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		To Z.T.T.

		Even when you’re most wolfish—

		I love you.
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		Wolf

		

		There is a woman, just outside the dragon lands, waiting for a large black dragon with dangerous spikes running all up and down his back and eyes that glow ruby red when he is calm, which is not often, and blaze like the hottest fire when he is anything else. This woman is called Cora, and her loose hair falls like a bright red drape against the afternoon sky.

		Why is it that she has come here to the dwelling of a dragon? That seems to be the question foremost in both the mind of Captain Sir Greyson, whom she left quite literally stuck in place on the village streets of Fairendale, and the black dragon who has not only sensed her presence but has now seen her.

		

		Blindell watches her closely. If she crosses over the boundary line, he will move. He will act without even consulting the Elders. He will show her that the dragons do not take kindly to intrusions. He will do what the other dragons of Morad have been unable to do. He will exact revenge.

		The woman, however, remains on the other side of the boundary line. Her dress, which is black and gold, flaps in the wind, showing legs clad in the same kind of material as her dress. But this material covering her legs is different in one respect: it hugs her limbs closer, like a man’s breeches. This captures the curiosity of the dragon. He has never seen a woman dressed so.

		

		The woman raises her arms, and in her left hand is a staff. Blindell flinches slightly. She is a sorceress. What is it she intends to do? The fire begins to burn inside his throat.

		She holds the position for quite some time, arms raised to the sky, staff lifted, head back. She becomes a statue of some sort, and this is what draws him closer to her. He is more curious than anything else, and because he has not felt the pull of curiosity in many days, and also because he is a very young dragon, which is to say he is still impulsive rather than self-controlled, he walks her way with awkward and twisting steps. He does not cross the boundary line either.

		Blindell brings his head level with the woman’s. She does not appear to notice him at all, for she has not moved.

		

		“What are you doing here, human?” Blindell says in a low and menacing growl.

		The woman opens her eyes. They are green, glowing slightly as a ray of sun breaks free from the clouds obscuring it and collides with them.

		“I come seeking you,” she says.

		“And why would you seek me?” Blindell says. His voice has risen slightly. He is quite perturbed at the nerve of this woman. He had intended to frighten her away, but she does not appear the least bit afraid.

		The woman holds a finger to her lips. “We must be quiet,” she says. She tilts her head. “We cannot let the others know I have come.”

		“But you are standing out in the open,” Blindell says. He looks behind him, at the dragons lounging on the dirt and sand of Morad. It is quite odd that no one has moved his way. Did they not see the woman arrive as he did? Blindell turns back to the woman. “You can be clearly seen.”

		“Ah,” the woman says with a smile. “That is not entirely true. You see, I am invisible to all the others. They have no idea I am here.”

		“You are a sorceress,” he says.

		She holds up her staff. “I have a staff,” she says. “And a simple spell of concealment is not so very hard to weave.”

		“But you are not invisible to me,” Blindell says.

		“No,” the woman says. “I am not.” Her eyes probe into him, and he feels the sudden urge to turn and flee, though it is quite preposterous. She is a woman. He is a dragon. He draws himself up to his full height, but she only stares up at him. She does not cower as he expects her to do.

		“Who are you?” Blindell says.

		“I am called Cora,” she says. “And you, I believe, are Blindell.”

		Blindell’s neck constricts and his eyes draw even with Cora’s again. “How is it you know me but I do not know you?”

		“I have my ways,” Cora says. And then she reaches out and touches him on the nose. He could bite her hand off if he so wished, but the touch has shocked him in such a way that steals his speech for a moment.

		

		“You must not let them know I was here,” Cora says. “I must have your word before I can tell you why I have come.”

		And, unbelievably, he nods.

		“I believe we might be able to help one another,” Cora says. The shock of her touch continues to thrum through him. He has been told, as every young dragon is told, what it feels like when a dragon finds his one and only rider, if it lies within his destiny to find one. He knows the shock, the immediate and overwhelming love, the warmth that will fill the breast of a dragon in a way that fire never could. He has found his rider, and he is none too happy about this.

		“I do not help Humans,” he says, his anger causing sparks to fly from his mouth.

		Cora tilts her head. Her hand remains on his nose. He could snap it off. Why does he not snap it off? He tries. Several times, but his mouth will not work in the way he bids it.

		

		Blindell has forgotten one very important detail about dragons and riders. Dragons, you see, are unable to harm their riders. In fact, they must protect them with their lives. They are bound to one another forever. This is why when Blindell tells his mouth to snap at Cora, it does not obey.

		So, instead, he makes his eyes fiery. They glow into hers. Still she does not cower, and this only increases his anger.

		“What is it you think you could do for me?” Blindell says, but even his voice has betrayed him. It does not hold an ounce of the viciousness he intends. “You are a Human. I am a dragon.” Even the derision is gone. Blindell balls up some fire in his mouth and tries to unleash it on the woman, but it comes out as a smoke ring, arranged into a dragon, which looks like him, carrying its rider, which looks like her. He attempts a roar, but it comes out sounding like a mew. He attempts a mighty swing of his tail, but it smacks against his own cheek. He attempts to run, but his legs have become trees planted and rooted firmly to this ground.

		The woman laughs, which infuriates him further.

		“You cannot escape from your rider,” she says. “We are bound to one another. We are one and the same.”

		“We are not,” Blindell says.

		“You have nothing to fear,” she says. “We have the same mind.”

		“I do not want you here,” Blindell says. “Go.”

		“A mission for you, a mission for me,” Cora says. She tilts her head. “And in the end we both get what we want.”

		“You do not know what I want,” Blindell says.

		Cora shakes her head. “Have you not heard me, dragon?” Her voice hardens around him. “We are of the same mind. I know what lives in the darkest part of your heart.” She strokes his cheek now, and there is nothing he can do to avoid her touch. “For I know what is in mine. We are not so different, you and I.”

		“Go away,” he says, and he tries to mean it with all his crooked heart. But, as we have established elsewhere in our Fairendale chronicles, love—even the kind that shows up so unexpectedly—is a powerful thing.

		“I shall not,” Cora says. “I shall never leave you. Of that you can be certain.”

		“Go away!” Blindell says again, and this time the roar works. But it does not sound ferocious at all. It sounds mournful.

		

		It accomplishes what he wants, however, for Cora drops her hand and backs away. She stares at him for a time. “You should consider what I propose,” she says at last. “And do not let the others know I have come or that you have found your rider.”

		“I have no need of a rider,” Blindell says. “I have no need of you.” A rider makes a dragon weak. This is what Blindell has believed for his entire short—for a dragon, of course—life.

		“Loss has a way of twisting our vision,” Cora says. “I understand that better than anyone. I ask you only to think about what we might do. Together.”

		She backs away. He watches her. She stops several feet from him. She could not, now, reach out her hands and touch him. He feels safer. More like himself.

		“I have no need of a rider, you see,” Cora says. “I already know how to fly.”

		And before his very eyes, the woman flashes into a blackbird, the staff retracting into a ring on her talon. “I shall return,” the blackbird says, in the same voice as the woman.

		Blindell blinks his traitorous eyes. Surely he is dreaming. Surely he has conjured this entire circumstance in his very own disturbed mind. And this is easier and more enjoyable for him to consider than any other possibility.

		

		Blindell trudges back to the dusty ground of Morad and curls up near the other dragons but far enough away so they do not sense his agitation.

		He does not want anyone to know what he has seen—or imagined, he hopes.
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		During her first days nursing her daughter, Hazel, who has still not woken from her long and deep slumber, Maude found herself consumed with the fear that the Enchantress would return and feel murderously angry at her intrusion. Maude is supposed to be in the shoe-shaped house, not here in the house of the Enchantress. She briefly considered transporting Hazel there, but when she pondered crossing the clearing—even the short distance that lies between the shoe-shaped house and the smaller one of the Enchantress—she felt such a deep and abiding sense of dread and fear that she could not talk herself into it. She is not a coward, by any means. She attributes the fear to her inner knowing. Perhaps she can sense a danger that is not imagined but real, and perhaps the Enchantress will understand this. And so she remains.

		As the days wear on, Maude begins to think that the Enchantress does not plan to return at all. This is quite puzzling. The Enchantress was supposed to meet Maude and the innocent children of Fairendale in front of the shoe-shaped house so that she could transport them to their individual, separated places of safety. Maude does not know entirely what that was supposed to look like, but as far as she could tell, the Enchantress never showed up. The children, however, did disappear, so perhaps the deed was done as it had been planned. Perhaps the Enchantress had not intended to be seen at all and had only intended to weave her spell around the children and be done with it. But why had she not returned by now? Why had she left Hazel alone? This is something Maude cannot reconcile, after all their plans for escape and safety.

		

		Maude thinks about the children often. Are they safe? Have they found suitable hiding places? Are they eating?

		She brushes Hazel’s dark brown hair from her face. At times, Hazel’s skin burns fiery with fever. And other times, like today, she shivers in her bed. Maude pulls the blue blanket closer to Hazel’s chin. What she would give to see her daughter’s eyes, the same rich, deep color as this blanket, open and fasten on her.

		

		On the longest of days, Maude wishes she had some sort of news, some way to know what was happening in the realm. Has there been news of Arthur, her husband, whom she left in the dragon lands of Morad, surrounded by dragons she did not know existed? Did the dragons attack the castle? Has the king given up his search for the innocent children of Fairendale? Has Theo, her son, returned?

		Maude has never been all that good at waiting. But wait she must. She sighs and stands. Perhaps she can amuse herself by peering into the Forbidden Room of the Enchantress. It is not really called the Forbidden Room. This is merely what Maude has named it.

		She cannot say why she has avoided this room up until now. She is not even entirely sure it is the room of the Enchantress. It could be Hazel’s room. At any rate, she has never opened its closed door. Perhaps it is because she feared the return of the Enchantress, and she did not want to further anger her with her nosiness (after all, the door must have been closed for a reason). More likely it is because she feared leaving the side of her daughter for even a moment, lest Hazel wake and Maude not be there to take her hand. But the length of days that have stretched into a week, slightly more, has assured Maude that if she steps away for a moment or two, Hazel’s state will not change. And even if it does—if the girl should wake and cry out—it is a small house. Maude would hear her, as she could always hear one of the cries of her children.

		Her thoughts, as she rises, move to her son, Hazel’s twin. Her heart clenches. Where is Theo? Is he alive?

		And Arthur, her beloved—where is he? Is he dead?

		Maude sniffs. She wipes at her eyes. She stands before the door that leads into the bedchambers of the Enchantress. She pauses, listening, as though expecting something. She pulls back from the door. She is being silly. Nothing is in the room. She opens the door to prove it.

		Maude draws in a sharp breath. The room is astonishing, not because of something hiding within it or the shape of its grandeur—it is much too messy to see what grandeur may exist here—but because of its, well, explosion. That is the only word Maude can come up with to describe it. It looks as though one held a pile of clothes in one’s hand, and the pile simply detonated all over the floor. It gives Maude such a keen sense of panic that she must turn away for a moment, to assure herself that she is perfectly fine and safe. She will not die walking into this atrocious room.

		

		Maude has never liked mess.

		She smiles to herself and turns back to the room. Well, this will give her something to do. She will clean it.

		

		And she does. She picks up every elegant dress and hangs it in a wooden wardrobe sitting in the corner of the room. She makes up the bed, straightening its satin green coverlet and untangling its golden fringes. She fluffs the deep green pillows and picks up a silver hairbrush from the ground. That anyone as elegantly beautiful as the Enchantress could live in a room such as this one is completely inexplicable to her. Who was the Enchantress’s mother?

