of it and yet hadn’t been knocked out like she’d been. That made things easier in some ways, but she still found it difficult to jump right into the whole “tell me about the fairy queens who cursed you with this job for all time” thing. “So you’re the first of our kind, then? Your Sun Giant-ness?”

“I am indeed, but there’s no need for any title,” the sun giant said, crouching down so she could see him more clearly. He grinned widely. “Though, I would have remained the only giant if not for some caring humans. Several of them followed me up the beanstalks to the clouds, probably to see who the large man was, carrying a burning fireball across the sky.” He chuckled sadly, then showed her his gloved hands. “When they saw the damage the fire had done to my hands, they took pity on me, and returned a few months later with these. I’m told they’re made with Lilliputian technology, and that’s why my hands are protected from even the hottest fire. The chariot came next, with a net of the gloves’ material to hold the fireball, meaning I only have to touch it when picking it up and setting it down each day!”

Lena heard a noise, and found Jack, Gwentell, and Rufus moving closer to hear as well. She nodded at them, then turned again to the sun giant. “That was sweet of them! Did they become the next giants?”

“They did indeed, though not on purpose!” the sun giant said with another laugh. “With all they did to help me, those kind humans spent quite a bit of time in the clouds, and decided they liked it up here. They built homes, started families, just like they would have back on the ground. But somehow, the more time they spent around me, the taller they grew, until they were every bit the giants you know today!” He beamed with pride. “At first I didn’t quite understand how or why it had happened, but gradually I began to notice that it wasn’t just them who were changing. Wherever I traveled, humans began to transform in my wake. Soon enough we had goblins, trolls, elves, imps, giants, and all sorts of other exciting new species. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said I was spreading the same magic that had once changed me!”

Lena frowned. “But you didn’t have the lamp. What caused all the changes?”

The sun giant tilted his head curiously, then pointed down at Lena herself. She stepped back in surprise, only to realize what he’d been gesturing at: the Spark.

“That little flame was doing it,” he said, his eyes reflecting the Spark’s light as she held it out. “It’s the same one that once lit the lamp that the fairy queens took from me, you know. It disappeared at the time, so I didn’t realize it’d attached itself to me for some reason, hiding out in my fireball during the day, then living inside me during my long walks back east.” He shook his head with a smile. “As it turned out, my fireball was providing both light and magic to the people below, including to your ancestors up in the clouds.”

Lena raised the Spark up to eye level, barely able to believe that such a little flame had done so much. No wonder the giants held it in such reverence, if the Spark was the reason they existed! “So you gave it to the giants to keep for you, once you figured it out?”

The sun giant laughed again. “Hardly! No, one of your kind challenged me for it, and I lost. Who’d have thought a giant boy your size would find a way to carry my fireball across the sky for a full day? That was the last time I underestimated anyone… or accepted any challenges.” He looked down at her fondly. “Bear the flame well, Lena the Giant. It will provide you with strength in times of darkness.”

What had he just said? A boy her size? Did that mean that she… no, that she and Denir weren’t the only ones? She began to feel dizzy, and leaned against the side of the chariot for support. How many giants had been born like her, human-sized? Had most of them either fled from the other giants’ judgment or “fixed” themselves magically like Denir’s parents had done to him?

Not only that but the human-sized giant boy had challenged the sun giant for the Spark, and won! That one act had ensured their protection over the centuries and had kept them protected against the fairy queens, and the Wicked Queen before that, not to mention saving Lena and the people of the Cursed City as well.

And it was all thanks to a human-sized giant just like her. She sniffed loudly and wiped her arm against her cheek, not wanting the sun giant to see her cry.

“Did I answer all your questions, dear one?” the giant asked her, and she started to nod before remembering she’d wanted to ask something else entirely.

“Just one more, and then I’ll leave you alone,” she said, her voice a bit shaky after all the revelations. “During my vision I heard the fairy queens mention something about the djinn infecting them. Do you remember anything about that, or know what they meant?”

The sun giant frowned. “I heard the same thing myself. Otherwise I’d never have remembered it, given how long ago that happened. Unfortunately, that’s all I know about it. The fairy queens rarely visit this world, and when they do, it’s usually to celebrate some royal birth or other, so I don’t see much of them. I’m sorry I can’t be of more help!”

“You’ve been an enormous help!” Lena shouted, not wanting him to feel bad. “So you saw the vision too, then? Why didn’t you get knocked out like I did?”

The sun giant tapped his nose with a smile. “I’ve just had more experience with it, my child. You’ll get there soon enough, trust me. You’ve got a natural talent for it. Now everyone hold on, as we’re coming in for a landing!”

The sun giant rose back up as the chariot dipped, diving beneath the clouds so fast that Lena let out a scream of both surprise and delight. She grabbed Rufus and hunkered down behind the giant, with Gwentell and Jack at her side as the chariot continued its descent.

The landing was strangely smooth, in spite of the giant’s warning, and Lena waited until she could feel the chariot coming to a stop before she stood back up. Even over the enormous chariot’s sides, she could see a mountain rising up.

“That’s it!” Jack said, pointing at the mountain. “That’s where the Cave of Marvels is. Thank you, sun giant! We can’t thank you enough!”

“That means a lot, given your family’s history with giants,” the sun giant said with a wink, and Jack turned bright red. “Don’t worry. I’m just as much human as giant, so I take no sides. Good luck, my friends, and may you find whatever treasure you seek!”

Jack saluted him with his sword, then quickly climbed up the side of the chariot, while Gwentell flew up and over, looking like she wanted to say something to the sun giant but ultimately staying silent.

Lena tried to climb too, but Rufus in her arms made it difficult. The sun giant apparently noticed, as he put a hand under her and gently lifted her up and over the side to place her on the rocky ground beyond the chariot. “And I wish even better luck to you, Lena. You remind me of the boy who won the Spark from me, and he’s always been one of my favorites.”

She couldn’t help but grin with embarrassment as she waved to him, not able to find the words that could say thank you for what he’d done. But the sun giant didn’t seem to mind, waving as he and the chariot rose back into the air once more, lighting the world around them.

Lena watched him go for a moment, feeling much more hopeful than she had before meeting him. Then she turned to find Gwentell and Jack waiting for her at what looked like the entrance to a cave blocked by a very large boulder.

“Think you can lift it?” Jack asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

She shrugged, then tossed it aside with one hand. Jack’s mouth dropped open, and she bowed in response. Sure, it was only because of the Spark that she currently had the strength to do it, but really, wasn’t the Spark the reason why any of the giants were that strong to begin with?

“So where’s this harp exactly?” she asked, squinting into the dim cave, where she could see the hints of something sparkling just a little beyond the entrance.

“At the very end of the cave, but that’s not the problem,” Jack said, pointedly avoiding Gwentell’s glare. “See, the Cave of Marvels has all kinds of treasure inside it, not just the harp. And the reason no one’s stolen any of it—”

“Is because the cave is alive and eats anyone who tries,” Gwentell growled. “Whose idea was it again to hide the harp in here?”

“The cave is what now?” Lena said, taking a step back from the entrance, which she now noticed had some suspicious-looking rock formations that looked far too much like teeth for her comfort.

“Let’s not go overboard here,” Jack said with an apologetic shrug. “It’ll only eat someone if they touch any of the treasure inside. And I wouldn’t say it’s alive, really. The cave’s just magical… which means there’s a good chance it lost its power when everything else did.”

“Or,” Gwentell said, “it’s got just enough for one last meal of a princess, a giant, and a pigheaded fool.”

“Wait, am I the princess?” Jack asked, then dodged Gwentell’s punch. “I’m sure the cave is out of magic, but it won’t matter. I’ll just use my sword to run in, grab the harp, and…” He trailed off, then glanced down at a hole in his shirt. “Where did that come from?”

“Um?” Gwentell said, grabbing her own arm. “Ow. What just happened?”

“Oh, that’d be my fault,” said a new voice, and Lena felt her stomach drop out as she turned to find Shefin and Dr. Horse standing a few feet away. Shefin waved his sword at them, just as Gwentell and Jack both began to groan in pain. “It probably would have been more heroic to not purify you with time frozen, so sorry about that, but I can’t have you escaping again, now, can I?”




CHAPTER 28

Shefin couldn’t help but smile as Gwentell and Jack both collapsed to the ground in pain, the purification taking hold. Not that he enjoyed watching other people suffer, but Gwentell’s evil and Jack’s, well, rude arrogance both had it coming.

“Shefin, what did you do?” Lena asked, staring at him with what he assumed was awe.

“Oh, I don’t know, just saved you from the evil fairy princess maybe?” he said, bowing with a flourish. “You’re welcome, my love!”

She looked disgusted at that, which meant Gwentell had infected her with evil. “You’re not my true love, Shefin,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “You don’t even like me that way, not the real you.”

“Well, no,” Shefin admitted with a shrug. “But the fairy queens have declared it to be the truth, and therefore it must be. You’ll feel the same way once I purify you too.” Which admittedly would be a lot harder than it had been with the fairy or Jack, but it would be for her own good.

Her eyes darted between Shefin and her now-former allies, who seemed to be on the tail end of the purification already, as their cries of agony were getting softer. “Maybe… maybe you’re right,” she whispered, giving him a mournful look. She let out a deep breath and stepped forward. “It was so easy to see the fairy queens as just purely evil, but I’m willing to accept that I could just not understand them, or where they’re coming from.”

“They’re coming… from a place… of goodness and light,” Gwentell growled, slowly fluttering back into the air. “And if you insult them again, I’ll be forced to punish you, even if you are one of my favorite humans, Lena.”

“Giants,” she murmured, her eyes narrowing briefly. “One of your favorite giants, you mean.”

“No, I don’t believe I do,” Gwentell said with a smile. “Don’t worry. The shadow magic from the Cauldron of Truth will wear off soon enough, and you’ll be back to what you were always intended to be, a human.”

“Okay, let’s not kick her when she’s down,” Shefin said, rolling his eyes at the formerly evil fairy princess. “And let’s not forget it’s your fault she needs purifying to begin with, Gwentell. Where’s your book, by the way? The fairy queens want it destroyed.”

Gwentell pulled out Happily Ever After and stared down at the cover sadly. “I know you’re right, but it still doesn’t seem fair. After all, I put a lot of work into writing this.”

“You mostly… daydreamed,” Jack said, only for Gwentell to smack his head hard enough to drop him back to the ground with a groan.

“This is what the fairy queens want, Princess,” Shefin said, holding out his hand for the book. “You would disobey them again?”

She winced. “Of course not. I just…”

“Can I hold it, just for a moment?” Lena asked, giving Shefin a pleading look. “I know I’m going to forget all of this soon, and I never even got to read about myself.”

Shefin bit his lip, not liking this. Lena didn’t exactly seem like the kind of person who cared about seeing her name in a book. If anyone there did, it was Shefin, and he was heroically resisting with all his might.

But what could she do with the book anyway? She didn’t have the magic to rewrite it, like the fairy queens did, and he’d destroy it in a moment anyway. This did seem like the least he could do, to show his mind-controlled true love a bit of mercy.

“Okay, but only for a minute,” Shefin said, yanking the book out of Gwentell’s clutching fingers. He walked it over to Lena, who smiled as she took it, though her annoying cat hissed at him from her side.

“Thanks, Shefin,” she said quietly. “And I’m sorry about this.”

“Oh, it’s nothing, I get it,” he told her with a sympathetic chuckle.

“No, not the book,” she said, grinning slightly. “I meant this.”

And then she shoved the Spark straight into his chest.

With a shriek of surprise, Shefin leapt backward and began beating at his chest, hoping to put the blaze out. But as he quickly realized, the flame hadn’t actually burned him at all, or even set fire to his shirt.