		

		Maude smiles to herself again. Hazel would laugh to hear Maude’s thoughts spoken aloud.

		When she is finished tidying the room, Maude turns in circles around it. Practically everything within it is green. The green bedcovers, the green curtains, the green padded chair sitting in front of a dresser. Only the wardrobe and the dresser defy the green law of existence—they are dark brown. Maude studies her reflection in the mirror. It is strange to see herself. Her hair has turned almost all the way silver. Her face is pale and her form is much thinner than it was before fleeing the village of Fairendale.

		

		She stands there, gazing into the mirror, lost in thought. She wonders how drastically they will all be changed before this is over.

		Will it ever be over? It must. All things end, at one time or another.

		Maude’s wondering carries her out to the front porch. There is a rocking chair placed in the corner. It rocks slightly, moved by a gentle wind. She sits in it and listens to its creak. The light breeze on her face is comforting. The flowers lend a sweet and earthy scent to the spot. She watches the trees. And as she watches them, she thinks that she sees them moving. She leans forward in the chair, its squeal startling her this time.

		

		It is only her imagination. This is what she tells herself.

		She turns her gaze toward the spot where she knows the shoe-shaped house sits. She cannot see it from here. Perhaps it no longer exists.

		

		There. Something shifts in the trees again. Maude squints. It is a shape shrouded in black. It moves forward as though it glides on feet that do not touch the ground. An icy fear leaps into Maude’s throat, and it pulls her violently to her feet and flings her into the house and slams shut the door. The lock turns of its own accord. She bends and heaves, sobbing into her hands. And then she thinks of her daughter. She flies to Hazel’s room, but, thankfully, Hazel is still there, still asleep, still caught halfway between life and death. Maude sits at her side and begins to talk. To herself? To her daughter? It is unclear.

		Perhaps she is going mad. It is nearly impossible to ascertain at this point in time.
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		If Maude had not fled into the house of the Enchantress and, instead, stared toward the place where she saw shadows shifting, she would have seen that those shadows were not creatures of the forest or even creatures of the living. She would have seen that they were the Black Eyed Beings that form the undead army of the Grim Reaper, though she knows nothing of the sort exists. Not many do. They assume, erroneously, that Death is a simple matter, something that happens to all when the days that have been allotted them are used up.

		Nothing is ever simple.

		The Grim Reaper has come to visit today with his army, because he is eagerly awaiting Hazel’s last breath. He can see the smoke of his magic curling over the house of the Enchantress, congregating near the window he knows looks in on the room where Hazel lies.

		

		He is here because she is powerful. He is here because she is caught somewhere between life and death, and he would like to draw her closer to death.

		

		In fact, he would like to take her mother as well, and her father and her twin brother. They are the missing pieces. They would provide him with the strength he so desires. They would give him life in death. They would give him eternal and insurmountable power.

		If you have never seen pictures of the Grim Reaper—and even if you have—I must regretfully admit to you that he is the most fearsome creature you might ever look upon—with the exception of a few creatures that resemble giant spiders, which we shall meet later in our tale. But that is a personal opinion, dear reader, for not all fear spiders as I do. But I can say, without hesitation, that all fear the Grim Reaper.

		If you will allow me a slight diversion, I would like to describe his new and more tangible appearance. Because he has gathered so many in his army—which is a measure of his power—he has become quite concrete, rather than an abstract representation of Death. He looks, if you can imagine, like a nightmare walking. His eyes resemble those of the Black Eyed Beings—large, bottomless, black. If one stared into these eyes for more than a moment, one would risk falling directly into the realm of Death. The Grim Reaper wears a robe of black, with a hood that conceals his bony white face. His chin is sharp and chiseled, as though carved from stone. His right hand—it is, of course, more bone than flesh—holds a scythe, which he uses to gather the souls of his army as they are dying. In his left hand is a rapier that is as black as his robes.

		A rapier, you might be thinking? Whatever could he want with a rapier?

		Unfortunately, the rapier is a very bad sign. It means that the Grim Reaper has now been granted authority, because of his increased army and, hence, increased power, to take life where it does not belong to him.

		Fortunately, magic can prevent this breach of authority. And the house of the Enchantress is wrapped in a strong and sturdy magic. So the tendril that he sends toward the window beside which Maude is sitting reaches a certain point and then is smacked back toward the Grim Reaper and his army, a twisting ball of gray smoke that knocks down two of his Black Eyed Beings, who do not rise again.

		It has been quite some time since the Grim Reaper practiced his magic. He is rusty, to say the least.

		He flexes his fingers. He tilts his head. He stares at the house. And then he lifts his scythe to the sky and, without saying a word, vanishes into thin air, a spot of white mist marking his exit. His army, with the exception of the two fallen Black Eyed Beings, vanishes along with him.

		He will wait. He will wait as long as it takes.

		For Death always comes, eventually.
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		Jasper, one of the lost twelve-year-old children of Fairendale, has traveled through dragon lands and the Weeping Woods and, most recently, another section of snow-covered forest that is unrecognizable to him. Now he stands in the middle of a white clearing, thinking to himself about everything that has occurred.

		

		For one, he is no longer a boy. He is a wolf—a large, gray, frightening wolf to any who would look upon him—even if they did look closely enough to see the startling humanness of his light brown eyes touched with golden flecks. Perhaps this is precisely what makes him even more frightening—half wolf, half boy. He was certainly frightened the day he came upon some water and saw within it flashing eyes, a pointed snout, and dagger-like teeth. He was frightened until he realized he was looking at his own reflection.

		For two, the ground on which he stands is covered in a thin layer of white snow. He is not cold, for, as we have established, he wears a coat of thick gray fur. This fur is quite efficient at battling the cold, and even his paws are conditioned enough to withstand the freezing temperature of snowflakes crumbling beneath his steps. He does not know this land, only that it is not his homeland of Fairendale. Or so he hopes. It has never snowed in Fairendale. Snow would mean that something was terribly wrong. And there is already enough wrong with Fairendale. It is why he is here, a boy in a wolf’s body.

		The first day he discovered himself to be a wolf and not a boy, he was shocked into howling. The howling, of course, startled him as well. Even though he was a wolf, he had not expected his human voice to fail him. He had not expected to be unable to talk. Not that talking is all that important for the time being. There is no one in these woods to talk to, but the ability to talk might be useful if anyone ever comes through here.

		Jasper has moved about quite a lot in the days since he woke from a deep and heavy sleep to find himself in these snowy woods. He has discovered nourishment in the way of white hares. These are his favorite to capture and feast upon, for they give quite an entertaining chase. But he does not kill lightly. As a wolf, Jasper has discovered that he knows, intuitively, three very important principles:

		One never kills another animal unnecessarily.

		Before killing another animal, one must always look into the eyes of one’s prey and thank them for their life and nourishment.

		One must stay away from other wolves.

		Jasper is a large wolf by normal standards, but the first time he tried to approach a wolf pack, he discovered that they are very territorial. He nearly had a leg bitten off as he fled from the pack and wandered deeper into the woods.

		It is not so very awful being alone. Jasper was always a loner of sorts. He had friends in the village of Fairendale, but he always preferred keeping to himself, thinking, imagining. He has plenty of time to do that now.

		His thoughts often stray to his father, who was the butcher in Fairendale, and his mother, who swept their cottage three times a day because she could not abide a speck of dust anywhere. His brother, Leo, would help his father in the butcher shop so that Jasper could dream. How he misses them. What would his father say if he saw Jasper now? Jasper, who can rip into the flesh of his prey as his father’s cleaver once did.

		Jasper shudders, his long, lean muscles quivering. He would not want his mother and father and brother to see him now. And what of Maude and the other children? Were they all transformed into beasts as well? Perhaps it is a good thing. Perhaps it will enable them to hide better. No one would suspect that he is a child living in the body of a wolf. Perhaps that means he is safer than he might have been otherwise. This is some consolation.

		But then his heart flutters, and he thinks of the white hares he has killed and eaten. What if one or all of them were the lost children of Fairendale? Would he have known?

		He cannot think of such things. He must move on. He looks behind him. His footsteps form a long curving line. He does not know in what direction he wanders, but he continues forward nevertheless.

		In the first few days of his transformation, Jasper hoped desperately that the wolf skin was temporary. He had read about shape shifters somewhere, but he knows nothing of magic, which means that if he is, in fact, a shape shifter, he would have no inkling how to shift shapes. So he wears the wolf skin, and he prowls the forest.

		His scent tells him, now, that people are nearby. He must have wandered closer to a village. Is it Fairendale? He wonders if he should show himself. But what would the people do? They would likely fear him, as most people fear wild creatures. This saddens him. He is not wild. How many of the wild creatures are like him? How many are not wild at all?

		Jasper comes upon another body of water, and his reflection startles him again. He is such a very large beast. Perhaps he will one day grow used to seeing himself as a wolf. He laughs at his momentary fear, but the laugh escapes his wolf mouth as a growl. He startles again, then shakes his great wolf head and turns away.

		On this day, Jasper is so desperate for a human voice to remind him he is human, not wolf, that he defies all animal instinct and lopes toward the village, where he can smell the sweat and perfume of people.

		

		It is a large village, white with snow. He was never much for studying lands, so he cannot even guess where he might have ended up. But he ventures into the streets, keeping to the shadows flaring in corners and alleys, his body bent low. Snow falls from the sky and lands on his back, camouflaging him even more distinctly.

		

		He presses against a wall near a tavern. Two men converse outside the doors, drinks in hand. They are large, broad-shouldered, with graying beards hanging on their chins. “What is this?” says a man, waving a piece of parchment. Jasper ventures slightly closer.

		“The king of Fairendale has offered a reward for the lost children of the land,” the other man says.

		

		“A reward?” the first man says.

		

		“Aye,” the second one says. “He will pay for any information about the children or any child we might turn over to him.” He leans closer to the first man. “And he will pay handsomely.”

		“Handsomely,” says the first man, stroking his beard. His hands are large and thick, with fingers that bulge. “Perhaps we should arrange a search party, then.” They raise their silver cups and clink them together. The sound hurts Jaspers ears, so he slinks away, careful to remain in gray shadows.

		A reward. For the lost children. He is one of them they will never find, but what about the others? Twenty-three other twelve-year-old children are missing. Four eleven-year-olds, three ten-year-olds, for a total of thirty other children. Jasper does the math quickly in his head. What can he do to help them, when he is only a wolf, when he has paws rather than hands, when he has a wolf’s voice rather than a human one? He feels a howl begin in his throat, but he pushes it away. He cannot do it here, within the bounds of the village.

		He moves on. The castle is twinkling in the departing evening. It is lit lavishly with white lights that seem to beckon him closer. The tall spires, which end in rounded tops and a needle breaking through them all, glitters like large and luminous diamonds. Jasper is momentarily drawn forward, but then he remembers. He is a wolf. He does not belong in a castle.

		

		He turns away, his tail tucked between his legs.

		More men are talking in some shadows up ahead. Jasper halts and nearly stops breathing.

		“The prince of Fairendale has disappeared as well.” One of the men has a growling voice, similar to what Jasper’s own sounded like when he tried to call out earlier. His ears perk up. He did not know Prince Virgil at all, had only observed him from afar, but he had always considered the prince kind, for he had once helped Jasper rearrange a display outside the dressmaker’s shop, when Jasper’s awkward step had accidentally knocked it over.

		“He ran away from his father?” said another man with a squeaky sort of voice.

		“They say the village people took him, and they will not return him until the king releases the imprisoned children and calls off his search for the missing ones,” says the growling man.

		“And the king refused?” says the squeaky-voiced man.

		Jasper hears a clap and can imagine the first man hitting the second man on the arm, an affectionate gesture among many of the village men of Fairendale, one he never quite understood. He lived in fear of it happening to himself, though he never told anyone this.

		“That is why the king continues his search for the lost children,” says the growling man. “He is not giving up. Not even for his own son.”

		Jasper feels another howl rise in his throat. What kind of father would not abandon a selfish search for his son’s sake?

		“So we will join the search?” says the squeaky-voiced man.

		“Right you are,” says the growling man. “Tonight. We will search the village and the woods and all the lands beyond.”

		“And we will be rich,” says the squeaky-voiced man.

		“We will be rich,” says the growling man. “And I will marry the princess.”

		“Anabelle?” the squeaky-voiced man says.

		

		“No, you clot,” says the growling man. “The one who will be queen.”

		“Elsanora,” the squeaky-voiced man says. “But Anabelle is so much lovelier.”

		Jasper hears another clap and imagines the growling man once more hitting the squeaky-voiced man, a gesture that this time means he is annoyed. This is why Jasper never could understand the gesture. It means so many different things.

		“Beauty does not matter when you are the king,” the growling man says.

		The two men laugh. Jasper pads away.

		

		More voices stop him on the edge of town. This time two men converse about the people of Fairendale, who have turned on their king.

		“You get a tyrant leader on the throne, and the people start to think they have a bit of power.”

		“We have a good kingdom.”

		“Aye. A good king and a good heir. It is a good thing.”

		“Our king would never do such a thing, would he?”

		“Never.”

		“It is a good land.”

		“But that does not disqualify us from the searches. After all, the reward is handsome. We could be royals.”

		“Royals?” says the second man, as though confused. “So we will search for children instead of diamonds?”

		The first man does not answer the question in a direct manner. Jasper has always disliked those who could not answer in a direct manner. He swallows a growl. “How long have we been in this land?” the first man says.

		“Two years, I believe,” says the second.

		“And we have discovered no diamonds,” says the first. “Perhaps there are no diamonds. But there are children.”

		The second man gives a small cry. “You mean the children of this kingdom?” he says.

		“Of course,” says the first.

		“But the king is not looking for these children,” says the second.

		“And how would the king know?” says the first.

		The second is quiet, perhaps considering his friend’s words. And then the two men laugh, but it is not the kind that indicates amusement. Jasper did not know a laugh could mean danger, as this one suggests.

		“We will have no need of diamonds,” says the second man. “We will only have need of children.” And they laugh heartily again.

		Diamonds. Jasper remembers the story of a land where men in ancient times had gone in search of diamonds—where men clearly still went for the same purpose. White Wind. He has been transported to the land of White Wind. It is miles and miles—leagues, perhaps—from the land of Fairendale. He does not even know in which direction his homeland lies. But that will not keep him from trying to return, after he has gleaned what information he can.

		Jasper takes a good look around. There is nothing all that significant about White Wind. The cottages are relatively small, each made of wood, rather than stone, and colored a deep brown. A layer of snow sits on top of their roofs. His eyes settle on the snow. He must admit that it does appear diamond-like. He can see how men would be led astray by its sparkle.

		He leans over and licks the snowy ground. The flakes settle on his tongue and melt, tasting of rainfall and earth. He cocks his head and listens. There is a bustling air about the village, as though everyone is working hard to end the day—the chopping of axes, the shifting of firewood, the clanking of spoons against bowls, the lilting voices of people carrying on conversations. His stomach growls. His heart writhes.

		He lifts his nose and sniffs. He smells roasted broth, a scent that reminds him of his home. A howl razors in his chest once more. He sniffs again, and on a second wind he smells greed and hunger and fear. He turns. Someone has spotted him.

		It is a boy, perhaps around his own age, with piercing blue eyes and white hair. “Wolf!” the boy cries. “Wolf!” It is the only thing it appears he can say. Jasper stares at him for a moment, tensed to run. But the village people merely give the boy a look, shake their heads, and move on.

		

		There is an unfortunate truth you must know about this boy: He has cried wolf so many times to the people of this village that they pay him no mind anymore. He is the one about whom the story “The Boy Who Cried Wolf” is written and told. It has been years—four of them, to be exact—since he cried wolf, and yet the people still do not believe him.

		Jasper bounds away, back into the cold, white forest.

		

		That night he does not sleep. Instead, he wonders. He wonders what is truly left for him in this life. He wonders if he will ever see his family again. He wonders, mostly, what he has to lose by surrendering to the people of White Wind as one of the lost children of Fairendale. Of course they might not believe him, might misunderstand him, might mistake him for an animal enemy, but would not his life be worth risking for the possibility of returning home?

		It would be lovely to return home. There is no place like it in all the world.

		Jasper lifts his head and howls. He howls and howls and howls, until the moon breaks free from behind thick clouds and reaches down to touch his back, his cheeks, his eyes. Then he runs as a wolf. As a predator. As a lost and lonely boy.
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		Escape

		

		The day Theo left the village of Fairendale, you might vaguely recall that he was hiding beneath a cart with some small children. The children might have seemed small to an observing eye, but I assure you, this was only because they were huddled so efficiently. They did not want to be seen.

		Three of the children hiding beneath the cart with Theo, were eleven years old and carried the names of August, Fineas, and Leopold, or, as the boys always called him, Leo. The other three were ten years old and carried the names Norman, Henry, and Ernest, who was always earnest in everything he said and did. They watched the streets erupt into madness from beneath the safety of a cart they knew would be discovered sooner or later. It was Theo who told them to move.

		

		“We must push the cart in a way that will be inconspicuous,” he said. The boys, with the exception of August, did not know what inconspicuous meant, for Theo loved books and words and had quite a strong vocabulary. So they began to run, and the cart began to lurch.

		“Stop!” Theo hissed. “We must take our time, or they will see us.”

		Moving in an inconspicuous way, he explained, means moving in such a way that does not attract notice. If the boys were seen, the king’s men would capture them in the iron cages that clattered and clanged in the streets.

		So the boys exercised their self-control and crept along, rather than run, though fear pressed against their nerves and bid them to escape as soon as possible. When they could not seem to synchronize their steps, Theo urged them to hang on to the cart, with not a limb dragging the ground, and he would move it. And he did. He hunched beneath the cart and pressed his back against it and crept at the slowest pace imaginable. But bit by bit, they drew closer to the woods and farther from the village streets.

		The arms and legs of the boys ached, but they knew they could not touch the ground until Theo said it was safe. They trusted Theo. He seemed older than they were, though it was believed among the villagers that Theo was eleven. This, however, was merely one of Theo’s secrets (he had several more); he was, in fact, twelve years old. He had been born the same day as his sister Hazel, which made them twins and a greater threat to the kingdom of Fairendale than their mother and father wanted known, which necessitated a lie spread amongst the villagers that Theo was a year younger than he actually was.

		The boys clung to the underside of the cart while Theo pushed it, his boots occasionally slipping on the grass slick with rain. Behind them, people fell in the streets. Children were slammed into cages with clattering locks. Screams sliced the air, rising above the howl of the wind. The boys waited to be discovered.

		But, miraculously, they were not. Eventually, they reached the woods, where Theo dropped to the ground, practically unable to open his eyes.

		The boys climbed out from beneath the cart and cheered for the heroic effort that had carried them away from the eyes of the king’s men. They did not know that Theo had cast a Concealment spell over the cart and saved their lives.

		One of them, the brown-skinned boy named August, clamped his hand around Theo’s ankle, brushing aside a thick wooden anklet of some sort, and dragged him out into the open.

		“Look what you did!” August said. “You saved us! We are safe.”

		The boys cheered again.

		“We are not safe,” Theo said. “We must continue on. Deeper into the woods.”

		The boys looked at one another. They knew the stories of these woods. Their hearts thumped.

		Theo still lay on the ground. The boys looked at him, waiting. It was a feat in and of itself that Theo had not only cast a spell as exhausting as a Concealment spell—for this spell demands much energy and often, for many sorcerers, will not permit the practice of magic for a day or more—but also had carried the cart to the woods on his own back. That is why he could hardly move.

		August dropped beside him. His black curls stood out like a halo around his face. His dark eyes traveled the length of Theo’s face. “Are you sick, Theo?” he said. His skin looked like a shadow in the dim light of the forest. “Were you injured?”

		“I am only tired,” Theo said. It came out like a whisper.

		August looked back at the boys. “We can rest here for a bit,” he said.

		“No. We must move on,” Theo said. He tried to lift himself, but he was much too weak. August motioned Leo to his side. The two of them lifted Theo and began to carry him. They did not know where they were going, but they began to walk deeper into the woods.

		“We must find some sort of shelter,” Theo whispered again. His head hung limply from his neck, as though he did not even have the strength to hold it in place. His eyes were closed.

		August, for his part, felt so afraid that his legs began to buckle beneath him. Theo was the strongest one here. And Theo appeared terribly weak. What would they do?

		“Theo?” August said.

		Theo murmured.

		“Where is it we should go?” August said.

		“I do not know,” Theo breathed. “Only we must go. Far from Fairendale.”

		The words sent a collective ripple through the other six boys. Fairendale. Fairendale was their home. They had never been outside Fairendale, not even one of them. How could they leave it? They turned, in a single motion, and looked back at the land. The rain did not reach them in heavy waves here as it appeared to be doing in the streets of the village, for the trees were thick and protective. They could see the streets, just barely. They could see the king’s men, still slashing their swords. Yes. They would have to leave.

		

		“What does the king want?” August said, but no one answered. They turned away, all their hearts heavy in their chests, and began walking in a meaningless direction.

		

		They walked—shuffled, really—for what seemed like days, but August checked the time piece in his front pocket. It had been only hours. Their limbs grew heavy and numb, as did their hearts. They came to a small grove.

		

		“We should rest here,” August said. “Until Theo is better.” He gently bent to place Theo on the ground, Leo helping him.

		“But the woods,” Henry said. He was a small boy with clipped black hair and bright blue eyes.

		

		“There are woods everywhere,” August said. “I do not know where they end.”

		“We must remain in the woods,” Theo said, surprising them. They had thought he was asleep. “We must remain under the cover of trees, or we shall be discovered.”

		August stared at the wooden piece circling Theo’s ankle. He had seen something like that before, on the wrist of a former sorceress—Cora, the red-haired mother of Mercy. Or had he seen it on her ankle? Both, possibly. He looked at Theo’s face, but it had relaxed into sleep. Perhaps he might ask his friend another time.

		The boys pressed themselves against one another, trying to find warmth. Their clothes were soaked through and cold. They remained awake for a very long time.

		“Perhaps we should return,” said Fineas as the night wore on and the only one who slept was Theo.

		“We cannot return,” August said. “It is unsafe. You saw what the king’s men did in the streets.” Cages and swords. August could not get them out of his mind. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Theo brought us here,” August continued, into the dark stillness. “He would not have led us into the woods if he did not intend to keep us safe.”

		“But he is sleeping,” Fineas said.

		“He is only resting,” August said. “We should do the same.”

		A couple of the boys shifted, trying to find a more comfortable position, but it was quite difficult, lying as they were on the forest floor. The grass was soft, but the ground was not.

		One by one, they began to fall asleep, all but the one who had seen his mother fall in the streets and watched his brother disappear, with a handful of other children, into the woods on the opposite side of the village than where he had been.

		He lay awake until morning’s light shimmered in the east, when exhaustion finally pulled him deep enough to close his eyes and sleep.
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		Sides

		

		Cora flies all night. Anger and despair and irritation and wonder and hate and hope flow in cycles through her bird heart. She had not expected to become a dragon’s rider. She had not allowed the dragon to see or sense her surprise, but she was, in fact, more than a little surprised. The rider of a dragon such as that one. What need had she of a dragon? She was a bird, a shape shifter. She could don her wings any time she liked.