But as he looked up at Lena with a combination of shock and anger, he realized the Spark did have an effect, just not one he’d been expecting. Because any loyalty to the fairy queens had disappeared at the touch of the Spark, and that wasn’t all. Somehow, he swore Lena was getting taller before his eyes.

“Oh, Lena, will you never learn?” Gwentell said, and began to hum. Lena went flying backward like she’d been hit by a giant, and crashed into the mountain just a few feet from the cave entrance. Rufus hissed in terror, then ran over to her, but she didn’t move in response to his frantic meows.

“Lena!” Shefin shouted, and tried to run over to her, but for some reason he didn’t get very far, as the distance seemed to be growing larger with every step.

“Um, is the annoying boy getting shorter?” Jack asked, nodding at Shefin. Gwentell turned now and raised one eyebrow.

“Oh, I see,” she said, nodding. “The Spark gave him some shadow magic, so he’s reverting to his Lilliputian size. Don’t worry. Even if it reverse-purified him, he’ll be so tiny, he won’t be any danger to us.”

Jack’s eyes lit up at that, which was not a good sign. “So you’re saying I could step on him if I wanted?”

Gwentell laughed. “Why not? I can’t imagine the fairy queens will miss him. Why they picked him to be their hero is a mystery.”

“Hey!” Shefin shouted at her as the grass began to rise up to his waist, as he’d just about reached Lilliputian size now. “They picked me because they knew I could do the job, which I did! I stopped both of you, didn’t I?”

Gwentell and Jack exchanged a look. “He’s right,” Jack pointed out. “He definitely is more dangerous than he looks. I should stomp him.”

“He doesn’t leave us any choice,” Gwentell said with a shrug. “Stomp away!”

Shefin’s eyes widened, and he glanced up at Horse for help, but the animal just shook himself like he had an itch and neighed softly, making Shefin growl in frustration. Horse hadn’t even been purified, and now he was helping the bad guys? So useless.

As Jack got to his feet and moved toward Shefin, Horse shook himself again, and this time the Shield of Protection fell from the saddle to land just to Shefin’s side. He glanced up at Horse, who winked, and that was all the encouragement Shefin needed. He immediately leapt beneath the enormous shield, wishing he was still tall enough to pick it up.

Unfortunately, Jack was the perfect size to do just that. “I remember this thing,” he said, as Shefin held on to one of the shield’s arm straps for dear life. The taller man picked up the shield and waved it around a bit, trying to dislodge Shefin. When that didn’t work, he reached in to pull Shefin off the strap with his hands, only to bump up against the shield’s protective magic.

“Can we get on with this?” Gwentell said with more than a little annoyance. “We need to pick up Lena and… Hey, where did she go?”

Shefin and Jack both looked over at the mountain, where Lena had been a moment ago. “She must have gone after the harp,” Jack said. “Her cat is gone too.”

“Well?” Gwentell said, gesturing impatiently. “Go get her!”

“There’s no rush,” Jack said, waving the shield around again. “She can’t do anything with the harp anyway. If she touches it, the cave will eat her, and then I’ll still be able to run in and grab her using the power of my sword.”

“We don’t even know if the cave still has any magic,” Gwentell told him. “What if she takes the harp and is able to use it?”

“Good point,” Jack said, then looked down at Shefin with a smile. “Why don’t we test it?”

And with that, he drew back his arm, then spun around in a circle twice before releasing the shield into the cave. Shefin let out a bloodcurdling scream as he flew into the darkness, bounced off a wall, and crashed into a large mound of something golden and coin-y.

The cave immediately began to rumble.

“Oh look, it does have magic left!” Gwentell said, clapping her hands. “I guess this solves the problem of Lena getting the harp.”

“I suppose,” Jack said, sounding a bit less excited. “Don’t you think we should rescue them, though? We can’t just leave them to get eaten, even if they are evil.”

“That’s a great point, and one I wish you’d mentioned before I used magic against Lena,” Gwentell said, sounding a bit guilty. “If I had to guess, the fairy queens sensed my spell, because they’re summoning us both right no—”

And then she and Jack disappeared completely, just as the cave mouth slammed closed with a satisfied gulp.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Lena sprinted through the cave, with Rufus and Gwentell’s book stuffed under one arm and the Spark held high in the other hand to light her way as she desperately tried to avoid the piles of gold coins, sculptures, goblets, and other assorted treasures strewn about. And was that a carpet rolled up in the corner?

As tempting as the treasure all was, the last thing she was going to do was touch even a single coin of it and have the cave swallow her whole. But in spite of her best efforts, the coins especially were everywhere, and she worried far more about touching one accidentally than on purpose.

Even if she did avoid all the gold, that didn’t mean she’d reach the harp safely. In another minute or two, Gwentell or Jack would notice she was gone, if they hadn’t already, as Shefin’s shrinking would only distract them for so long. If Jack used his sword to slow time down, then she was as good as caught.

As much as she jumped at every sound behind her, she even briefly considered grabbing a coin and taking the risk that she could survive the cave eating her, if just to shut the cave’s mouth so Jack and Gwentell couldn’t stop her. This harp was her only chance at this point, and she would not let her friends and family down.

But she also wasn’t alone in here, and there was no way she’d let Rufus be eaten, not if she could help it. So the only thing to do was avoid all the treasure and hope that nothing triggered the cave—

And then the cave began to rumble, and that hope went out the window. The stone beneath her feet began to tilt downward, almost like a creature tilting its head back to swallow something. The gold and treasure around her slowly began to slide toward the back of the cave as a great crashing noise erupted behind her, just like she imagined it’d sound when enormous stone teeth crunched together.

This, this, had to be Shefin’s fault!

But knowing who to blame didn’t help her as the cave floor continued to tilt, growing steeper with every passing second. Lena soon had to struggle just to keep her footing, scrambling desperately against the slick floor to avoid slipping down into what she hoped wasn’t the cave’s stomach, even as she couldn’t help but picture what might be waiting below. A pool of acid, filled with the bones of treasure-hunters? Maybe another set of stone teeth, or—

Stop it! she yelled in her head as she started slipping down the incline, mounds of treasure falling all around her. You need to focus! The harp is still down there somewhere, and if you can find it, reach it before… maybe you can still make it out of here!

But as the floor turned into the most lethal slide ever, it occurred to her that whatever awaited Lena and Rufus at the bottom might be less of a concern than the thousands of pounds of gold—or more!—currently following right behind her, considering it would all come crashing into her the moment she reached the bottom. No harp was going to stop that.

Screaming in panic now, she frantically tried digging her fingers into the rock slope with all her strength, and for a moment she actually managed to halt herself. But a wave of gold slammed into her a second later, knocking her loose and sending her careening down into the depths.

“I’m so sorry, little man!” she shouted to Rufus, holding him close to protect him as much as she could. He licked a tear from her face as she began to sob, and she buried her face in his fur, just hoping that whatever happened, it would be quick.

Wait. Wait. The Spark had teleported her once, from Denir’s castle to the Golden King’s! Maybe she could use it to save them?

But if she did, and the trip used up the Spark’s remaining magic, she’d be dooming everyone she knew to a lifetime of being ruled by the fairy queens, if they even survived that long, depending on what happened at the ball.

Rufus meowed softly, and she knew the future would wait. She had to save them now. Spark! she thought, bringing the flame close to her. I need you to save—

But before she could finish her thought, she, Rufus, the Spark, and the book all came to an abrupt halt, her feet having hit the treasure at the bottom of the cave. But somehow there was no pain from the impact, and no treasure crushed down behind her either, though coins and jewels were sliding past her on either side. What was going on?

And then she looked up to find a very small Lilliputian hanging from the strap of a glowing shield just above her, and she screamed in both surprise and relief.

“Shefin!” she shouted.

“I know!” he shouted back, wincing as the piles of gold fell to either side of the shield, filling in around them. “I could have teleported to safety, but instead I used my last teleportation jump to save you and that horrible cat. You owe me!” He glared down at her. “Why couldn’t you have run into the forest instead of the cave that eats people?!”

“I assume the Spark did cure you, since you’re back to Lilliputian size again,” Lena said with a small nod. “I was hoping it would. And now I can really use your help. We need the harp down here to get us to the fairy homelands,” Lena said, pointing down at the pile of gold coins below them. “Can you see it anywhere?”

“Can I see it?” Shefin shouted. “I’m six inches tall, and if I let go of this shield, we’ll both be crushed. Maybe you look!”

She laughed semi-hysterically at that, just happy to be alive, then put the Spark and the book down on the gold below her and began digging around, hoping to find anything that resembled a musical instrument. “Anyway, you don’t get to blame me for any of this, Shefin. You’re the one who purified everyone you met with that sword.”

“Yeah, well, the fairy queens didn’t give me a whole lot of choice, considering they did the same to me,” he said. “And maybe hurry? The shield’s light is flickering, so it might be getting overwhelmed by all this gold.” He sighed. “It probably didn’t help that I used it to stop that giant from crushing me earlier.”

Lena didn’t even want to start with that one, so she began digging more frantically. Unfortunately, every bit of gold she scooped away was quickly replaced by more coins or treasure, and the situation was only going to get worse, considering all the gold flowing in around them. And that was only if the shield didn’t give out first.

“You’re not… It’s all going to… You need to shore up the sides!” Shefin shouted, apparently trying to be helpful but failing completely.

“Oh yeah? Why don’t you try it, and I’ll hold the shield, huh?” Lena shouted in frustration, glaring up at him. “Go for it, if you’re so smart!”

Shefin snorted. “Oh, fantastic idea! Like I wouldn’t be crushed immediately if I tried to dig in that mess. This is why we’re not true loves, Lena! You never cared about what my life was like!”

“We’re not true loves because you like boys and I don’t feel that way about anyone!” Lena screamed.

“With that attitude, you never will!” Shefin yelled back.

“That’s the whole point, you horrible little—”

“Would you two please be quiet?!” shouted a voice from somewhere beneath them.

Lena and Shefin both immediately went silent in surprise, then shared a look before Lena quickly moved to dig in the direction of the voice. Only a few inches down, she found what looked to be some sort of golden ball, but further excavating revealed that it was actually the top of a sculpture in the shape of a woman’s head, almost the size of a full-grown human’s. A long, golden slope extended from the back of the sculpture’s head, curved just like the top of…

“I swear,” the sculpted head said in an oddly musical voice as she turned to glare at them. “First the cave decides to upend itself, and now you two won’t stop arguing. It’s getting so a harp can’t even take a hundred-year nap anymore!”




CHAPTER 30

You’re the harp!” Lena shouted, apparently excited to not be getting buried alive in the cave, which Shefin supposed he had to agree with. “We found you!”

“Is that what you call this, finding me?” the woman said, still glaring. “You couldn’t have just walked in and asked if I was here?”

“We didn’t do this on purpose, harp,” Shefin said, glaring right back at the woman. “But we need you to use your magic and take us to the fairy homelands.”

“And why would I do that?” the harp asked, narrowing her eyes.

Shefin groaned, only for Lena to shove her hand over him to cover his disdain. “Because otherwise we might all be buried alive in here, Your, uh, Harpness?”

“You two might be, but I’m fine being surrounded by gold. I don’t need to breathe, after all,” the harp said smugly, irritating Shefin even more.

“But even so, you’d be stuck here forever,” Lena said quickly, giving the harp far more deference than he would have. “Wouldn’t you be lonely?”

The harp seemed to consider this. “Not that I enjoy the company of your kind very much, but I suppose I would miss having an audience for my music.”

“Yes, an audience!” Lena shouted. “I know Shefin and I would love to hear some?”

“Yes, like the song that magically teleports us out of here!” Shefin shouted, and Lena flicked a finger at him, which was mercifully deflected by the shield’s power.

“My friend here isn’t very polite, but he has a point,” Lena said. “We’d love to hear your music, but if we perish here, then we wouldn’t be much of a last audience for you.”