		She tries to remember the stories about dragons and riders. They are bound, this is true—but for what? Is the dragon required to do what she asks of him? This would be advantageous. But is she also required to do what the dragon asks of her? This could be inconvenient.

		At some point, she finds her bird body wedged into a window by the castle. She does not remember intentionally deciding to lodge herself here. But she peers in through the window, the same one she once peered through when King Sebastien informed her father, who served as the king’s cook, that he would no longer be able to take food for his own table.

		

		King Willis is in the room, pacing. For a moment she considers wriggling through the open crack and doing to him what she did to his father—which is pecking out those self-satisfied eyes that cannot help but turn and look at himself in a looking glass. Cora, in her bird form, feels the anger rise to the back of her throat. She lets out a squawk. The king’s head turns in her direction, but she knows he cannot see her. The cover of the night is thick around her.

		Cora watches the king for a few moments more, and then she takes flight, back to the village. Just after she crosses the bridge that arches above a tributary of the Violet Sea, where mermaids used to call out insults to those who walked past (the mermaids, if you are wondering, have not been seen in this tributary for some time), Cora shifts back into her human skin.

		She finds Sir Greyson peering into the woods, though it is much too early in the morning for him to rise. She sighs. He must have waited all night. An ache widens in her chest. She heads toward him.

		“Do you wait for me?” Cora says.

		

		Sir Greyson whirls on his heel. “Yes,” he says. She meets his flashing blue eyes and holds his gaze. A red wave creeps up his neck and to his cheeks.

		“I told you there was no danger,” she says. “I told you I would return.”

		“You went to the dragons,” he says. “I am right to be concerned.”

		Yes. He is, and she feels his concern wrap around her like her daughter’s arms used to do. It is warm and comforting.

		“I am quite hungry,” Cora says. “Would you like to dine with me this morning?” She turns and begins to walk toward her cottage, but Sir Greyson’s next words stop her, pull her back around, and slam against her chest.

		“The people grow restless in your absences,” he says.

		“Absences?” Cora says.

		“This is not the first.” Sir Greyson crosses his arms over his chest.

		“And I fear it will not be the last,” Cora says. “If the people cannot understand that, I am afraid we will not be able to save the children.”

		“Perhaps if they knew your plans,” Sir Greyson says. He lifts his hands in a gesture that looks as though he is welcoming the world for a moment. “A person has a difficult time trusting one who keeps secrets.”

		Cora tilts her head. Is he referring to the people or to himself? Words catch in her throat. She clears them away and says, “There may come a time when I am gone for more than a single night. What then?”

		“Tell the people,” Sir Greyson says. “Or lose their love.” A stricken look climbs across his face, and he amends his words. “Their respect, that is.”

		Cora studies Sir Greyson. He is strong and kind and broken. Yes, he is a broken man. She can see the guilt lingering over his head like the heavy clouds that don the sky this morning. Guilt is what breaks him.

		“It was not your fault, what happened in the dragon lands,” Cora says.

		

		Sir Greyson looks as though he is about to say something, and then he stops and starts again. “We are not speaking about me,” he says, the words tripping and falling all over one another. His eyes have grown glassy. The ball at the base of his throat twitches. “We are speaking of you and your nightly travels.”

		“My two nights of travel,” Cora says. “And as I said before I left, it is none of your concern.”

		“It is our concern if it endangers us,” Sir Greyson says, his voice growing increasingly louder and his eyes growing increasingly narrower. “And you have given no assurance that what you do does not endanger us all.”

		Cora sighs. She cannot give this assurance. She cannot see what will happen in the end. She only knows what it is her mind and heart and gut tell her to do. So she says, “You will wake the people if you do not quiet your voice.”

		Sir Greyson runs a hand across his mouth and chin. He drops that hand to his side. “What is it you plan to do?” His voice is a whisper now. “Please let me in. I have risked everything, and I will lose…” He falters, his eyes dropping to the ground.

		“You will lose your mother,” Cora says. “Yes, I know.” She does not say anything else. Her heart compresses into a tiny, tight ball. She feels it in her throat. “Perhaps you can return to the king,” she finally squeezes out. Her heart says, No. Do not leave me again.

		Sir Greyson lifts his eyes to hers. “I cannot return,” he says.

		

		“You cannot or you will not?” she says, for there is a difference, and the difference matters.

		He lifts his hands and then lets them fall again. And because he does not answer, Cora hears the unspoken truth. He cannot return. He would if he could. He would leave her. He would save his mother. He would do whatever the king bids.

		She did not know that she loved a coward.

		“What is it you see in the king?” she says, and the words draw a thick and heavy line between them.

		“Goodness,” Sir Greyson says, without hesitation.

		“He has taken our children,” Cora says. “And still you see goodness?”

		“Yes,” Sir Greyson says. “If we are what we do, then woe to us all. I am nothing more than a man who killed my men and lived to tell the tale.”

		Cora shakes her head. “You could have died as well,” she says. “And the king would not have cared.”

		“He would have cared,” Sir Greyson says. “I know the old king is still within this evil one. He is in there somewhere. He needs someone to draw the goodness out. It is what we all need, is it not? Someone to believe we are more than what we do, more than what we say, more than what we think in our fallible minds and our crooked hearts?” Sir Greyson stares at Cora.

		“Some are born evil,” Cora says. “And that is all they will ever be.”

		“No,” Sir Greyson says. “We are not all good or all evil. We can choose who to be at any time.”

		“And our king has chosen to be the kind of man who would punish children for possessing a bit of magic,” Cora says. “You say that is not evil?”

		“They live,” Sir Greyson says.

		“But some of them are imprisoned,” Cora says. This time her voice rises, shaking in the morning stillness. “And the others are running for their lives.”

		The shoulders of the knight slump forward. “I cannot explain how I know what I know,” Sir Greyson says. “I cannot explain why I believe the king is good. It is simply that I cannot bear to consider another possibility.”

		“Well, perhaps you should,” Cora says, her words clipped and scornful. “If we do not find the lost children, the king may very well show his true self, wrapped in a pretty little package of your own making.”

		Cora spins around, her dark green cloak billowing around her legs. She does not turn when Sir Greyson speaks again.

		“The people need you,” he says. “And you need the people.”

		She stiffens. She needs no one. She has always prided herself on needing no one.

		“No.” Cora tosses the single word over her shoulder and then adds more: “I do not need all of you. I only need my magic.” She freezes. She did not intend to say that. She did not intend anyone to know that she has magic, still.

		When she turns, the look of surprise on Sir Greyson’s face tells her it is exactly as she feared. The bracelet on her ankle burns.

		“Magic?” Sir Greyson says. “But you are a mother. Your daughter possesses the gift of magic. You do not have magic.”

		Cora folds her arms across her chest and lifts her chin. She takes a deep breath and lets it back out. “Everything you say is true,” she says. “Except for one thing: I do still retain my gift of magic. And it will serve us well. It already has. The prince has been turned into a blackbird so that he will be protected from the king and his evil influence.”

		“The prince is in your home,” Sir Greyson says.

		“No,” Cora says. “He is a blackbird, kept in the secret passageway.”

		Sir Greyson backs away from her, though they are a good distance away from one another already. She does not blame him, however. The retention of magic upon becoming a parent is not known as a particularly good happenstance. It has long been believed that dark magic is the strongest and longest lasting, which is why a sorcerer with dark magic is usually captured and imprisoned for his lifetime. Or hers.

		Can she trust Sir Greyson with this knowledge? She analyzes the fear in his eyes. Is love stronger than fear?

		

		The truth, once spoken, becomes difficult to stop. Cora moves on, for she has carried this burden alone for many years, and now she must lift it from her shoulders and set it down. “I killed King Sebastien,” she says, and there is not an ounce of remorse in her voice. “I was the blackbird. I killed him before he could kill all of us. And I shall do the same to King Willis, for the sake of all the children in Fairendale.”

		“You are overcome by hate,” Sir Greyson says. “Hate blinds you to what goodness may lie in the heart of another.”

		“Perhaps love is what turns eyes blind,” Cora says. “It is clear to me that the king is becoming more and more like his father. But you.” Cora narrows her eyes. “What is it you would have me do?”

		“Believe he can become something better!” Sir Greyson says.

		“We do not become better,” Cora says.

		“You believe this of yourself?” Sir Greyson says.

		Cora’s head tilts. “My story is already written,” she says.

		“But you can change it.”

		“No,” Cora says. “I only live it.”

		Sir Greyson stares at her for a time. Shadows move in his eyes, but it is not uncertainty, it is sadness. “How difficult it must be to live in your world,” he says.

		Cora shakes her head, but her insides shake with it. “Not so very.”

		“You must find your missing piece,” Sir Greyson says. “Or you will never live. Not fully.”

		A gust of anger seizes Cora, and she speaks without thinking. “Your king,” she says, her voice prickly and barbed, “is in his throne room, as we speak, making plans.”

		“What kind of plans?” Sir Greyson says.

		

		“I do not know,” she says. “But there is something evil about the way he peered into his looking glass.”

		“Perhaps he only needs a bit of persuasion,” Sir Greyson says.

		“And you are the man to do it,” Cora says. The words swing between them like a frayed rope hanging from a tree.

		Sir Greyson drops his eyes. “No,” he says. “I did not say that.”

		“But you never did need to say it aloud,” Cora says. “I have always known, Grey.”

		And it is true. She has always known that Sir Greyson loved the king as a man might love his wayward brother. She cannot understand it and, in fact, does not want to. She should have known that he would abandon her again. She uses the name she once called him when she had mistakenly believed that they might marry. She uses it to hurt him. And it does precisely what it is intended to do. His entire face falls.

		Cora lifts her head and levels her gaze at the king’s man who is still a king’s man. She does not need Sir Greyson. She flicks her hand. Sir Greyson lifts his hands to shield his face, and it is this moment, this one impulsive act that cracks her heart all the way through. Sir Greyson is afraid of her. And she cannot bear it.

		She turns away for the last time.

		Even when Sir Greyson calls after her, she does not stop. She is a woman who plans, considers, and moves.

		And move is precisely what she will do. She walks down the cobblestone path of the village and knocks on doors. She will tell the people what she has decided: The king must die. It will not be her suggestion, of course. She will let the people come to their own conclusion. But it is the only conclusion they can reach, given the information she has.

		She waits in the secret passageway beneath the ground. She does not look at the blackbird in the corner. She stares at the entrance instead. The people trickle in, one by one. And when they have all gathered, even Sir Greyson, standing tall in the back, Cora says, “We want our children returned.”

		The people do not say anything.

		“We must find the secret dungeon,” Cora says. “Whatever the cost.”

		“What does that mean?” Sir Greyson says from the back. “If the cost is life, will we take it?”

		“Yes,” Cora says.

		The people shift uncomfortably.

		“What if the cost is the life of the king?” Sir Greyson says. “Will we take it?”

		“Yes,” Cora says.

		The people look at one another.

		“Our children are in a dungeon,” Cora says, her voice steely and thick. “They are in a dungeon, while the king eats soup and sweet rolls and enjoys his own freedom.” She pauses for a moment, an effect she learned many years ago. “We are in a dungeon, too. The sky, the flowers, the life we have known, it is all dying.”

		“Where are the children?” says Garron, the village gardener. “Do we know anything more than we did?”

		Cora’s heart jumps. She shakes her head.

		“The children are in a secret dungeon,” Sir Greyson says. Every head turns his way. “They are in an enchanted dungeon, one that cannot be seen by an eye other than the one permitted.”

		“How do you know such things?” Cora says.

		“Legends,” Sir Greyson says. “There is a mysterious key that only the purest of hearts can locate.” Sir Greyson meets her gaze, as though challenging her.

		And she takes the challenge. “And you have known this all along?” The angrier she becomes, the more her voice hardens.

		“I did not know for sure,” Sir Greyson says, but it does not appease Cora’s fury. “I read about it in one of my mother’s books. It is why the dungeon has not been found.”

		She points a finger at him. “You are a traitor, withholding information from us,” Cora says, and all the pain and hatred and disappointment curve around the words, shape them into points, and lodge them into Sir Greyson’s unarmored chest, or so she hopes.

		His eyes flash back at her, but it is the people who demand Cora’s attention. They look from Cora to Sir Greyson and back again. She will win them. She always has.

		Sir Greyson, however, does not wait for their pronouncement. He merely says, “You are a traitor for killing a king,” and he leaves these words in a room flickering with torch flames, a room that grows still and quiet and empty in his absence.

		Cora breathes. She chokes. She places her hands on her knees and bends at the waist. She listens to the people file out behind Sir Greyson. Not one of them remains. The blackbird squawks from the corner, but she closes her eyes.

		When she is quite finished recovering from the unexpected betrayal of Sir Greyson, Cora returns to her cottage. The hearth is cold, like the cloak she wears. Sir Greyson, before today, had always tended to her fire. He has not tended it this eve. She flicks her wrist and the hearth flames to life.

		

		See? She does not need Sir Greyson. She draws close to the warmth reaching from the fire. And yet the cold inside does not scatter but settles into bones and veins and a shattered heart.
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		Sir Greyson holes himself away in his mother’s home. She is sleeping soundly. There is one vial of medicine left in the cupboard, but he does not allow himself to think about this. Her pale face has smoothed in sleep, making her appear younger than she is. He envies this sleep. It has been some weeks since Sir Greyson has been able to sleep so peacefully.

		He does not linger at her bedside, for his mother has always been adept at sensing when Sir Greyson is troubled, and he does not want to wake her. Instead, he moves to the kitchen and puts a pot of water on to boil. He has three potatoes he can cook. This will be their supper. He stares at the potatoes, small and lumpy. He thinks about the king.

		How does King Willis fare at the castle? Does he have enough to eat? Does he feel frightened without an army to protect him?

		And why is it that he, Sir Greyson, cares so much?

		He cannot explain it. The questions Cora heaved at him earlier today pace round and round in his mind. Could he be the one to convince the king to relent? Might he draw the goodness—which he knows is there; it is there for everyone—from the heart of King Willis?

		But what if Cora is right? What if there is no choosing? What if one is born either good or evil and there is nothing one can do to choose another side?

		Sir Greyson wrestles with this question most of all. He remembers, as a child, sitting beside his father in the village taverns, while the men of Fairendale would talk about the Good King Brendon, who had ruled before the tyrannical King Sebastien and his son, King Willis. His father would turn sad, but he would always say, “Perhaps King Willis will choose the way of goodness.” The men would grow quiet, and Sir Greyson, back before he was a sir, would ask his father, on their walk home, whether someone could choose goodness when they were bad. His father would say, “We are not bad, Grey. We are good people who lose sight of our goodness and make bad decisions.”

		King Willis told Sir Greyson that he would make him pay for his betrayal. But what if Sir Greyson returned, in spite of this threat? What if he began to work for the king again, but this time, rather than a mere Captain of the King’s Guard, Sir Greyson pushed back against the king’s proclamations and advised him in kindness, justice, and love? What if he convinced his king to let the people and their children go?

		Was King Willis still his king, or had the mutiny already been decided in the king’s heart and mind? Can he risk it?

		But there is Cora. A cold chasm opens in his chest. He chose her over the king. And now he would choose the king over her? He cannot betray her like that.

		What of her betrayals? Magic? Killing King Sebastien? Turning Prince Virgil into a helpless blackbird? Does he know her at all?

		There are too many questions. Sir Greyson stares into the boiling pot, its rolling water the picture of his mind and heart. He drops the potatoes into the water. They sink to the bottom in the same way a jarring realization sinks to the bottom of Sir Greyson’s gut.

		Cora wants the throne. It is what she has always wanted. She was once promised to King Willis, and now she will make the kingdom pay for not crowning her a queen.

		No, that is not the Cora he knows, one part of him says.

		But does he know Cora at all? another part of him repeats.

		And the answer, dear reader, is tragic. No, he does not truly know Cora, for she never truly permitted him this knowledge. King Sebastien died many years ago. Cora had countless opportunities to tell him what she had done, back when she used to call him Grey. And she never did. She never trusted him enough with her secret to open the doors of her heart and let him walk around inside to gaze at the walls. And this is what terrifies him, for he sees, now, that she is easily capable of persuasion, and, hence, swaying him to her side, even if it is the wrong side.

		Is it the wrong side? He cannot be certain.

		

		Sir Greyson drops into a chair and rests his head on his arms, his nose touching the table his father built with his own hands.

		He is so weary that despite his tormented mind, he falls promptly asleep, to be found in short time by a mother awakened by the smell of potato soup.
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		It is mid-afternoon, and Jasper has just finished hunting. He has caught another hare and holds it between his paws for much longer than he has kept any other prey in the past. Before ending the life of this hare, he stares deeply into its eyes, searching for a sign that it is human rather than animal. He finds nothing, but he continues searching, until he is sure that this is merely a hare and no transformed child. Still, the meat does not taste savory as it once did. It tastes sour.

		A crack sounds behind him. The hair on his back lifts involuntarily, and a growl rumbles in his throat. He bares his teeth for whatever is coming.

		It is a girl, dressed in a bright red cape. She is skipping out the door of a cottage. He had not realize he had ventured close to the village. He looks around. He is not close to the village. He is deep in the woods. How is it he never saw this house before?

		The girl adjusts her red cape, twirls around in it once, and hugs and kisses an old but very beautiful woman with long, silver hair and smooth white skin. The woman, who must be the girl’s grandmother, looks perfectly blissful when the girl’s arms wrap around her. She closes her eyes, as though savoring the moment. She waves to the girl, who skips away down a path that Jasper has only just now noticed cuts through the forest. He watches the grandmother rather than the girl, unsure why. But after a moment, he discovers why. It must have been his animal sense. The grandmother’s eyes turn dark as coal. The wrinkles on her face deepen. Her body hunches and her hair thins into white patches. Before his very eyes, she grows noticeably older. Ancient. The grandmother watches the girl in a red cape with hunger in her dark eyes.

		Jasper involuntarily moves back a step. Unfortunately, a twig snaps beneath his paw, and the grandmother’s eyes turn toward him. She reverts to her former state—old but not ancient. He retreats back into the shadows of the trees, which are deep here. The trees grow very close together, and he is glad for it, for once. He is safe. But he knows, as only an animal knows, that he has been seen. The old woman has noted his existence in the forest. She continues staring in his direction until he begins to believe that he will never be able to leave this place.

		

		She is an old woman. Why is he afraid of her? He peers out from the trees, and he sees that she is glowing slightly orange.

		She is made of magic. That is why he is afraid of her.

		Jasper does not move. Neither does the woman. When she does, at last, move, it is sudden and unexpected. She flashes out the door and then out of sight. Jasper straightens, lifting his snout, sniffing. He smells the magic now. It is metallic, like the smell of the bloody meat in his father’s shop. Jasper shivers again. The forest around him grows darker, though it is still mid-afternoon. The woman has done something. She has enchanted the woods and perhaps even the girl in a red cape. Jasper looks behind him, his hair lifting again. He looks beside him. He looks above him. There is no one here.

		And though he knows he must run, he must escape from this evil woman and whatever it is she has done or will do, curiosity tugs him forward. The woman has disappeared not into the humble cottage with green shutters but a glass enclosure of some kind that sits off to the right of the home. Jasper ventures closer. The glass enclosure holds all manner of plants and flowers. It is the most beautiful collection of color that he has ever seen, except for the magnificent streets of Fairendale. This is what weakens him, what drags him ever forward, what calls to him. Home. The glass enclosure is like home. If only he could return home. If only he could see his mother and his father and his brother. If only he could see, once more, the beautiful colors of Fairendale. He makes a whining noise, not even aware that sound has escaped between his teeth. His eyes blur.

		He steps forward. He steps forward again. And one more time. His hairs strain upward, standing on end. The woods still into an eerie silence. Jasper holds his breath.

		The woman appears out of nowhere, her face pressed against glass. She stares at him, her eyes dark and knowing. She smiles and flickers into the ancient woman, then flickers back into the younger version.

		Jasper retreats rapidly into the shadows, but the woman tracks him with her eyes. The hairs all over his body remain upright.

		He runs.

		And while he runs he wonders. He wonders if the girl with the red cape knows of the dangers he has seen in the old woman’s eyes. He wonders if, perhaps, he should warn her.

		He heads toward the village.
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		Plans

		

		When the boys woke in the morning, they found that blankets covered them. They looked at each other in confusion. Where had the blankets come from? Only Theo did not look surprised.

		“The woods do not contain only enemies,” he said. “Perhaps there are some who wish to protect us.”

		He still seemed quite weak this morning. He tried to lift himself from the ground, but he faltered. August helped him to his feet. “We must find something to eat,” Theo said. “And drink.”

		“We should return to Fairendale,” Fineas said.

		

		Theo shook his head. “No,” he said. “We cannot return yet. We must wait until word reaches us that it is safe.”

		“Word?” said Ernest. “But how would word reach us? No one knows where we are.”

		The boys looked at Theo. He bit the bottom of his lip. “There are ways to know,” he said. “We must simply keep moving.”

		“And you know where we are going?” Fineas said. He had fiery red hair and a pale face that grew red when he was angry, as he was now.

		“No,” Theo said. “I do not know the lands very well.”

		“Then how will we reach anywhere safe?” Fineas said.

		“Perhaps we will meet those who can tell us,” Theo said. “Prophets are said to live in woods.”

		“The king has imprisoned all the prophets,” Fineas said. “You were friends with Prince Virgil. You should know this.” Fineas intended the words as a barb, and they found their ready mark. They tore into Theo’s heart, and what he heard was, You were friends with the prince. Should you not have been protected from all of this?

		Theo did not want to think of Prince Virgil, however, at least not the unrecognizable version of him he last saw. He wanted to remember the prince as a friend. So he shook off the barbs.

		“I saw a group of children run with my brother into the other side of the woods,” said Leo. “Perhaps we can join them.”

		“Where is the other side of the woods?” Fineas said, still looking at Theo. “We do not even know where we are.”

		“If we walk, perhaps we will find them,” Theo said. “Along with a bit of food and water. There are tributaries that run all throughout the woods. They come from the sea, but they are all fresh water.”

		“How do you know this?” August said.

		Theo shrugged and looked down at his scuffed, brown boots. “I read,” he said. “You can learn quite a lot from books.”

		The boys had no other suggestions to make, so they began to walk, each thinking their own thoughts—some more negative than others. Theo thought about his mother and father and sister. Had they been among the children who had escaped into the opposite woods? He had seen his sister and Mercy, together in the streets, but he had been so focused on saving the boys beneath the cart that he had not even turned back to look. Had they reached the woods in safety?

		As they walked and time stretched, Theo began to lose hope that they would find the other children. There was nothing. No creatures, even. They were on their own.

		

		When they happened upon a tributary, Theo was the one who approached it. No mermaids were there, so he took off his hat, touched it surreptitiously with the wooden circle around his ankle, and it became a small cup that he could have hidden in his tunic or the pack on his back. He filled it with water and brought it back to the boys.