The harp slowly turned toward Lena, and her expression softened a bit. “It’s nice for someone to finally understand my suffering. You don’t know what it’s like for an artist like myself to be locked away all alone, not able to share my music.” She made a disgusted face. “I cannot help but think it must have been a fellow musician who left me here, obviously jealous of my talent.”

Yeah, because there’s no way it could have just been your personality, Shefin thought to himself.

“But that’s exactly… why we’re here!” Lena said as the shield’s light above them began to dim and the mass of treasure started pushing down on her. “To bring you back… out of the cave… so you can… share your music… with the world.”

“Perhaps you’re right, my child,” the harp said, considering this as the shield above them creaked loudly. “While you two awoke me rather rudely, I’m nothing if not forgiving. Where shall I take us?”

“To the fairy homelands!” Shefin and Lena shouted at the same time, though Lena added, “If you don’t mind?”

“The fairy homelands?” the harp said, frowning now. “I don’t know. The fairy queens have never appreciated my music. For some reason it bothers them that I’m so much more talented than they are.”

Shefin started to shout something in response, only to pause. Maybe he was going about this the wrong way. “That’s exactly why, Your Harpness,” he said. “They’re jealous of you, and were probably the ones who stuck you here, so that no one would know how much better you are!”

Lena gave him a confused look, but he just put a hand up to his lips for her to keep quiet for a moment.

“You believe they would do such a thing?” the harp said, looking up at him curiously.

“I know it, Your Musicness,” he told her. “I’ve heard them bragging about how much better their songs are than yours!”

“Gasp!” the harp said, not actually gasping. “Blasphemy!”

“I know!” Shefin said, glad to see he still knew what buttons to push, or in her case, which strings to pluck. Arrogance was something he understood pretty well, given that everyone he came into contact with seemed to suffer from it. They could all learn a lesson from him in true humility, honestly. “Lena and I knew that was ridiculous, but how could we argue when you were trapped in this cave? We tried to come get you, but the fairy queens collapsed the rock down on top of us just so you couldn’t prove them wrong.”

“Of course they did!” the harp said, starting to glow even as the shield’s light dimmed again. “They know their silly little music doesn’t compare in the slightest to my perfect melodies!”

“If only you’d take us to the fairy homelands now,” Shefin said, shaking his head sadly. “Then you could prove to the fairy queens how much better you are. They’d probably get down on their hands and knees and beg your forgiveness for spreading such lies!”

The harp tapped her chin, considering this. “Beg my forgiveness? Yes, that would be the appropriate response. You make a good point, tiny person. The fairy queens must be put in their place. Gather close, children, and open your ears, for I intend to share with you the most beautiful music you’ll ever hear!”

With the shield pushing down on them, Shefin wasn’t sure how much closer he and Lena could get, but the harp didn’t seem to notice as she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Lena quickly gathered up the Spark and the book just as the harp began to sing, and all thoughts of her arrogance were immediately wiped from Shefin’s mind as the harp’s song infused him with such beauty that he found himself completely swept away by it.

Fortunately, the music was just as magical as it was beautiful, and the gold and stone around them shimmered and disappeared… and then reappeared instantly when the harp paused in her singing, looking annoyed.

“It seems that the fairy queens know of your plan,” she said, pouting slightly. “They put up some sort of magical barrier to keep me out!”

“How dare they?” Lena growled, sounding exhausted as the shield pushed down on her. Even with the strength of a giant, she wouldn’t be able to hold up that much gold forever.

“How dare they!” Shefin shouted, sweating profusely with worry. But yelling at the harp clearly wouldn’t help, so right now hyping her up was the only way to go, assuming the harp didn’t see through their obvious compliments.

“How dare they indeed!” the harp agreed, and Shefin realized there wasn’t much of a danger of overcomplimenting her. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll show them. Behold the true power of my music!”

This time when she opened her mouth, not just one voice emerged but dozens, hundreds even, all singing in the same perfect melody. Shefin’s mouth dropped open in shock and awe, and all his panic over getting crushed beneath thousands of pounds of gold and treasure disappeared, wiped away by the sheer beauty of the song. He found himself weeping openly as the music washed over him, driving out all other thoughts from his mind.

The rocks shimmered again, and this time the fairy homelands appeared in their place, though not as solidly as Shefin would have liked. The harp sang even louder, with her harp strings strumming beneath the gold to harmonize with the voices emerging from her mouth.

Now the homelands came in clearly, solidly, leaving Shefin, the shield, Lena, her horrible cat, and the harp all lying on the deep green grass below a twilight sky, a few thousand gold coins splayed out around them. The harp sang one last, gorgeous chorus, then let the music fade as she closed her eyes, clearly exhausted from her exertion.

“You did it!” Shefin shouted with joy. “And that was truly amazing, even better than we’d hoped!”

The harp shrugged slightly but otherwise didn’t respond.

“Um, don’t you want to see the fairy queens’ reaction?” Lena asked her.

“Oh, I know they’re humiliated,” the harp said with the hint of a smile. “But seeing it for myself can wait. Right now, I’m too tired to move, and will need to rest my voice before I sing again.”

That wasn’t good. They might have escaped from the cave and made it to the fairy homelands, but without the harp’s help, the fairy queens’ magic could purify them again in an instant. “And how long will that take?” Shefin asked her anxiously. “Just a minute or two, right?”

“Oh, not more than a few years or so,” the harp said, then curled her arms up beneath her head and began to snore.

“Well, look who made it!” shouted a familiar voice, and Shefin and Lena both looked up to find a certain fairy princess hovering above the ground a few dozen yards away. Below her, every single resident of the Blessed City twirled and danced among twinkling lights and tables filled with food at the fairy queens’ ball, looking like they were having the time of their lives.

“Welcome to the fairy queens’ ball, you two,” Gwentell continued with a smug grin. “Unfortunately, you didn’t win the election for prince and princess, but the fact that you’re infected with evil probably had a lot to do with that.”

At the fairy princess’s words, the dancing below her immediately stopped, and everyone Shefin knew turned to stare at him and Lena with disgust.

“They brought evil here? How dare they?” someone shouted.

“They’re unworthy and mock the fairy queens’ laws by coming here!” another person shouted.

“Get them!” shouted a third, and the entire city surged toward them with hatred in their eyes as Gwentell laughed with delight.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Shefin, I need your help,” Lena whispered to the Lilliputian as she lowered Rufus to the ground and stood up, clenching her fists. “If I distract Gwentell and, um, everyone else, will you find Jin and free him? He’d be able to take down the fairy queens and fix all of this.”

“Oh, I already know where he is,” Shefin said. “His lamp is in the throne room. The fairy queens’ throne room, if that wasn’t obvious the first time. And for some reason, I don’t think the queens are going to be thrilled to see me.”

“So don’t let them see you,” she said, and handed him the Spark’s dish, which he took awkwardly, given that it was almost too big for him to hold. Not waiting for any more excuses, she scooped him up and put him on Rufus’s back, something she knew neither he nor the cat was pleased about. “This is all up to you, Shefin,” she said, hoping that appealing to his vanity would help. “I’m counting on you. The whole world is counting on you. You can do this. You can be the hero we all need, okay?”

He looked up at her in surprise, then slowly nodded. “I… I’ll try,” he said, his usual attitude missing for some reason.

“I’ve got faith in you,” she said, and he shivered slightly. “Wait here in the grass until I make my move.”

“What move?”

“You’ll know.” And with that, she strode forward toward the crowd of all her friends and loved ones. Her mother and father were there, screaming with anger as they ran at her. So were Thomas, Mrs. Hubbard, the wolf sisters, Jack and May—hopefully happy to be on the same side again—and even someone who looked a lot like Jack as a woman, who had to be Jillian, his sister and the former Invisible Cloud of Hate.

Lena had to go big, if just to give Shefin and Rufus a chance to get away. Unfortunately, she hadn’t exactly figured that part of the plan out yet. Her giant strength was already weakening without the Spark, and without that, she’d be overwhelmed by sheer numbers almost immediately.

But the harp wasn’t going to wake up any time soon, and all she had left besides that was the book, and…

The book. The book that still had the power to rewrite what was happening.

She opened it to the latest page, where her latest thoughts appeared as she watched. The book. The book that still had the power to rewrite what was happening.

She smiled at that, then took the pen from inside the back cover and held it to the page, ready to rewrite everything.

Except she had no idea how.

Come on, Lena! she yelled at herself as the residents of the Blessed City drew nearer. Just write something, anything!

But she couldn’t think, didn’t even know where to start or what kind of power the Story Book had. Gwentell would have just rewritten the fairy queens into losing if that were possible, and the fairy seemed to concentrate on things happening around Lena, over what Gwentell did or thought herself.

Could she write that the fairy homelands split in two, separating the mob from her and Shefin? But then he and Rufus wouldn’t be able to get to the fairy queens. What about… um… uh…

She growled in frustration, and wrote, Lena figures out the right thing to write!

And as the words came out, she did think of something, though whether it was right or not, she had no idea. Before the oncoming mob could reach her, she quickly wrote her idea down, then slammed the book and slid it under her arm again.

If this didn’t work, she was in serious trouble. But then again, what was new about that?

She closed her eyes, trying to decide who to start with. Jack was a good candidate, to keep him from using his sword. Or maybe Thomas or her parents, to keep them safe?

No, it had to be her.

“GWENTELL!” Lena roared, and the first line of attackers stopped abruptly in surprise, looking a lot more nervous now.

“Lena!” Gwentell shouted back. “What an exciting end to your story, huh? I couldn’t have written it better myself, though if you hand me the book again, I will.” She paused, tilting her head thoughtfully. “This is kind of like a character confronting the author who wrote about them, isn’t it? Too bad you’re going to lose.”

“Maybe,” Lena admitted. “But if this is the end of the story, that makes it time for some revelations. Haven’t you always wondered about your own past, Gwentell?”

The fairy seemed startled by this. “My past? Of course not. I’ve been a loyal, happy fairy for my entire life!”

“Really?” Lena grinned. “Let’s find out.”

Lena remembers how to use the power of story magic, something inherent to all people of this world, she’d written. And for once, the story went exactly as planned, because she had remembered exactly how to use it, as if she’d somehow known all along.

“Someone stop her!” Gwentell shouted, and even began humming a spell herself, but it was already too late. The assembled crowd began collapsing in the middle of the field, as did all the tiny fairies around the edges. Even the fairy princess, as hard as she fought it, ended up falling to the ground, watching her own story unfold.

“Now let’s see who you are, my friend,” Lena said, and let herself get lost in Gwentell’s story as well.




CHAPTER 32

Apparently, making an entire ball full of people pass out was Lena’s move? If not, Shefin wasn’t going to wait to see what came next. “Time to run, little man!” he whispered to Rufus, hoping that Lena’s nickname for the cat would endear Shefin to the creature. If only he had taken the Helmet of Wisdom from Horse!

The cat threw him a strange glare over his shoulder but did actually start running, which was great. What was less great was that Shefin almost immediately dropped the Spark, then practically tumbled off the cat’s back when catching the dish.

This was definitely going to be awkward, carrying the Spark this way. He wished it could have been Lilliputian size, since that would have made everything far easier…

The Spark’s flame immediately shrank down, as did the dish containing it, until they were just the right size for Shefin to hold. Huh. Maybe he should wish to be at the lamp already!

Except the flame wasn’t just smaller but dimmer as well, which meant it’d used some of its own power to make things more convenient for Shefin. He cursed himself for not realizing sooner.

No more wishes! he told himself as Rufus ran on, having already covered a considerable amount of ground on the way to the castle. That was great and all for rescuing Jin and saving everyone, but it also meant facing the fairy queens even sooner than he’d have liked, which was never.

You’re supposed to be a hero, he thought to himself as Rufus ran on toward the queens’ castle in the distance. What happened to all your confidence?