		“Where did you get a cup?” Ernest said. “Do you carry a cup at all times?”

		Theo smiled. “Sometimes I happen to have what I need,” he said.

		“Where is your hat?” August said.

		

		Theo felt a shard of ice pierce his belly. “A mermaid,” he said.

		

		August shook his head. “Mermaids,” he said. “I suppose she will not give it back.”

		“I do not think so,” Theo said. He looked toward the water.

		“Perhaps you should have traded her for two cups, rather than only one,” August said.

		“Perhaps I should have,” Theo said. The cup was already empty. He went back for more water six times, until the boys had their fill. And then he drank from it himself. He pulled the pack off his back and opened it to see what his mother had placed within it. There was a bit of bread and some cheese. The boys shared it.

		

		“We will have to find our own food from now on,” Theo said.

		“Why were you so prepared?” Fineas said. Theo did not like the way Fineas looked at him.

		“My family was about to take a trip,” Theo said.

		“Your father was trying to get everyone to take a trip,” Leo said. “I heard him shouting in the streets.”

		“Yes,” Theo said. “He was trying to save them from what was coming. But no one would listen.”

		“Do you know why?” August said. His black eyes softened at the edges. “Do you know why it happened?”

		Theo sighed and looked up at the sky, which was bright blue between the leaves of the trees. “Yes,” he said. “The king was rounding up children to find a magical boy.”

		“A magical boy?” Norman said. “There are no magical boys in Fairendale.”

		“I tried to tell Prince Virgil that,” Theo said. “I tried…” He could not finish. The grief galloped over his heart, and he felt his eyes dampen.

		“So all we need is a magical boy,” Fineas said. “And then we might return to our home.”

		Theo felt cold all over. He could not answer.

		“In the meantime, we must continue on,” August said, picking up where Theo had left off. Theo was grateful. Outside of Prince Virgil, August had been his best friend in the village. When August had finished with his daily chores, he and Theo used to run in the fields beyond the village (not the Sleeping Fields, of course. They did not want to lose an entire day to meaningless sleep, so they kept well away from those). They dared each other great, impossible physical feats. August, they had discovered, could turn a full forward flip in the air without a single part of his body touching the ground. It was quite astonishing.

		Theo smiled at the memory. Would they ever run and laugh like that again?

		“We will find a home in another land for the time being,” Theo said when the boys had grown quiet. “And we will return to Fairendale as soon as it is safe.”

		The boys nodded. Fineas scowled.

		“Where do we go, then?” Leo said.

		Theo stood up and turned around and around and around again. He could see the sun still rising in the sky. “That way is east,” he said. “Where we will find the land of Eastermoor.”

		The boys looked at each other.

		Theo pointed to the opposite side. “And Ashvale is there, but it is a land of Fire Mountains. Rosehaven, White Wind, and Guardia are in the north, but we are not dressed for such weather.” The boys looked down at their ragged tunics and breeches. Norman had a large hole in his right boot. They shook their heads. “I suggest we go south, where Lincastle is, where the harbors are,” Theo continued. “There are many people who pass in and out of Lincastle. We will not be noticed there.”

		And because the boys had no other, better places to suggest, they all agreed and set out on their way. But questions remained in all of their minds. How would they make it through the forest when dark creatures hid everywhere? What would they say if they met a traveler along their way? What would they do if the people of Lincastle did not permit them to reside in their land for a time?

		Some questions, alas, cannot be answered until they are right before us.

		At the very moment Henry, who was a planner, was about to ask one of the many questions in his mind, a woman, who hid in the shadows of this exact stretch of woods, a woman who was quite beautiful, a woman who held herself with a posture that bespoke a queen, touched her staff to the ground, and the whole earth trembled. The boys froze in place.

		

		What was that? Who was that? Where was that? All the questions froze in their mouths, too. They stared. They shook. Their hearts hammered.

		“Run,” Theo said, and they did.

		They had no way of knowing that the woman, whom they did not see, cast a spell of protection around them so that the creatures, which were, at that moment, tracking these lost boys, could not harm them.

		She smiled to herself and turned back the way she had come, which was, coincidentally, the same direction in which the boys had run.

		Someone was following them.
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		Coat

		

		Jasper lies in wait of the girl in a red cape, but not for the reasons one might suppose a wolf lies in wait of a little girl. His reasons are pure, noble, concerned.

		He sees the girl skip into the woods, following the very path down which he bounded to reach her. He has been lying in wait all the night and all the morning. And now that she is here, he is not sure what is expected of him. He is a wolf. She is a girl. How will they understand one another?

		Still, Jasper steps from the shadows.

		“Oh.” The girl gives a startled cry and drops her red-brown basket. She appears unable to run and only stares at Jasper, her mouth open wide. He tries to devise some way to show her he is a friendly wolf. He picks up the basket, hooking the handle around his teeth, and holds it out to her. She backs away and lifts her hands in front of her. “Please do not hurt me.”

		He sets down the basket and backs away from it slightly, leaving some space for her to pick it up. But she does not move.

		“I will not hurt you,” he says, though he fully expects the words, in their growl form, to be yet another frightening element in this exchange. But he is astonished to find that the words have escaped his mouth as actual words. He has spoken.

		The girl’s eyes widen. “You can speak,” she says.

		“I can speak,” he says. He feels a laugh bubbling into his throat. He can speak!

		“You are a wolf,” the girl says.

		“I am a wolf,” he says, suddenly aware of how foolish he sounds repeating her words as though he is not a wolf but a parrot.

		The girl glances to the right and the left, still clearly terrified of him. Jasper backs away, to give her some space. “As I said,” he says. “I will not hurt you.” Anger clings to his words, and he tries to dust it away, for anger will only frighten the girl more. “I come as a…” He almost says, friend, but the girl would not see him as a friend, would she? So he says, “Kind wolf.” He shakes his head. Foolish. Who has ever heard of a kind wolf?

		The girl inches closer, picks up the basket, and retreats to her former spot, keeping the distance between them. He smells freshly baked bread, and his stomach rumbles. The girl trembles.

		“Where are you going?” Jasper says.

		The girl looks behind her, as though hoping someone will come along to rescue her from the big bad wolf. But Jasper does not think many frequent these woods, though the path is well worn. He does not think they will be noticed at all.

		“To the old woman in the wood,” the girl says, her voice a bit shaky.

		“Why do you visit the old woman in the wood?” Jasper says.

		“The old woman is my grandmother,” the girl says. She puts a hand on her hip, a spark of defiance flashing in her gray eyes. He can see that the wisps of hair peeking from her red hood are the color of straw. She lifts her chin. He likes her already.

		“And you visit her every day?” Jasper says.

		“My mother asked me to care for her after…” But the girl seems unable to continue.

		“After?” Jasper says. He does not know if he should pry, but his curiosity makes it difficult to permit the unfinished sentence to hang between them.

		“After she died,” the girl says. “And now she is dead.” Her eyes move to the ground, and a single tear traces a path down her cheek. “My mother is dead.”

		The silence between them stretches and fills. Jasper thinks of his mother. The girl likely still thinks of her own. And then Jasper, unable to bear thinking of the family he has left behind, says, “I am Jasper.”

		The girl’s eyes lift to his. She tilts her head and stares at him. For a moment, he is unsure whether she will offer her name or simply move on her way, but then she says, “I am Lucy.”

		“How did your mother die, Lucy?” Jasper has always been unable to curb his inquisitive nature. Curiosity is a difficult thing to carry. His mother used to scold him often for all his questions, which were practically never-ending, but that never stopped him from asking.

		Lucy narrows her eyes, which are the same color as the gray sky hanging above them. Small white flakes fall from this sky in soft flutters. At last she answers, in a roundabout way. “She died a year ago,” Lucy says. “A fierce animal took her as she walked the path through these woods.” Lucy does not look at him, and Jasper knows she is wondering if he is the fierce animal who took her mother.

		“I have only just arrived here,” Jasper says. “I have seen no fierce animals in these woods.” The wolf packs are many miles away. He does not think they come so close to a village full of people. The only fierce creature he has seen in these woods at all is the old woman.

		“There are many in these woods,” Lucy says.

		“Then why do you travel through them?” Jasper says.

		Lucy straightens again. “Because I made a promise.” She pauses, then adds: “Grandmother says she clears the path for me. She says as long as I do not veer from the path, I will be safe from harm.” Her face folds into sadness. “My mother veered from the path. We do not know why.”

		“So the path keeps you safe,” Jasper says.

		Lucy tilts her head at him again, a few more straw-colored hairs slipping free of her red hood. “Yes,” she says, her face troubled. “Though I do not know why I would have run into you.”

		“I am not dangerous,” Jasper says. “Perhaps your grandmother knows that.” He knows the last words are untrue, but he says them anyway. And then another worry writhes into his chest. “But you must not tell her you have seen me.”

		“Why not?” she says. “I tell Grandmother everything.”

		“You must not tell her this,” Jasper says. “I am here to protect you.” He knows it as surely as he knows that she is in danger. He has been brought to these woods to protect Lucy from her grandmother.

		“Protect me?” Lucy says. “But my grandmother protects me.”

		“Yes,” Jasper says. The hairs on his back rise, and he sees the old woman, in a strange and blurry vision that flashes before his eyes. She stares at him. She smiles, but it is a cruel twisting of the mouth rather than a kind lifting. He instinctively growls. Lucy, outside the vision, steps back. “Are you frightened of the creature that took your mother?” Jasper says into the stillness that follows his growl.

		Lucy’s face twitches. “You took her,” she says. It is not a question.

		“No,” Jasper says. “But I believe I may know who did.”

		“Who?” Lucy says.

		

		“Your grandmother.”

		Lucy stares at him, and then she shakes her head. “My grandmother loved my mother very much,” she says. She turns away from him. “Now. I must be on my way.”

		Jasper knows, without knowing how, that Lucy is not ready to hear the truth today. But perhaps she will be ready another day. So he will follow her. He will do his duty. He will protect her as well as he can. He falls into step beside her.

		“Why are you following me?” Lucy says.

		“Because I can talk,” Jasper says. “And I have no one to talk to me.”

		Lucy’s smile is tiny, as though it is unintentional. She stoops to pick a yellow five-petaled flower and places it in the basket, on top of the cloth covering.

		“How is it possible for a wolf to talk?” she says.

		“I am a magical wolf” is all he can think to say. Why is it he can talk? He does not know.

		Lucy stops. He looks up at her. She looks down at him. She leans forward. She squints. “Your eyes look strangely human,” she says. She leans slightly closer and lifts a hand as though to touch him, but then she drops it. “I must run along now. You cannot come with me.” She turns away again, her ruby robe flapping in a sudden wind.

		“Wait,” Jasper says, and Lucy looks back at him without turning. “Only tell me one thing: Is your grandmother a sorceress?”

		Lucy turns now, her eyes wide. She shakes her head as though she does not intend to answer, but then she says, “My grandmother used to be a sorceress. But she gave up her magic for my mother. Unfortunately, my mother was not born with the gift of magic.” Lucy looks away, her words and her posture deflating slightly. “So I do not have any magic, either.”

		“Or perhaps it has not yet been discovered,” Jasper says. He does not know what he is saying. The words seem to come of their own accord. Perhaps he can speak, but he is not in control of what he speaks at all. And it is with great surprise and horror that Jasper feels his mouth continue to release words he does not intend. “Where I come from magic is power and greed and royalty. Magic is dangerous. A king wants to find and kill all the magical children in the land.”

		“Fairendale!” Lucy gasps. “You are from the land of Fairendale?”