That was just it. It hadn’t ever been confidence. He’d just desperately hoped the fairy queens believed in him, had faith that he’d save the day… all while they’d been using him to make the world worse.

Besides, he wasn’t even the most heroic person among his friends. Lena had just offered to face down an entire city and a fairy princess so that Shefin could sneak away. That alone was more heroic than anything he’d done, especially in the last few hours.

And even after all Lena had done for him, he was still terrified of what the fairy queens would do when they caught him.

If. If they catch you.

They wouldn’t need a sword to purify him; they could do it easily with just a song, if they caught sight of him for even a second, and then there’d be no stopping them. He’d be right back under their control and Lena would have sacrificed herself for nothing.

Maybe it wasn’t too late to run away? He and Rufus could escape, at least, even if they had to use the Spark to do it. Yes, it’d doom the world, but at least they’d be safe.

But Rufus would never leave Lena, no matter how afraid he was.

Are you really so scared of trying to be a hero that you’re going to let a literal scaredy-cat be braver than you?

No, that wasn’t it. He wasn’t afraid of trying to be a hero…. He was afraid of failing and proving everyone right.

Thomas had left him behind, thinking he wasn’t ready to face the Golden King. Lena and Jin hadn’t even been intimidated by him when they’d taken Jill’s sword from Thomas’s house. Even his rebellion against the three pigs had only worked with the help of the wolves.

What made him think he was any kind of hero, if everyone he knew thought otherwise?

He couldn’t do this. Lena had been wrong. She didn’t really believe in him any more than the fairy queens had. No one did, not really. And if everyone saw him as useless, then how could he argue with that?

He leaned down to stop Rufus, to send him back to Lena. They could all escape with the power of the Spark, and maybe Lena could figure out a way to rescue Jin some other time, without him. She’d understand, because she saw in him the same thing everyone else did, that the fairy queens did, that Thomas did…

And then Thomas’s words echoed in his head, back from earlier that day. Shefin had mentioned that the fairy queens thought he was a hero.

They see the same potential in you that I do, the Last Knight had said.

Shefin blinked back tears, then sat up, rubbing his arm over his face.

Maybe he couldn’t do this. He certainly wasn’t actually the hero he’d hoped to be. But it was down to him regardless.

Because no one but him knew where Jin’s lamp was, and no one else would be able to sneak up to it like he could. After all, Shefin was a Lilliputian, and while they might look small, inside they were as large as any human.

And Thomas had given him more than just kind words as well. Shefin touched the magical Lilliputian chain that the knight had passed along, now hanging from Shefin’s neck.

Maybe he wasn’t a hero… but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.

“Faster, little man, for Lena,” he told Rufus, and the cat almost sent him flying as he doubled his speed, racing them straight toward the fairy queens’ castle.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


The baby’s parents never saw the fairies when they came to steal their little girl. It was only when they went in to check on her a few hours later that they found her crib empty, but for a small doll in the shape of their child. They were inconsolable, as they would never see her again, but the baby knew nothing of this.

After all, she was far too young to remember anything from before she was stolen. Memories of her humans parents, her crib, and her home would all have faded naturally as she aged, of course, but the fairies meant to take no chances and planned on wiping her mind by magic after the ritual anyway.

The ritual took place back in the fairies’ castle, in a dimension where no human could track them. Thirteen tiny fairies surrounded the baby, who stared up at them curiously, enthralled by their gentle smiles and funny little wings. They reached out to touch her hand or arm, saying things like, “You’re so lucky to be human, little one” or “You don’t even know what you’ve had, so you won’t miss it,” which she didn’t understand, mostly because she didn’t speak the fairy language, but also because she was a baby, and babies don’t understand many things.

The spell they cast didn’t hurt, as even the fairies weren’t quite that cruel. All the baby knew was that the fairies surrounding her began to sing together, making the very air sparkle and twinkle, and then something… changed. Wings, for one, which the baby didn’t remember having before. Also she had shrunk to fairy size, but babies aren’t known for their sense of scale.

“Did… did it work?” one of the fairies asked, and they all turned to look at the fairy wearing a sparkling blue dress in the center of the room, a fairy who now had grown half again as large as the others.

“Merriweather, you’re bigger!” another shouted, and the others all gasped.

“The spell was a success, sisters!” the fairy in blue said, grinning widely. “It’s merely a step along the way back to what we once were, but a newborn only has so much humanity to trade. We will need more, many, many more.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to steal the humanity from grown humans?” asked one of the other fairies as the baby began flapping her own wings, wondering if she could rise into the air like the others.

“And have them turn against us and hunt us down like the others?” the fairy in blue said. “The time will come when they will welcome us taking whatever we want from them, my sister. But for now we must prepare for that day by stealing whatever children we can in secret.”

“You know, I think it will be fun to have servants again,” said another fairy, reaching a finger out toward the baby flapping her tiny wings unsteadily. “The more girls we make into fairies, the more fairies we’ll have to serve us!”

“They’ll be happier this way anyway,” said a fairy in red. “We’re giving them some of our magic. They should be thanking us!”

“And they will, even if they never know why,” the fairy in blue said, and the others all agreed. “Now, what shall we name our new servant fairy?”

The fairies each offered up a name, but the blue fairy chose her own, as was her right. “You who were once called Moira shall now be named Gwentell!” the blue fairy declared, and in saying it, made it so.

Gwentell smiled up at her as babies do, content in the moment, never knowing what she’d lost, or why it had been stolen from her—



Lena opened her eyes, bringing the story vision to a close. All around her, the residents of the Blessed City began to stir, many with confusion, though a few turned to the various fairies hovering nearby for their reactions.

Gwentell slowly pushed to her feet and began to flap her wings, but quickly stopped, floating back down to the ground. She looked at the other fairies helplessly, as they in turn stared in shock.

“I know the feeling,” Lena said as she moved toward Gwentell. “I’m so sorry you had to find out the truth this way. The fairy queens aren’t what you thought they were.”

“They… they kidnapped us,” Gwentell said, staring off into the distance now. “I had parents…? I was human? But… how… why?”

“There’s one good way to find out,” Lena said, and nodded at the castle. “I used to think some people were just evil, but I’m starting to see that no one starts out that way. There’s always a reason why they became what they did.” She looked around at her friends and family, all the giants she’d known, and the other residents of the Blessed City, and smiled just a bit. “Anyone else want to go see what made the fairy queens into such horrible monsters?”




CHAPTER 34

Getting into the fairy queens’ castle turned out to be much easier than Shefin had feared. No fairies guarded it, as they all seemed busy with the ball—or they had been, considering that the last he’d seen, everyone but him and Rufus had taken a nap.

But as he and Rufus slipped through the castle’s great doors, they heard a strange sort of song coming from the throne room. He sighed, having privately hoped the fairy queens might be out enjoying their ball, but apparently he had no such luck.

Rufus padded closer to the throne room, and Shefin could feel the cat shiver beneath him, just as frightened as he was. “You’re doing a good job, stinky,” he said, patting the cat’s neck. Rufus was either too afraid or too focused to hiss back at him, which Shefin took as a good sign.

And he’d take any good sign at the moment, because the song inside the throne room seemed to be getting louder.

When they reached the door, Shefin slowly pushed it open enough for Rufus to slip through, but held the cat back before he could, just in case any of the fairy queens were keeping watch. He inched Rufus forward just a bit and peered inside, hoping they weren’t casting any kind of anti-Lilliputian spell.

What he found was far, far worse. The unconscious human forms of Pinocchio and Humphrey, former puppet and egg, floated in midair in the middle of the throne room as the eleven fairy queens sang a terrifying song in a semicircle around them. As Shefin watched in horror, Pinocchio and Humphrey both began to shrink and grow wings as Merriweather glowed with a sickly sort of light.

He had no idea what kind of awful punishment was happening here, but the fairy queens were distracted, which meant he might actually have a chance to rescue Jin and fix all of this. The lamp still hung in midair next to Merriweather, so all he had to do was reach it with the Spark, and the world would be saved, including poor Humphrey and Pinocchio.

“I need you to run as quickly and quietly as you can to the throne behind the blue lady, okay?” Shefin whispered to Rufus, who meowed quietly and then began slinking off toward Merriweather’s throne, his paws not making a sound on the crystal floor.

Off to Shefin’s side, Pinocchio and Humphrey began to stir, with Humphrey awakening first. “What… what happened to me?” he said, still floating in the air. He glanced back over his shoulder in surprise to find his new pair of tiny wings flapping, then turned back to Pinocchio. “Um, Your Chancellorship? I think there’s been a problem!”

Shefin cursed, and nudged Rufus to hurry up. With those two awake and talking, the fairy queens would finish their song soon, and the cat carrying a Lilliputian with a dish full of fire might stand out.

At Shefin’s urging, the cat started running now, then skidded to a halt under the throne just as the fairy queens’ song ended and they opened their eyes.

“Welcome, loyal fairies,” Merriweather said, looking strangely different from how she had the last time Shefin had seen her. The sickly light had faded now, leaving behind a very human-looking fairy queen. “Do not worry. Everything shall be explained to you.”

“Uh, that’s good, Your Majesty,” Pinocchio said, also looking at his wings anxiously. “I thought we’d been brought in here because of the election?”

“Oh, that’s what we’re telling everyone,” the fairy queen in red said as Shefin poked his head out from beneath the throne, trying to see the lamp from where he was. “Shall we, sisters?”

The fairy queens began humming, and the anxiety in the two new fairies’ eyes faded as the spell infused them. Both Humphrey and Pinocchio smiled blissfully as the song ended, and bowed low before the queens.

“We serve at your pleasure, Your Majesties,” Pinocchio said, looking back up at the queens. “How may we assist you?”

“Choose two humans and tell them they won the election,” the fairy queen in purple said. “Bring them here, and then rejoin the ball, keeping an eye out for any unworthy humans who might appear.”

“As you wish, Your Majesties,” Humphrey said as they both bowed again. “There’s nothing I enjoy doing more than standing watch!”

The two new fairies fluttered their way out of the room as the other fairy queens turned to Merriweather, murmuring their approval as they looked her over. “How do you feel?” asked the fairy queen in white.

“Fully human,” Merriweather said, looking over herself admiringly. Human? How was that possible? Yes, her previously glowing eyes had pupils now, which made her slightly less creepy, but otherwise she looked exactly the same, and definitely no less powerful. “I cannot tell you what a relief it is to finally have the djinn’s infection removed completely!”

The other fairy queens nodded approvingly, though many of them seemed impatient. “Of course she goes first,” whispered the fairy queen in purple from the other side of Merriweather’s throne, just loud enough for her neighbor—and Shefin—to hear. “The rest of us will be here for a month, restoring our humanity a little at a time.”

“I thought we made Gwentell a fairy princess so she could help with this,” the fairy queen to her side whispered. “She betrayed us, yes, but she’s back under our control now. With her help, we could take the humanity of everyone at the ball all at once!”

Shefin’s eyes widened. That was the purpose of the ball, to bring the Blessed City residents here and trade their humanity for the fairy queens’… well, fairness? Fairyness? Whatever it was called. But why would the fairy queens want to be human? None of it made sense!

Focus, he told himself. It doesn’t matter what they’re doing now, because Jin can fix it. You just have to release him!

As the fairy queens quietly questioned Merriweather further, Shefin slowly began to climb up the back of the throne, thankful now that the Spark had shrunk down, as he couldn’t imagine carrying it at full-size while scaling the chair. The climb wasn’t easy, but he managed to make it to the top, then paused there to make sure none of the fairy queens were looking.

They still seemed distracted by Merriweather’s transformation, though a few were tapping their feet impatiently and throwing looks toward the castle entrance. Good enough.

This was it, his one and only moment to free Jin and be the hero Lena and Thomas and everyone else they knew needed him to be. Shefin took one last deep breath, pulled himself up to the top of the chair, got to his feet, and took off at a sprint. Without even a glance at the fairy queens, he ran straight at the lamp, only leaping from the throne at the last possible second.

As he soared toward the floating lamp in what he hoped was a dignified, heroic flight, he held up the dying ember of the Spark in front of him, aiming it right for the lamp’s spout. He grinned triumphantly as he drew near, not able to believe that somehow, against all the odds, he’d actually managed to be a hero—

And then everything went black as enormous fingers closed around him, just a few feet short of the lamp.

“No!” he screamed in spite of himself, and the fingers squeezed tightly, pushing the air from his lungs. He struggled to breathe as his captor lifted him up, then opened her hand, revealing Merriweather glaring at him in a dark rage.

“Oh, but yes,” she growled, then slowly smiled as the lamp disappeared, taking with it any chance he’d had of freeing Jin. “If it isn’t our pathetic little hero. Switched sides again, have we?”

Shefin’s mind raced as he tried to think of any way he could escape or even fight the fairy queen, but nothing seemed remotely possible. The fairy queen and her sisters were both far too big and much too powerful for him to defeat at his current size, and using the Spark would just drain its power, dooming Jin and the whole world.

But just because he couldn’t fight the fairy queens didn’t mean he couldn’t outwit them?

“Be merciful, Your Majesty!” he shouted, trying to look as scared as he actually felt. “I’ll do whatever you want, but please don’t purify me!”

Merriweather’s smile widened. “No? It must be more painful than it looks, if you’re that afraid of it. Tell me where Lena is, and perhaps I’ll grant you that mercy.”

Shefin clamped his mouth shut and turned away, hoping she was buying this. “I couldn’t betray Lena. I just couldn’t,” he whispered. “Being purified is painful, but it’s nothing compared to the pain of betraying my true love.”

Her smile immediately faded at this, and he realized he’d made a mistake. “Your true love?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “That sounds like something a loyal human would say, not a Lilliputian filled with shadow. Would you be lying to me, Shefin?”

“Of course not, Your Majesty!” he said quickly, then added in a few terrified groans to help sell it. “I just know that’s how you think of us. Oh, but please have mercy on me, Your Majesty, as whether or not Lena’s actually my true love, it would still break my heart to—”

“Enough!” Merriweather snapped, then hummed a brief song. Thomas’s necklace rose up from where it lay on Shefin’s chest, floated a few feet away into the air, and then exploded into nothingness, effectively ending any hope Shefin had had of tricking her. “Perhaps you might try being less obvious next time,” the fairy queen said with a sneer. “It’s embarrassing to think you believed your Lilliputian technology could stand a chance against our power.”

Shefin stared at her in despair, not needing any excuse now to look afraid. “I… I… I just wanted to help her, help them all.”

“And you have!” Merriweather said, her eyes turning to the Spark in his hand. “Because you have brought the last bit of shadow right to us. You’re truly a hero now, Shefin, in spite of your unworthiness and infection of evil. Now, shall we get back to purifying you?”

She started to hum again, and Shefin’s mind instantly began burning. He let out a scream as the pain consumed him, too agonizing to think through, to do anything but drown in it…

Only, without warning, the pain disappeared. Shefin let his scream fade away, and slowly opened one eye to see what was going on. Merriweather just stared at him with equal confusion. “Um, what just happened?” he asked, not daring to hope.

“The Spark protects you,” she growled. “If I dared to touch it, I’d rip it from you and destroy it myself. But as weak as it is, another purification should drain its remaining power.” And with that, she started to hum again.

The Spark flickered as the burning in Shefin returned, though the pain was more manageable now, thanks to the flame. Shefin stared down at it anxiously, watching it slowly go out.

The lamp was gone, and in a moment the Spark would follow it. He couldn’t be the hero he’d tried to be, not now, so there wasn’t any other choice.

“I’m so sorry, Lena,” he whispered, then put one hand over the dwindling flame and made a wish.

With one last burst of magic, Shefin and the Spark both disappeared, as the flame’s dish tumbled uselessly to the ground.

“I see he chose to save himself,” Merriweather said with a smile. “Maybe the boy was smarter than we gave him credit for.” She turned back to her sisters. “Now where are the next humans?”

“Oh, I think that’d be me, but I think you’ve made a mistake,” said a voice from outside the door. As Merriweather’s eyes widened in surprise, Lena entered the room, followed by an extremely angry Gwentell and a host of fairies and humans. “Because I’m a giant, Your Majesty. And it’s time we all found out your stories.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Once upon a time, twelve princesses in twelve kingdoms had everything they could possibly want: servants to wait upon them, all the wealth and comfort they could desire, and only the finest foods to eat.

But the princesses were bored with the ease of their lives and wanted something more. And one day a wise young woman offered them just that.

“You may call me Merriweather,” the woman told each of them, one by one, “and I know you long for something more. There are tales that speak of a creature that can grant us power, if only we are brave enough to take it. Do you have such courage, my sister?”

Each of the twelve princesses nervously agreed, the temptation of further power overriding their worries. And so it was that Merriweather brought each of the princesses to a secret cave of crystal, where she instructed them in the ritual that the old tales claimed would summon such a creature.

Over the next few months, each of the princesses danced the dance and sang the songs that Merriweather taught them in secret within the cave, telling their parents nothing of this. All the kings and queens knew was that their daughters’ dancing shoes were worn from use each morning, after new ones had been given to them the night before.

Soon the princesses had learned the powerful magic necessary, and set about summoning one who might grant them the power Merriweather had promised. And so it was with one last dance and one last song, the thirteen women brought to their world a being of pure magic.

“Oh, hello!” said the creature, little more than a cloud of power and potential. “Give me one moment, and I’ll fix myself up.” The cloud shifted, and in its place now stood a human that could have been either man or woman, both or neither.

The princesses backed away in fright, but Merriweather stepped forward, thrilled at her success. “You have honored us with your presence, mighty djinn,” Merriweather said to the newly formed human. “We beg you to share even a tiny bit of your power with us, that we might improve our world and the lives of our fellow people.”

The djinn smiled, then snapped their fingers. Merriweather and the others froze, and the djinn turned to look straight at you.

“Can you believe that?” they said, grinning. “Such obvious lies. She must not know that djinns live outside of time and can see the future as easily as the present.” They tilted their head. “That’s how I know you’re seeing this, by the way, reading it through story magic. What an interesting kind of power!”

The djinn shrugged. “Well, I don’t want to slow the story down, so I’ll get back to giving them exactly what they want, only for them to realize it wasn’t what they thought it’d be. Typical with the rich, never satisfied with what they have, always wanting more. Oh well.” They waved a hand at you, smiling again. “Nice talking to you, and maybe we’ll see each other later?”

With that, the djinn snapped their fingers again, and the princesses all began to stir once more. “Now, why do you deserve power, my friends? Why shouldn’t I grant it to everyone in your world and let them improve things themselves?”

The princesses all looked at one another, but Merriweather smiled benevolently. “Because the little people only know what they want, not what they need, oh mighty djinn. It is our responsibility as royals to rule them, guide them away from their unworthy thoughts and deeds toward the purity of goodness and light.”

“Ah, of course, all the unworthy thoughts and deeds of the little people. How could I not have guessed,” the djinn said, then spread their arms magnanimously. “I would grant your request, my friends, as all are welcome to the magic of possibility. I wouldn’t be much of a possibility if I turned you down flat, would I? Still, I must ask that you consider your appeal, as once granted, the power of the djinn is not easily removed.”

“You honor us, noble djinn!” Merriweather said, bowing low in thanks as the princesses began to murmur in excitement. “But we know what we ask, and have considered the consequences. Please, grant us your power that we might lead our people into the light!”

“As you wish,” the djinn said, throwing a smile back at you for a moment before addressing the princesses again. “Now, how the magic affects you is not within my control. I am but a conduit for the power, and it will infuse you, change you, in whatever manner it sees fit based on the humans you are at your core.”

The princesses all shared an excited look. “That is acceptable, noble djinn,” Merriweather said, nodding. “We are largely confident in our goodness, so would ask that you grant us the power.”

“Funny that you mention ‘largely,’ ” the djinn said, and closed their eyes for a moment, then reopened them. “There. It is done.”

Confusion reigned at first, as none of the assembled women noticed any changes. But before they could ask, the various princesses all began to shrink at once, growing smaller and smaller until they were no taller than a flower, becoming the little people they’d once hoped to rule.

As the now-tiny women started crying out in surprise and fright, wings sprouted from their backs, and their eyes glazed over with glowing power.

“What… what have you done to us?” a tiny Merriweather shouted, taking to the air to look the djinn in the eye. “We are minuscule!”

The djinn smiled gently. “As I said, the magic changed you, not I. Your new forms emerged from something inside yourselves, not from anything I did.”

“Change us back!” one of the other fairies shouted. “I can’t be seen like this!”

“The people will laugh at us!” shouted another. “We’ll be humiliated!”

The rest of the fairies began talking all at once, only to go silent as the djinn held up their hands for quiet. “Any further change will be up to you,” the djinn said, shaking their head. “You all have a deeper connection to the magic of this world now, the power of music. Perhaps try to use it to serve others, as you might find that your forms change as you yourselves grow inside—”

“You tricked us!” one of the fairies shouted. “How could you do such a thing? We trusted you!”

“Deceiver!” another shouted, and the fairies began to surge forward, some humming the start of a magical spell.

The djinn sighed, shaking their head. “And so it goes,” they said, turning back to you with a twinkle in their eye. “You wouldn’t believe how often this happens. Goodbye, now!”

And with that, the djinn disappeared, leaving behind thirteen extremely unhappy fairies.



With that, Lena let the story end, opening her eyes to find eleven of the same unhappy fairies now staring at her with absolute hatred.

“That… wasn’t what I expected,” she said to them, hoping that her distraction was helping Shefin find the lamp. “I honestly thought I might come to understand all of you after learning where your hatred comes from.” She sighed, not having to fake her deep disappointed. “As it turns out, you’re just a bunch of selfish royals.”

“You dare speak to us in this manner?” the fairy queen in red demanded. “The djinn tricked us, infected us with its evil—”

“Which you then passed along to us!” Gwentell shouted. “Instead of trying to fix yourselves, you just tossed all your pain onto other people. Where is the goodness and light in that?!”

Merriweather sneered, and raised her voice in song. Gwentell and the other fairies quickly did the same, trying to hold off the queen’s magic, but as remaining fairy queens joined Merriweather, the outcome became clear, and soon all the fairies and Blessed City humans were writhing on the ground in agony, their minds burning with purification.

Lena, though, they left untouched. Based on their looks, it was because they had something much worse in mind for her.

“I hope you enjoyed your little history lesson, child,” Merriweather said to her as the other fairy queens moved in to surround Lena. “But I’m afraid you’ve failed. No one will remember what they saw here, you least of all. You should have run when you had the chance.” She raised a hand and hummed slightly, and Jin’s golden lamp appeared in her hand.

Lena’s eyes widened as she inched forward, wondering what was happening. Was Merriweather just taunting her? Where was Shefin? Could he be lying in wait? If so, maybe she could stall for time?

“So you’re going to punish me eternally, then?” Lena said, clenching her fists to keep her hands from trembling with fright. “You don’t scare me.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that,” Merriweather said, and for a moment Lena actually thought she might be merciful. “No, the eternal punishment was merely cursing you humans to live as fairies. For you, we’ll have to think of something far worse.”

And then the fairy queen to her left held Rufus up by the scruff of his neck.