		Jasper retreats back into the shadows of the forest, aware that he has said far too much. He does not know if he can trust this girl or the grandmother to whom she goes, the grandmother to whom she tells everything.

		“Jasper!” Lucy calls, but he does not emerge. So she turns toward her grandmother’s house, as though to skip along her way. Words weave into the trees behind her. “You are welcome to visit my window tonight. My father always tells me a story. My window shall be open.” She looks back once. “I hope to see you then.”

		She is gone before he can answer.

		But later that night, Jasper does curl up beneath her open window, after trailing her sweet cinnamon scent to the cottage she shares with her father, who smells of freshly turned earth. He lets the voice of Lucy’s father, so like the voice of his own father, lure him into the deepest sleep he has had since arriving in these woods.
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		The Enchantress watches the Huntsman taking notes in his notebook, the notebook she considered stealing from his pack not so very long ago so that she could read it. She would like to know what it is he writes. She would like to know what it is that burdens his heart and mind.

		They both sit around a warm campfire. The wind outside of the Were Woods of Eastermoor—a name that, even now, gives our Enchantress a case of shudders—is not so frigid as the one they encountered in Rosehaven, but they head north, and they will only meet colder winds there. White Wind. She has never seen White Wind, but stories tell of its sparkling white land covered in a blanket of diamond snow. She shivers and pulls her cloak tighter around her. She has never been fond of the cold.

		“You are worried, Enchantress,” the Huntsman says, startling her from her thoughts.

		“And now you are skilled in reading the emotions of an Enchantress?” the Enchantress says. She twists her voice into its customary calm, with a bit of derision at the edges.

		The Huntsman laughs. He shakes his head. “I have never been skilled at knowing what lies in the mind of girl.” He coughs and amends. “A woman, that is.”

		The Enchantress smiles slightly. “You think I am worried,” she says. “What would an Enchantress have to worry about?”

		The Huntsman meets her eyes. “It is precisely what I was wondering,” he says.

		There is so much about which she worries. The Huntsman has only just recovered from dark fairy magic and the poison of a dangerous serpent, both of which worked tirelessly to steal his life. She has made a deal with a mermaid—given away his amulet, which he has not yet mentioned—so that he would live. And now they must move on, to the next place, with three blackbirds tucked into cages that sit in a cart pulled by a white horse. They must walk through dark woods that contain dangerous and bloodthirsty creatures. They must finish their quest.

		The Huntsman waves to the spot above his brows. “There is a groove at the top of your brow,” he says. “It is nearly imperceptible.” His eyes turn soft. “But I can discern it.”

		She feels pulled apart for a moment, and this causes both anger and delight. Secrets are not so very easy to carry. They are heavy and jagged, like a beam of wood placed on a back but so insecurely tied that it rubs splinters into skin. Her secrets have become painful, tiresome things. But she must keep them to the end.

		Still, she might open a bit. And so she says, “There is someone I have left behind. Someone who means a great deal to me. Someone I loved very dearly.”

		He does not ask any further questions. She fully expects a few, such as, why did she leave this person behind or who is this person or where is the person. Some of these questions she could answer. Some of them she could not, even if she desired. She is grateful that he does not ask them. She studies the fire. She has heard that there are some Enchantresses who can read the flames, but that has never been so for her. Perhaps that gift only belongs to those who do not have a looking ball. And yet the gift of reading flames is different than the gift of a looking ball. The looking ball only shows what one wants to see, at the moment one needs to see it. Flames show the future. She would very much like to know her future. Will she succeed in her quest or will she fail? Will the kingdoms be better for what she will do, or will they suffer more? Will she be remembered as good or evil? And can she bear knowing?

		She broods on the quest. The near death of the Huntsman has unsettled her. She knew that the journey would be dangerous, but she did not realize it would be perilous, as it has shown itself to be. She believed that magic would make the way easy, but it has complicated everything.

		And there is something else that complicates everything. She has come to care for the Huntsman. It is the only explanation for what she has done—risked her life for his, bargained with a mermaid, used every bit of extra magic to place a spell of protection around him.

		The Huntsman is staring at her again, and her cheeks burn.

		“What is it that worries you so?” he says.

		“It is nothing,” she says.

		“The person you left behind,” he says. “Did you love him? Was he kind to you?”

		The Enchantress looks at him for a moment, and understanding blooms in her chest like a silky white rose. “Oh, no,” she says. “The one I left is merely a friend.” She does not know why she is unable to tell him that the person she left is a child—a girl.

		“And what worries you about your leaving?” the Huntsman says.

		“When I left, the person was very sick,” she says. “Perhaps even dead.”

		The Huntsman’s eyebrows raise, and his eyes shine. “Oh,” is all he says.

		They do not speak for some time, only stare at the flames, the Enchantress still trying to read their randomness.

		

		“I left my mother and father and a sister,” the Huntsman says after a time. “I do not know whether they live or whether they have died in my absence.”

		The Enchantress continues to stare at the fire, which seems to be rearranging itself into a pattern now. “Where did you come from?” she says a bit absently.

		The Huntsman does not answer her question but offers something more. “I will return to them someday,” he says. “I feel it in my heart. Perhaps when this quest is finished, we shall reunite and live happily ever after.” His smile disarms her, and she grows suddenly agitated.

		“The heart can lead you astray,” she says, speaking her fear aloud.

		The Huntsman shakes his head. “My heart never leads me astray,” he says. “Only when my mind enters into my heart’s knowing and tangles up all the threads do I even question what it is I am supposed to do.”

		The Enchantress stares at him. It is a most interesting theory. She has never known this for herself. She has, until now, only distrusted what her heart could tell her. She has planned with her mind, because it is rational and unemotional and unable to be swayed by desperation or fear or hope. But has she neglected the most important part of being human? Following a heart?

		The Huntsman seems to sense her doubt. “When I act on the feeling that I have here,” he says, and he taps his right hand against his chest three times and lets it rest on the third tap, “I find that I cannot turn aside or away or around. I know only what I must do and that what I must do is right.”

		“And what is it you feel about our quest?” the Enchantress says. She is unable to keep the question locked inside. Her curiosity has won over her reserve.

		The Huntsman meets her eyes. “I believe we will be successful in all we do,” he says. “I believe that fate is on our side.”

		The Enchantress laughs. “I do not believe in fate,” she says. “It is a silly thing that people use to explain away the unpredictability of their worlds.” She breaks from his gaze and watches the fire, which has resumed its own randomness. “There is no greater plan. There is no fate.”

		The Huntsman shifts on the ground, but the Enchantress does not look at him. “It must be quite lonely to be an Enchantress of your skill,” he says, and the words crack her heart in a deeper, more permanent way. She takes a sharp breath and lets it out slowly.

		“No,” she says, and she hopes that by not looking in his eyes he will believe the lie. “And if it happens to be a lonely sort of existence, well, I prefer to be alone.”

		“Where did you come from?” the Huntsman says abruptly. He has asked her this question before, and she has always evaded it, as she does now.

		“Many places,” she says.

		“That sounds like my father,” the Huntsman says, and then his head snaps in her direction. His eyes are wide with horror, as though he did not intend to say the words aloud.

		“Have you said something you wished you had not?” the Enchantress says, a smile pulling across her lips.

		He lets out a long breath. “I do not like to speak of my family,” he says. “They are all I have left.” The Enchantress watches the cloud lower over his bright blue eyes, the walls raise around his heart, the confessions curl up behind a locked and guarded door.

		She could probe, but she chooses, instead, to let him keep his secrets. She will surely keep hers under better guard in the days to come. She merely says, “I feel I must rest for a time.” And it is true that she feels quite weary. “And then perhaps we might dine.”

		He nods without saying a word, and before the Enchantress disappears inside her white tent that folds up when she is finished with it and fits neatly into her right shoe, she turns back to take one last look at the Huntsman. He is bent over the fire, as though he has seen something within it. She tilts her head and studies him, but he rocks back on his heels and meets her eyes.

		“I will not be long,” she says, and she lets the tent flap fall so that it blocks her view of him. She stands, her back against the flap, for quite some, thinking.
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		The Huntsman watches the Enchantress until she is gone behind the flap of a tent. He watches the flap to ensure that she is hidden within it for the purpose of rest and not the purpose of spying on him. He still does not quite trust her, though his feelings of warmth and friendliness have grown in the days since she offered her life for his own. It was very brave of her. Sacrificial, even. He does not quite understand it. He only knows that it warms his chest like nothing else has done since he began this quest.

		He stands from beside the fire and strides toward the white mare. He strokes her neck. Her muscles ripple beneath his hand. “I need to secure some food,” he says. He takes what appears to be a pencil—but if you have been paying attention throughout the course of our stories, you will know that not everything is what it appears to be—and touches it to the top of the horse’s head. “You will be safe,” he says. The mare’s ears fold back, one in his direction and the other the perfect opposite. “And I will not be long.” He waves the pencil around him as well, and then he walks into the deep, dark woods.

		It does not take him long to secure something for their supper. The Enchantress prefers greens, but he catches a hare for himself, which he will roast over the fire. He will boil her greens in a bit of water from the leather pouches—there are eight of them now—that hang on the side of the horse.

		It will be a good supper tonight.

		On his way back to the clearing, the Huntsman spies a circle of flowers. He has noticed the mysterious flowers that rise up from the ground every time the Enchantress pulls earthworms from it, which she uses to feed the blackbirds locked in cages. The flowers that the Enchantress pulls from the earth remind him of those he saw back in Fairendale, when he first offered his hunting services to the king in exchange for an honored place in the kingdom of Fairendale when the quest to find all the lost children of Fairendale was finished. Every hue of every color is represented in a flower patch created by the Enchantress.

		This patch, however, is a ring of only red flowers. But he picks them anyway. They will make a nice gift for the Enchantress. He knows she must love flowers. Why would her magic replace earthworms with flowers if she did not?

		He bends beside the flowers, to check for bees or fairies, who are sometimes of such small proportions that they live inside closed buds. But there are neither bees nor fairies in these flowers, so he takes several and bunches them together as he remembers his mother doing to decorate the family table.

		He looks around for something in which to put the flowers, but he can find nothing. So he removes one of his boots and stuffs them inside, careful not to crush them.

		The Enchantress is already sitting at the fire, staring into the flames, when he returns. She looks up, spots the flowers, and is unable to hide her pleasure. It heats his face like a morning sun sprawling across a land, lazily lifting the heads of morning glories. He closes his eyes momentarily, but her words bring his gaze back to her.

		“You have brought me flowers?” she says. Her hands clasp in front of her chest, and for a moment, he sees her as a girl, not a woman. But the moment passes as quickly as it came, and she looks at the ground in front of him and says, “You are too kind.”

		“I have observed that you like flowers,” he says. “I found these in the woods and thought it might make our table made of dirt seem a bit more…” He searches for the right word. “Homely.”

		The Enchantress raises her wet and shining eyes to his, but she quickly looks away. She uses her staff to lift herself from the ground, as though even after her time of rest she is still weary. She points her staff toward a space in the clearing, and a grass table rises from the ground. Two chairs rise with it, one on each end. She breathes hard when she is finished. The Huntsman nearly moves to her side, but then she straightens, and the look on her face stays him.

		“Well,” the Huntsman says. “We shall dine like royalty this eve.” He does not say what is in his heart, which is, She spends too much of her magic.

		“On a grass table.” The Enchantress smiles.

		The Huntsman places the boot of flowers in the center of the table. “It will not take me long to cook.”