Lena felt like the world dropped out from under her, and she stumbled forward, barely able to comprehend what was happening. “Where… where is…”

“Shefin? Oh, I’m deeply sorry to inform you that your former true love used the last of the Spark’s magic to save himself,” Merriweather said, and each word felt like a punch to Lena’s gut. “And without the Spark’s flame, there’s just no way to free your foul djinn friends.” She leaned forward, her eyes filled with hate as she glared down at Lena and tossed the lamp to the floor, where it clattered across the crystal to bump up against Lena’s feet. “Now, why don’t you say your goodbye to your genie friend before we send you off to an eternity of actual suffering?”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Almost in a daze, Lena grabbed the lamp and tried to crush it, break it open, anything to free Jin. But either she wasn’t strong enough or the lamp was magically protected, as she couldn’t even make a dent.

A fairy queen began to laugh, and another joined in, and another, until all but Merriweather were overwhelmed with amusement. The Blessed City residents, including Lena’s parents, Thomas, and Mrs. Hubbard, joined in, and Lena honestly wished the Spark still existed so she could use it to escape their mockery.

“Oh, Lena,” Gwentell said with an evil grin. “Really? You don’t even have much strength left. How did you think you could break it open? That prison was made to hold the most powerful magic in all the worlds!”

“Excuse me?” Merriweather said, and hummed a quick spell. Gwentell shuddered, then slowly rose into the air, held up by the fairy queen’s song. “What did you call the shadow, my dear princess?”

“Merely a… shadow of your magic, Your Majesty! The power of the djinn is nothing compared to yours!”

Merriweather laughed, and Gwentell fell back to the floor in a heap, sighing in relief. “Indeed,” the fairy queen continued. “Unfortunately, Lena, our princess has a point. That prison has been magically reinforced, so no amount of force could even bend it, not from the outside.”

“And given that the prison keeps the djinn from taking physical form, there’s no way it can be broken from inside, either,” the fairy queen in red said.

“Jin will get free,” Lena whispered, holding the lamp protectively against her body as she stared up at the fairy queens with pure hatred. “It might take him years, decades, even centuries, but eventually he’ll find a way, and when he does, he’ll come for you.”

“Will he, now?” asked the fairy queen in purple. Then she began to hum. The others joined in, and something invisible struck Lena hard across the face, almost knocking her down. She held up a hand to defend herself, but another blow hit her in the stomach, and she doubled over, barely able to keep ahold of the lamp. A third hit on the top of her head sent her crashing to the floor, where she lay unmoving, hoping they would stop their attack.

“Oh, sisters, we shouldn’t play with our prey like this,” Merriweather said, laughing slightly.

“Just this once?” the fairy queen in green asked, and a fourth blow came crashing down onto Lena’s back, making her scream out in agony.

“Oh, very well,” Merriweather said, and the others began laughing again as the attacks continued.

The pain was almost too much to take, but Lena refused to beg for mercy or just lie there in surrender either. Gritting her teeth, she pushed herself up to one knee, but went flying backward after taking a blow to her chin. She skidded to a stop at the feet of Jack and May, who looked down at her with far more pity than the others under the queens’ control.

“There’s no need for this, Lena,” May whispered to her, shaking her head. “Surrender to our queens. They might show you mercy.”

“The shadow is fading even as we speak,” Jack said. “And when it has, you’ll realize you chose the wrong side here. Trust me.”

Groaning from the pain, she attempted to stand once again, but the fairy queens wouldn’t allow it. Another few strikes sent her crashing into the far wall, cracking the crystal.

“Yes, listen to your friends, child,” Merriweather said, floating over to her with her arms spread benevolently. “You have evil within you, and anything the shadow touches must be purified. I would imagine that burning the darkness from you might take a bit longer than most, so why don’t we get started?”

She hummed quickly, and Lena’s mind burned like the sun giant’s fireball. She screamed in agony, and now even the mind-controlled Blessed City residents began to look uncomfortable. “Please!” Lena shouted, not able to stop herself. “Please, stop!”

“I’m afraid the evil must be burned away,” Merriweather said with a smile. “You can beg and plead, but it won’t work, even if I might personally enjoy hearing it. You’ve caused us no end of irritation, young giant, and now you will pay.”

In spite of the pain, Lena struggled to get back to her feet, the lamp tight against her chest, but another attack slammed into her from above, knocking her back down. But this time the force didn’t stop and instead began to crush the air out of her lungs as she desperately tried to take in another breath.

Jin, she thought, suffocating, her hand brushing the lamp as its light dimmed. I’m so sorry I failed you. Even if nothing else, I wish I could have… freed… you.

And then the light of the lamp faded completely as everything went dark.

Creak.

The force holding Lena down disappeared, and she took in as much air as she could as her eyes flew open. What she found were the eleven fairy queens all hovering around her, staring down at her anxiously.

“Merriweather, did you hear that?” one of the fairy queens said.

“Of course I did, fool!” Merriweather said, directly over Lena. “It can’t be that, though. It wouldn’t be possible!”

As Lena pushed herself to her knees, she realized she’d dropped the lamp when falling unconscious, and the fairy queens’ eyes were locked on it.

But what were they afraid of? Jin was still trapped within the lamp, and without the Spark—

Creaaaaak.

This time Lena had her eyes on the lamp and knew the creaking had come directly from it. Another creak, and this time the lamp bulged out grotesquely on one side.

“How is this happening?” one of the fairy queens shouted as the lamp’s creaking grew louder. “The djinn can’t escape!”

“Reinforce the magic, sisters!” Merriweather shouted, and the fairy queens began humming, but now the shape of a hand appeared in the side of the lamp, as if someone were pushing their way out.

The creaking grew so loud that Lena had to cover her ears, but she couldn’t look away, too entranced to move as the lamp groaned on all sides now, with another hand and what looked like a foot pushing against the metal from the inside.

Finally, with a crack like thunder, the lamp exploded open, sending fragments flying all around the room, though, fortunately, no one seemed to be hurt by them. But there, in the spot where the lamp had just been, floated a cloud of shadow right above a very bruised, very tired-looking Lilliputian, now twice as tall as he’d been when she’d seen him last.

“Shefin?!” Lena shouted.

“Shefin?!” the fairy queens shouted.

“Okay, ow?” Shefin said with a wince, then gave Lena a small grin. “Sorry, Lena. This was… all I could… think of.”

And then he dropped his head back to the floor, exhausted, as the cloud of shadow above him began to form the shape of an extremely upset djinn.




CHAPTER 37

Shefin groaned in pain as above him the newly free djinn turned toward the fairy queens. What had he been thinking with that plan? Use the Spark to teleport into the lamp, Shefin. Without the Spark around, you’ll grow back to human size, Shefin. And then you’ll break the lamp open from inside, Shefin. What can go wrong?

Maybe the fact that breaking open a magical prison with his body might be painful, that was what could go wrong! Not to mention that the chaos magic leaking from the lamp had slowed the growth process down so much that he’d wondered if he would be stuck in there forever.

And where had the genies been? The inside of the lamp had been empty as far as he could tell, at least from his limited vantage point. Had they been held in some sort of magical other dimension, like Jin had mentioned happened with his ring?

Either way, they were free now, and he looked up to find the angriest storm cloud he’d ever seen, morphing into a vaguely human shape. “Jin?” he said quietly.

“I don’t think so,” said a familiar voice as someone grabbed his shoulders and pulled him out from under the djinn. Shefin groaned in pain again and managed to turn his head enough to find Lena leaning over him, not looking much better than he felt.

“I did it, Lena,” he whispered. “I freed Jin. The world is saved!”

“You pathetic fool, you have doomed us all!” shouted Merriweather as the fairy queens retreated before the djinn, which, as Lena had said, really didn’t look anything like Jin.

“I think that’s Marid,” Lena said quietly as the djinn solidified now, easily twice the size of the fairy queens. “What happened to Jin, Shefin?”

“How should I know?” he said, not feeling very appreciated for having saved the day. “I didn’t see either of them in there.”

I HAVE CONTAINED JIN FOR HIS OWN PROTECTION, the djinn said, his voice so loud that Shefin thought his ears might explode. HE WISHES TO RETURN TO THIS WORLD, BUT I WILL NOT ALLOW IT, NOT AFTER EXPERIENCING THE TREACHERY OF THE FAIRYKIN! The cloud began swelling now, both in size and power, which even Shefin could feel radiating off it. AND NOW I WILL HAVE MY REVENGE!

“Strike, sisters, while he is still readying himself!” Merriweather shouted, and the eleven fairy queens began singing a song unlike any Lena had heard before, both beautiful and terrible. Bolts of pure magical power struck the djinn from above, but if anything, they just seemed to make him stronger.

YOU HAVE FORGOTTEN WHAT IT IS LIKE TO FACE PURE POSSIBILITY, FAIRYKIN, Marid said with a horrifying smile. LET ME REMIND YOU.

He reached out a hand, and all eleven fairy queens shrieked in agony, floating into the air. One by one, wings popped out of their backs, and their human-sized bodies began to shrink down to the size of the fairies, while Merriweather’s eyes began to glow once more. What was going on?

“He’s giving them the chaos magic back!” Lena whispered to Shefin, apparently having read up a bit on the fairy queens when he’d been doing the hard work. “Everything they did to try to turn human again, he’s reversing!”

“Human… again?” Shefin said, his surprise temporarily overcoming his pain. He tried to push himself up to a sitting position, but Lena’s words hadn’t been surprising enough for that, and he collapsed back to the floor, every bit of his body screaming in agony. Lena gently lifted his head onto her knees and cradled him there, helping him to see. “Since when were the fairy queens human?”

“I’ll tell you the whole story later,” she said, and for the first time Shefin noticed a bunch of familiar faces around the room, many of them hiding behind the thrones or running from the djinn. Huh, maybe Lena really had been busy!

“What have you done to us?” Merriweather shouted at Marid, who laughed in response, a sound that shook the entire room along with every bruised bone in Shefin’s body.

YOU SOUGHT TO REGAIN YOUR FORMS, BUT YOU NEVER EARNED SUCH A THING. LET THE WORLD SEE YOU AS YOU ARE BEFORE YOU PERISH, SMALL AND UNWORTHY OF EVEN THE SLIGHTEST BIT OF MERCY!

“Perish?” Shefin said, his eyes widening. “He’s going to kill them?”

Instead of responding, Lena scrambled to her feet, which had the unfortunate side effect of dropping Shefin’s head back to the floor with a painful thump. He groaned loudly, but that was quickly drowned out by the shouts of the fairy queens.

“Please, don’t kill us!” one yelled, bowing to the djinn.

“We meant you no harm, oh mighty djinn!” shouted another.

But Merriweather didn’t beg. Instead she flapped her wings to rise to the djinn’s height, staring him in the eye. “We did what you forced us to, djinn. You blame us for imprisoning you, but it was one of your kind that tricked us, turned us into these pathetic fairies. Our own people turned against us, and we were forced to take a part of our world into another dimension just to find safety. And then when we found another world to live in, you showed up. Should we not defend ourselves? If anything, it is your kind who is unworthy!”

LIES! the djinn roared, almost tearing the throne room apart with the force of his shout. YOUR WORLD’S MAGIC CALLED TO ME, ASKED ME TO COME TO FREE ITS PEOPLE FROM YOUR TYRANNY! EVEN AT MY LOWEST, IMPRISONED BY YOU, I STILL GAVE MY POWER TO THIS WORLD, IN THE HOPES THAT ITS PEOPLE WOULD RISE UP AND DEFEAT YOU. THEY FINALLY HAVE, AND NOW I SHALL TAKE ALL OF MY REMAINING POWER BACK. YOU SHALL FINALLY PAY FOR YOUR TRANSGRESSIONS!

And with that, the djinn opened a hand, and suddenly Shefin was fully human-sized again. “Uh-oh,” he whispered, realizing that maybe they should have found a more calming way to free the djinns.

“Please, listen to me!” shouted Lena, throwing herself between the fairy queens and the djinn, which was honestly the last place Shefin would have gone. “I know you suffered at the hands of the fairy queens in ways we can’t even imagine. You were the hero we needed, and so they couldn’t defeat you, not in a world running on story magic. So instead they rewrote you to be the villain, making us all believe you had to be evil. But you’re not the villain here, and never were. Don’t fall into their trap and become the villain now that you’re free. You don’t have to hurt anyone, especially when they’re helpless. Please, let them live, and maybe they can work to make up for what they’ve done?”

Several of the hovering fairy queens nodded along to Lena’s words, but Merriweather just grew even more enraged. “What we’ve done? You humans would still be living out your simple little stories if we hadn’t come along to rule this world and make it into something worthwhile. You don’t get to judge us, you foul little giant!”

With that, she turned on Lena and began to hum. Lena seemed to brace herself, but nothing happened, and she looked up at Merriweather in confusion.

The fairy queen acted just as confused, and began to hum a second song, then a third, but none of them worked. Shefin grinned, enjoying Merriweather’s humiliation even through all his pain.

YOU AND THE LILLIPUTIAN FREED US, Marid said to Lena, almost knocking her over with the force of his voice, but almost knocking Shefin out, considering how the djinn had given Lena equal credit for the rescue, after it’d been Shefin who’d broken the lamp open with his whole body. THEREFORE, I WILL GRANT YOU A BOON IN RETURN. CHOOSE, CHILD, AS THIS WILL BE THE LAST WISH ANY ON THIS WORLD SHALL MAKE. He pointed at the fairy queens. I WILL LET THEM LIVE… BUT JIN AND I WILL LEAVE THIS WORLD FOREVER, TAKING OUR MAGIC WITH US. YOU WILL NEVER RETURN TO WHO YOU WERE, NEVER BE ABLE TO EXPLORE THE POSSIBILITIES INSIDE YOU.

“But they’d be alive,” Lena whispered, looking back and forth between the fairy queens and the genie. “I know they’re horrible, awful people, but that’s how they were brought up. I can hate them for what they’ve done, while still hoping they might change.” She sighed. “And that’s the kind of possibility we all need to have.”

THEN I GRANT YOUR WISH, CHILD, Marid said, turning to the fairy queens. THIS GIANT HAS MORE GOODNESS IN HER LITTLE FINGER THAN THE LOT OF YOU HAVE IN YOUR ENTIRE BODIES, AND YOU OWE HER YOUR LIVES.

While the other fairy queens agreed to this, quietly murmuring their thanks to Lena, Merriweather’s face contorted with rage, and she growled dangerously. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I will not let this happen. I will not allow it! I won’t owe this giant anything!”

And then she flew straight at Lena, her hands stretched out like claws.

“Look out!” Shefin yelled, but it was already too late. Merriweather dove straight at Lena’s face with a shriek. But Lena just stared up at her with one eyebrow raised in disbelief, and slapped the tiny fairy away with the back of her hand.

“Oh, see, now we’re even, then,” Lena said as Merriweather went flying into an oddly cracked crystal wall, which she slid down to land on the floor in a daze. “Because I’m not going to lie—that felt so good.”

I SHALL NOT LEAVE YOU SUFFERING, LILLIPUTIAN, Marid continued, and suddenly all the pain in Shefin’s body disappeared. He quickly leapt to his feet and ran to Lena’s side—with a quick detour to kick Merriweather back into the wall just for fun. BUT I WILL NOT REMAIN ON YOUR WORLD FOR ANOTHER MOMENT LONGER. I WILL TAKE JIN AND MY MAGIC BACK TO OUR HOMEWORLD, AS YOU HAVE MADE YOUR CHOICE. YOU SHALL NEVER SEE US AGAIN, HUMANS. WE BID YOU FAREWELL.

“Wait, please!” Shefin shouted, suddenly a lot less happy about how this was going. “Don’t go without letting us say goodbye to Jin! He’s like my best friend!”

Lena seemed thrown by that, but quickly joined him. “Yes, Marid, can’t we just see him one last time?”

“I did free you from your prison, after all!” Shefin said, the idea of Jin just leaving making him far sadder than he’d have thought.

Marid turned to the Lilliputian, and his look made Shefin take a step back involuntarily. JIN ASKS THE SAME. BUT HE IS YOUNG AND DOESN’T UNDERSTAND HOW TREACHEROUS THIS WORLD CAN BE. I WILL NOT RISK IT. HE MUST RETURN TO OUR WORLD, WHERE HE WILL BE SAFE. GOODBYE, YOUNG ONES. PERHAPS YOUR EXAMPLE WILL LEAD YOUR PEOPLE TO A BETTER PLACE.

And with that, the djinn disappeared in a puff of dark smoke, leaving not a trace of himself—or his magic—behind.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Lena found herself staring off into the distance in the fairy homelands as the former fairies, now all returned to the humans they’d once been, worked their way through the assembled residents of the Cursed City, sending them back to the human world in small groups. Fortunately, their musical magic still worked, and now without the fairy queens blocking the way, it wasn’t difficult to travel between the two worlds.

As much as Lena couldn’t believe they’d won, she couldn’t help but feel like a failure, too. After all, it’d been her choice to save the fairy queens, at the cost of her and her people being able to become giants again, or any of the Cursed City residents returning to their forms either. From now on, there’d be no more talking eggs or chickens or horses, no more wolves changing into humans, no more sun giant (though she hoped his Lilliputian technology would still keep him safe from the fireball).

“It’s not the end of the world, my love,” Lena’s mother said to her, hugging her tightly from the side. “We might not be giants anymore, but at least we’re all safe, and no one will be purified or eternally punished ever again.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m still a giant,” her father said from Lena’s other side. “Who needs to be tall? You’ve been showing us how it’s done all these years, Lena. Doesn’t matter how you feel on the outside. It’s about—OOF!”

Lena cut him off with a hug so tight that he groaned, and when she pulled away, she saw that she’d left some tears on his tunic. “Thank you,” she said to him, smiling just a bit. “I appreciate that more than you know. But I think I should go talk to Gwentell before we go. I want to make sure they’re never going to let this happen again.”

As she turned, her father patted her on the shoulder, and she almost broke down crying. But it wouldn’t do to sob like that in front of everyone, not after everything they’d all been through. This was a time for… for celebrating. It had to be.

She found Gwentell away from the crowds of people, speaking quietly to Jack and May. May smiled and waved as she came up, then hugged Lena almost as tightly as Lena had hugged her father, and Lena groaned just as he had, though more due to her injuries from the fight against the fairy queens.

“Oh, sorry!” May said quickly, looking appalled. “I forgot!”

“I did too,” Gwentell said, and hummed quietly. As her song ended, Lena’s pain all but disappeared, taking with it the bruises and other injuries her queens had bestowed. “I should have done that earlier. I’m sorry, Lena.”

Lena just shrugged. “It’s fine. But we need to talk about what you’re going to do with the fairy queens and the Story Books.”

Gwentell’s face fell, and she nodded, turning away. “The Story Books will be destroyed,” she said quietly. “Along with The Tales of All Things. It’s well past time that your people got to experience story magic for themselves, without the fairy queens’ control. As for the queens…” She sighed. “We’re still figuring that part out. The other former fairies have asked me to lead in the queens’ place for the time being, and I’ve agreed to that. I’m not sure if all the queens had their magic taken from them, or if it was Merriweather alone, so we’ll keep a close eye on them. If any can still sing a spell, we’ll put them to use trying to repair the damage they’ve caused over the centuries, starting with the giant village…”

And then she trailed off, realizing what she’d just said.

“Yeah, that’d be great, but who could live there?” Lena said, forcing a smile, only to give up, as she couldn’t stop it from trembling. “As for the Story Books, I’d say give them to the sun gia… to the sun carrier. He’s not going to be big enough to see over the chariot anymore, and he could probably use some entertainment on his daily trips.”

“I’ll also see if he’d like to quit, or at least take a vacation,” Gwentell said. “I’m sure the fairy queens could handle the fireball themselves for a few thousand years.”

“If you’ve got any Story Books about giants, maybe… maybe send them on to us?” Lena said, her heart aching. “Couldn’t hurt to show people what they used to… what they once were.” She bit her lip to try to hold herself together, but it wasn’t easy.

“You saved us all, Lena,” Jack told her, and his comforting expression almost pushed Lena over the edge. “You and Shefin. We all owe you so much. I might even apologize to Shefin, that’s how thankful I am!”

“I would think so!” Shefin said, walking up to them holding a purring Rufus. Lena rolled her eyes, not sure how those two of all people had become friends. “I mean, I did almost sacrifice my life to save everyone!” He shrugged. “Some might call me, I don’t know, a hero for that.”

May laughed. “Not just some, Shefin. Everyone. Please, accept our most gracious gratitude for your daring heroics.” She and then Jack bowed low, followed by Gwentell, if a bit more reluctantly.

Shefin’s eyes widened, and he looked away, wiping a hand over his face as he handed Rufus to Lena with his other hand. “Yes, well,” he said, his voice full of emotion, “that’s kind of you to say. But we heroes don’t do it for the praise or recognition.”

“Just the money,” Jack said, and held out his hand to Gwentell as if asking for his own payment. The former fairy swatted it away, and the two began arguing again as May rolled her eyes.

Lena waved silently at the woman, who waved back. Then Lena, Shefin, and Rufus left the group to go get in line for their own trip back to the human world. As they walked over to the nearest group of fairies, Shefin sniffed loudly, his face glistening with tears. “I know we won and all, beating the fairy queens,” he said quietly. “But why does it feel like we lost?”

Lena wasn’t sure she could respond without crying herself. Not only had they lost the magic that had made them who they were but they’d also lost Jin, without even getting to say goodbye.

“Sometimes stories just don’t end happily, I guess,” she said.

“Then you should change your book’s title,” Shefin pointed out, and she smiled in spite of herself, feeling the weight of the book bounce against her back inside the bag she’d retrieved from May.

She supposed she could get rid of it now, given that the story was over. But part of her resisted the idea, after everything that had happened, since this was the only record of her last day as a giant. Besides, destroying a book just felt wrong, even if she agreed with Gwentell about the need to get rid of The Tales of All Things. Stories were too important to just throw them away like that, especially for helping to understand why people—and fairies—were the way they were.

“Lena, Shefin!” Thomas called as they got in line for transport. He waved as he ran over to them from a different group. His short human height still took some getting used to for Lena, after seeing him at Lilliputian height for so many months, but she figured it would feel normal again soon enough.

“Sir Thomas,” Shefin said, cringing. “I have to apologize—”

“No need, Your Imperial Highness,” the knight said, then bowed low as Shefin stared at him in surprise. “Oh, did I not tell you? The fairies freed the emperor once their queens fell. He’s fine but has stepped down from the throne, wanting nothing more to do with any of this.”

Shefin’s eyes widened as Lena glanced between them in surprise. “The fairy queens had your emperor?” she asked. “When did that happen?”

“The Golden King claimed to have captured him, which forced us to work for him before he was able to control us with shadow magic,” Thomas said, then cringed. “Sorry, chaos magic. Need to get used to that still. But it won’t surprise you to learn that the Golden King lied. The emperor apparently fled to the fairy homelands, and they took him in, only to turn him human and purify him months before any of the rest of us.”

“Can we get back to the important part?” Shefin said, his eyes now glowing with excitement. “I’m the emperor? With the adoring crowds and power to rule with an iron fist and all?”

Thomas nodded. “You do have that power, yes, Your Imperial Highness. Is that how you intend to use it?”

Shefin clenched his fist in the air for a moment, then sighed and shook his head. “I suppose I should try to be compassionate and understanding instead of a tyrant,” he said sadly, then cursed under his breath. “Thanks a lot, fairy queens. You ruined it for the rest of us!”

Thomas laughed, and they caught up for a few more minutes before the Last Knight offered to take Shefin with him back to Lilliput. Lena hugged Thomas first, then Shefin, who hugged her tightly back. “Don’t be evil, okay?” she whispered to Shefin. “We’re not true loves, but I still worry about you.”

Shefin’s face wrinkled as he tried and failed to fight back tears. “Yeah, well, I worry about you too,” he growled, then tightened his grip. “But don’t worry, I’ll come visit after my coronation. Oh, after the parades too. And the parties, and after-parties, and—”

Thomas led him away as Shefin continued counting down all the celebrations on his fingers. Lena felt her heart ache as she watched them go, but Rufus purred in her arms, and she kissed him on the head in thanks. The cat purred even more loudly in response, and she smiled. “I’m not sure magical hats work anymore, little man,” she told him. “But you’re still pretty good at communicating when you want to.”

“Of course I am, my dear Lena,” he said. “But perchance will we have a moment to partake of treats upon our return? It has been far too long!”

She almost dropped him. “What did you just say?” she said, holding him up in shock.

But whatever he said next was drowned out by someone screaming in surprise… and joy. Everyone turned to stare as one of the giant children Lena had never met rapidly grew from human to giant size, shouting triumphantly as he did.

And he wasn’t the only one. As Lena looked all around her in wonder, the residents of the Cursed City, the former giants, and all her friends and family were changing back to their true forms, just as they’d been before the fairy queens had locked away the djinn’s magic. Humpty was back as an egg, whooping loudly as he ran around, only to trip and crack himself. Dr. Horse sighed nearby, then trotted over to him still wearing the Helmet of Wisdom, which probably helped him avoid running into Lil, who was running in circles, clucking with pure joy.

“Lena!” someone shouted from far above, and she turned to find her parents growing as well, both of them openly weeping. “I told you!” her father said. “We really were still giants, just like you always—”

But whatever he said next was lost as the fairy homelands around her shimmered away, replaced by a strange sort of nothingness, as if she were floating in the night sky devoid of stars.

What was going on? Could this be another vision? If so, whose story was this, then? Her father’s, maybe? Or Thomas’s? Maybe even—

“Hey, Lena,” said a voice she hadn’t heard in months.

Lena slowly turned around, not able to believe her ears. There stood a boy genie, grinning almost too widely for his face.

“Jin?” she whispered. She leapt straight at him for a hug, only to pass right through him. “No! You’re not really here? Don’t tell me this is just a vision!”

“Unfortunately, that’s exactly what this is,” he said, his smile turning a bit sad. “There won’t be any other way to talk to you, not after I send all my magic back to your world.”

Wait, what? “That was you?” she said, her mouth dropping open. “You gave us your magic? But that’s… that’s who you are! You’re literally made of magic! You can’t just give it all to us!”

“Eh, it’ll grow back,” he said, then paused, considering this. “At least I hope it will. I don’t know how I can know everything in the universe and not know that, but whatever. It’s the least I could do after you and Shefin saved us.” He winced. “Sorry about Marid, by the way. He’s feeling a bit protective for obvious reasons, but I really hated that we didn’t get to say goodbye.”

“But what will you do with no magic? Will you still… exist?” she asked, still not sure how to take this. She couldn’t imagine how horrible it’d be if Jin took his magic back now, but on the other hand, she wasn’t going to let him suffer for their sake either.

“Oh, I’ll give myself a physical form before I send it on,” he said, waving away her concerns. “I haven’t quite done it yet, as I’m speaking to you in the past, and will tweak a bit of story magic so you’ll see me doing it. I hope it works!”

She smiled, tears falling freely now. “It did, we got it, and I can’t begin to thank you enough.”

The omniscient and omnipotent djinn blushed. “Stop, it’s fine,” he said, waving his hand. “I’m just glad I got to say goodbye and know you’ll hear it. I can’t see you there in the future, but the omniscience confirmed that you’ll get the message, and what you’ll say in response.”

She blinked back tears, not knowing what to say. There were so many things she wanted to tell him, but if she started, she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to say goodbye, especially knowing it was permanent. Instead she went with the one thing she knew he’d enjoy talking about. “So a new physical form, huh?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “Any ideas?”

He grinned, even as the nothingness around them began to shimmer again. “Oh, I don’t know, probably something new. I just think it’s time for a little change, don’t you?”

And then he was gone, and Lena found herself back in the fairy homelands, her face soaked with tears.




CHAPTER 39

You’re going to love Lena,” Emperor Shefin said as his floating chariot, a Lilliputian-sized version of the one the sun giant used, floated at the head of a long train of flying carriages. He squinted forward, trying to make out the gates to the Cursed City through the trees. “We should be arriving any minute now.”

“I can’t wait to meet her finally!” Swiff said, a boy Shefin’s age who he’d met months ago during his coronation. Shefin had instantly taken to the other Lilliputian, and the two had been inseparable ever since, especially after Shefin had realized they didn’t have to be apart if he named Swiff as one of his advisors. “Her and the others you’ve told me about, like that Jill Cloud of Hate woman, Sir Thomas, the Humphrey egg, all of them.”

“You’ll love them,” Shefin assured him, then frowned. “Well, some of them. One of them at least. Just don’t breathe in around her cat.”

Swiff wrinkled his nose. “Tell me about it. What makes those things so smelly?”

“Don’t ask Rufus, or he’ll never shut up about his grooming habits,” Shefin warned him, and Swiff laughed.

They reached the gates a few moments later, and were waved in by the nutcracker guards, who didn’t even need to open the doors, as the floating carriages simply rose up and over the walls instead.

Shefin wasn’t exactly sure what to expect after being gone for a few months, but the vibrant, chaotic city spreading out before him far surpassed anything he could have imagined. Instead of a new, pristine town like the fairy queens had built, the Cursed City was now back to being a beautiful jumble of building styles, shapes, and colors, all built to each resident’s own taste by the former fairies. Even the fairy queens had helped, though without using any magic, something that Shefin knew Gwentell had taken great delight in making happen.

“Shefin!” someone shouted, then immediately sighed. “Sorry, I messed that up. I meant to say, ‘Greetings, Your Imperial Highness!’ ”

Shefin looked down with a grin to find Lena waving up at him, Rufus at her side. Her cat was back to his former giant size, towering over her even while sitting on his hind legs.

The chariot descended gracefully, as Shefin wouldn’t allow anything else, until they hovered at Lena’s eye level. She stuck a hand up to him, and he hugged it closely, just so happy to see her again.

As he pulled away, Rufus blinked at him, a cat sign of affection, which made him roll his eyes. But he blinked back anyway before noticing that Swiff had ducked down behind the chariot’s side, looking anxious. He was probably terrified of the enormous cat, which made sense: too many Lilliputians had close calls with regular-sized animals, let alone giant ones. Shefin mercifully decided to skip introductions for the moment, and turned back to Lena with a grin.

“You grace us with your visit, Your Emperorship,” Lena said with a smile. “And you’re just in time for our storytelling festival!”

“Your what?” Shefin asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s just a little something I put together,” Lena said with a shrug, though he could tell she was clearly proud of it. “We’ve got so many different kinds of people living together here that I thought it would help to share our stories with one another. Strictly voluntary, of course. I’ve gotten pretty good at using story magic, so I can show everyone whatever story the storyteller is telling!”

“So you’re not doing any rewriting, then,” Shefin said, and Lena snorted.

“This is our third festival so far, and it’s been so wonderful,” she said, multiple emotions playing over her face at once. She took a deep breath to calm herself, then glanced away for a moment. “You’re not going to believe this, but I’ve even found some giants who were born just like me, at human size. Their parents had Creel fix them, but three of them decided to go back to this size, as they were meant to be.” She swallowed hard, clearly emotional about this. “Once we got the Cauldron of Truth back into one piece, it transformed them all back to their true selves. So I’m not… I’m not the only… It isn’t just me now…”

Shefin jumped in before she lost control completely. “Lena, that’s fantastic!” he shouted, and leapt off the chariot to land on her shoulder, and hugged her neck.

She nodded, wiping her eyes with the back of her arm before noticing they weren’t alone. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had someone with you,” she said as Shefin glanced back to find Swiff peeking his head above the chariot’s side.

“Oh, uh, hey there,” Swiff said, waving his tiny hand. “I’m a Lilliputian too. See how tiny I am? Because I’m, you know, Lilliputian.”

“This is Swiff,” Shefin said, not bothering to hide his affection. He leaned in close to Lena’s ear and whispered, “I hate to make you jealous, but I think he and I are a lot closer to being true loves than you and I ever were.”

She laughed. “I think I’ll live somehow,” she whispered back, then raised her hand back up to the carriage for Swiff to shake her pinkie finger. “Nice to meet—” she started to say, only to freeze as the Lilliputian made contact with her finger. Her eyes widened, and she stared at Swiff in surprise. “You?!”

“Nice to meet you too, Lena,” Swiff said, giving her a slow smile. “Shefin’s told me so much about you, I feel like I was along on all your adventures too, especially the first two.”

“Yeah, imagine that,” she said, still looking at him suspiciously, though she seemed even happier now than when they’d arrived. “So, uh, how long have you known Shefin, then?”

“Just a few months now,” Swiff said, still smiling. “We’d never met before, as I’d lived on the other side of Lilliput. But for some reason, I decided it was time for a little change, and ended up meeting him during the coronation.”

Her mouth dropped open, and she shook her head as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I suppose we all can use a—what did you call it?—a little change sometimes,” she said, and Swiff’s smile widened.

“All right, the emperor is tired from his journey and wants to share his story first at this festival!” Shefin declared, clapping his hands. “I’m sure the people will delight in hearing about his heroics!”

“I always do,” Swiff said, even as Lena glared at the boy with a combination of annoyance and joy that almost made Shefin jealous. She leaned back in toward the chariot so Shefin could leap back in, then straightened up as Swiff continued. “My favorite part is how you almost sacrificed your life to save those poor djinn! You truly are a hero, Your Imperial Highness.”

“I truly am,” Shefin said, but he laughed as he said it, and turned back to Lena. “Lead on, storyteller! We’ll need the very best of seats for the festival, after all.”

“And treats!” Rufus added, licking his lips before he sighed. “How can anyone enjoy a story if there are no treats involved?!”

“So true, little man,” Lena said, rubbing his head. “Though, if all you need are treats to be happy, then don’t worry. I’ll make sure you live happily ever after.”

“Happily ever after?” Swiff whispered to Shefin as Lena and Rufus turned to lead them toward the festival. “Who even says that? It felt so forced!”

“Thank you!” Shefin said, happy to not be the only one thinking it. “It’s so clichéd! I blamed Gwentell for it before, since she’d been writing Lena’s story, but now? Maybe some hack got ahold of her Story Book and has been making her say ridiculous things.” He sighed. “Anyway, I know we came to warn Lena about the invasion from that horror dimension with fear magic that May told us about, but let’s do the story festival first. It could be fun, and I can’t wait to hear your story!”

Swiff’s eyes widened, and he coughed suddenly. “Um, that’s okay, I’m boring, Your Emperorship. Let’s save me for the next festival. I’m much more interested in hearing about how you saved the world again, honestly!”

Shefin’s heart just about burst, and he was tempted to kiss Swiff right then and there. But as emperor, there were dignities to uphold, and—

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Swiff said, then leaned in and kissed him as music swelled and fireworks exploded all around them, at least in Shefin’s head. For all he knew, the kiss lasted either a few seconds or an entire lifetime, because by the time Swiff pulled away and the music faded, Shefin could only stare at the other boy in a daze, grinning without a thought in his entire head.

“Not bad, huh?” Swiff said proudly. “That was my first kiss, so you’re welcome!”

“I’m welcome, yes!” Shefin said, not able to stop smiling for some reason.

“Now let’s go tell everyone how big a hero you are,” Swiff said, linking their arms as the chariot pulled off to follow Lena and Rufus, and suddenly that whole happily-ever-after thing seemed a lot less hack.
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