		“I will arrange the table,” the Enchantress says. The Huntsman digs out the bowls and the spoons from his pack and hands them to her. He digs again and produces two glasses, propped up on crystal stems. The Enchantress raises a perfectly arched eyebrow. He shrugs. “My mother always told me to come prepared,” he says. She takes the glasses from him and examines them. He turns back to the fire, to avoid any questions.

		The truth is, his pack is a magical one. It is much larger than it appears. He has collected a great many things on his travels, and they are all carried within it, though its weight remains light and its size remains small.

		When the Huntsman is finished roasting the hare and boiling the bowl of greens, they sit down to dine, smiling at one another from across the table. They do not speak until they have finished eating, until the Enchantress bends and produces a tiny speck from her left shoe. She touches her staff to it, and it slowly widens and shapes itself into a looking ball.

		“I thought we might look on the next child,” she says. “In the land of White Wind.”

		“White Wind,” the Huntsman says. “The land of diamond snow.”

		“It is only stories,” the Enchantress says, her words like sharpened points. “From what I hear, the people do not like these stories. They bring to their village many who only wish to collect the snow and search it for diamonds.”

		

		Her words seem to hold a warning. He is not interested in diamond snow, however. So he says, “Let us look on the child.”

		“A boy,” the Enchantress says. “He is now a wolf.”

		“A shape shifter,” the Huntsman says. He watches the ball intently, its green swirls solidifying into the boy who is a wolf. He has a gray face with a long snout but decidedly human eyes that are the color of maple syrup.

		“No, not a shape shifter,” the Enchantress says. “The Vanishing spell performed on these children recreated them in whatever form it saw fit. For this boy, it was a large wolf.”

		The wolf is talking to a girl in a red hood. “A wolf that can talk,” the Huntsman says. “That is quite disturbing, I am sure.”

		“The girl seems to be comfortable with him,” the Enchantress says. They watch the two for a time.

		“He does not look all too happy about being a wolf,” the Huntsman says after a moment.

		“But look. He has found a friend.” The Enchantress smiles.

		“One can always find a friend if one looks hard enough.” The Huntsman does not look at the Enchantress. He hopes that his words, which mean much more beneath their surface than on top of it, will settle into her heart, into her deepest knowings. He would like her to trust him. It is about time.

		The Enchantress allows the looking ball to go dark. She sits back in her chair. The green of her dress nearly blends perfectly with the green of the grass, and the Huntsman feels a sudden urge to laugh, but he stifles it with a hand pressed to his mouth. “As much as it pains me to say it,” the Enchantress says, “I believe that our journey to White Wind will require warmer clothes.” She looks off toward the woods and then back at the Huntsman. “I suppose we might need some skins, rather than simple cloaks.”

		“I can certainly arrange that,” the Huntsman says. In fact, every eve he has eaten an animal on this journey, he has carefully preserved the animal’s pelt. The Huntsman is a man who believes that every animal is sacred and that they must be used in their entirety, so as not to waste a death simply for the filling of a belly. He has cleaned animal skins, folded them, and stored them inside his magical bag. The bones he has bound with twine, unable as yet to find a use for them. But he knows, eventually, he will.

		“Good,” the Enchantress says. “Then I shall leave you to your work.” She stands. Her chair sinks back into the ground, and the Huntsman watches it with disappointment. He had hoped this meal could last somewhere close to forever, though he knows how improbable that is. Nothing lasts forever. Nothing lasts even close to forever. The Enchantress places a hand on the table. “Thank you for the lovely meal,” she says. She lifts her chin. “I have already secured the perimeter. When you are finished with the table, it will return to the earth, and no sooner.”

		She turns from him with a whisper of her skirts and walks back toward her tent that has remained standing all this time.

		The Huntsman remains at the table for another hour after the Enchantress has retired. He works on the pelts. He stitches them together with what looks to be a pencil but no thread. He smooths out their seams and even darkens their coats to be one and the same color. He then tucks the first animal skin cloak inside his magical pack. There are not enough furs for another.

		When he stands from the table, it sinks into the ground, along with his chair. His pack, which sat on the table, does not sink but remains on top of the earth. The Huntsman stares at the spot, his chest aching. He will always remember this supper he had with the Enchantress around a real table, how it felt almost like home.

		

		He returns to the cart, where the blackbirds are sleeping in cages. He has slept with them every night since he secured the cart. A large, heavy blanket woven with many colors lies beside a thick pillow, neither of which he has seen before. He looks toward the tent, but the Enchantress is not there. He wishes, for once, that she could see what is in his heart, which he is sure is shining visibly in his smile.

		It is the loveliest blanket he has ever seen. And it will do quite well as a warm and heavy cloak, a coat of many colors.
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		Boggart

		

		After the initial scare of the earth rumbling around them, the lost boys encountered practically no resistance in their travels. They found this somewhat odd. Had all the stories their parents told them about dangerous creatures of the wood been simply that—stories? They had thought the stories were based on truth, but there were no creatures, at least not any they could see.

		Every morning they sat around a campfire eating for breakfast a bit of roasted squirrel, which Theo had become quite adept at killing with his bow and arrows, along with white hares and a couple of wild turkeys. Theo was glad his father had twisted on the quill of arrows and strapped his bow to it before Theo had left Fairendale. The weapon had come in handy so far, and Theo felt it gave the lost boys a measure of protection against the forest creatures they had not yet met.

		The boys laughed and sang and joked during their breakfasts. They called themselves, after many days and nights of travel, FLAT HEN, a collection of the first letter of all their names, which they thought was supremely clever and funny. FLAT HEN must run now, they said. FLAT HEN must rest for a while. FLAT HEN needs a bit of food and water. FLAT HEN is doing quite well, thank you.

		Theo thought it was a good sign that they were speaking of themselves as a group. Even Fineas seemed to join in now.

		They had come up with efficient systems, too. One boy remained on watch for several hours of the night, until he woke another to be on duty. Some were assigned to food duty. Some water. All were lookouts as they traveled. They had become adept at setting up camp and leaving the forest as it had been before their stay.

		“FLAT HEN must be on her way,” August always said as a signal to all the boys that it was time to leave camp after their breakfasts, and the boys would laugh hysterically. Theo would laugh, too, as they spread out the wood they had used for their fire and smoothed the ground where they had trod, making sure to care for the forest well.

		It was growing warmer, and that gave Theo hope that they would soon reach their destination. Soon, they might live with a small measure of safety.

		On and on their journey went, one day folding into another.

		One day, however, they found themselves troubled by a boggart. They rarely saw him, for the boggart was quick and would steal away when they turned to look. He was mostly harmless, but he enjoyed scaring them for a bit of fun. He would follow them into dark places—particularly by rivulets of clear water, for he had discovered that the lost boys, like any other boy, were afraid of what might be waiting when they stared into the water from the bank—and then he would jump out and scare them or grab one of them by the leg or the arm or the big toe. The boys did not think this was very funny, especially since they were only trying to fetch a bit of water.

		

		The boggart also bothered them during hunts. He was a nuisance. Every time he scared them, their prey would run free. It was as though he were trying to prevent them from eating.

		“What do you know of boggarts?” Theo asked August one day.

		“I know they are small green creatures with large noses and even larger ears,” August said. “And they like to play tricks.”

		“They do not usually remain out in the open, as far as I know,” Theo said. “I thought they preferred houses or dark cellars.”

		“Perhaps we are near Lincastle, then,” August said, but they could see no break in the trees as far as they looked.

		“He has been following us for some time,” Theo said. “I thought that perhaps this was his land. But it cannot all be his land. And a traveler must eat. We must get rid of him.”

		“Agreed,” August said.

		But they did nothing, only went on their way. The boggart followed them. They lost quite a bit of food because of him. At the moment Theo had his arrow aimed at a hare, the moment that required the most concentration, the boggart would jump out, its small, stumpy body somewhat misleading in comparison to the frightful sound—something between a squeal and a growl—that came from its mouth, and Theo would accidentally loose the arrow into the sky while the hare hopped off, unharmed.

		

		The last time it happened, he grumbled. “Time to get rid of that boggart,” he said to the boys who circled around him.

		“He only wants a bit of fun,” Fineas said. “Like anyone else.”

		“It is not merely fun when you go hungry at night because of him,” Theo said.

		The boys could not argue with this—not even Fineas.

		“I do not think boggarts are very intelligent creatures,” Theo said. “They can be outwitted.”

		That night they planned. They would set a trap for him.

		The next day, Theo took a bit of rope that he had found stuffed in his pack. Though he did not know why it had been put there, exactly, he was glad it was. The day was grey and cloudy, which made the woods darker, which also made their plan easier. Theo twisted the rope into a net as he had seen his father do once. He made sure it was small enough to capture the boggart, and then, with one end of the rope in his hand, he strapped on his quill and bow.

		August held the other end of the rope and crept in a straight line in front of Theo. August waved the other boys behind a tree and set the trap. He arranged the net in a wide-open position and covered it with grass. August then unknotted the other end of the rope from the tree trunk, took it in his hands, and slipped behind another tree.

		

		They all waited.

		A hare soon hopped into the clearing, for it was so still she did not detect the boys. Theo aimed an arrow at the hare, pulled back on the bow’s string, and had nearly released it when out jumped the boggart, squealing and growling in a most startling way. Theo momentarily forgot about the trap, his legs primed for running. But then he regained his composure and saw that the boggart was standing directly in the middle of their trap, both feet in the net, chortling.

		“Pull!” Theo shouted. August did, and the net cinched around the boggart, who did nothing to stop it. He seemed very surprised.

		August took Theo’s end of the rope from him and tied both ends around a tree branch so the net would not loosen. The boggart fought valiantly to escape from the makeshift trap, but he could not, in the end, break the ropes that bound him.

		“Now you will bother us no longer,” August said in triumph.

		The boys smacked their hands together. Theo wiped his hands on his breeches, which had grown quite dirty in their travels. His mother would be appalled.

		His mother. The sadness blasted into his chest. He turned and began walking in the direction he imagined Lincastle to be. “We must move on,” Theo said.

		August ran to catch up. “Well done,” he said.

		“At least it was only a boggart,” Theo said. The words quieted them all.

		When they had almost lost sight of the boggart, Leo said, “Do you think we should leave him there? I feel a bit bad for the poor thing.”

		“He should have left us alone, then,” August said. “We cannot let him out now.”

		“I suppose you are right,” Leo said.

		The other boys agreed.

		“What about the creatures of the forest?” Leo said after a moment. “Will they not eat him?”

		“He is an old boggart,” Theo said. “I suspect he has escaped from many traps over the years. But we will be gone before he escapes that one.”

		August looked at him strangely, as if seeing his friend for the first time. “How do you know he is an old boggart?” he said.

		“I told you, I read,” Theo said. “You can read about a great many fascinating things in books. Like boggarts. I was somewhat obsessed with them at one time.”

		August merely shook his head. One of the boys gave a shout, and another echoed. Soon the merriment had affected them all, and they broke into a run, loping and hollering like wild animals in a darkening forest.

		Perhaps they hoped their sounds would scare away the real wild animals.

		The boggart, however, was not the only creature who had followed them. The second creature was a small one—tiny, really—with glittering golden wings and a small bit of pink fabric that covered her human-like body.

		

		The creature who followed the lost boys was a fairy.

		She flashed from tree to tree, dimming her fairy glow, ensuring that she would not be seen by the most diligent of eyes.
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		Warnings

		

		In the throne room of Guardia castle—that is correct: Guardia, the northernmost land in the Fairendale realm does have a castle, though it is made of ice and snow—a page scuttles into the room, clad in heaping furs that make him appear much larger than he is in actuality. He slides elegantly on the iced floor. When he first arrived at this castle made of ice and snow, he took many a fall on the icy floors, but he has been here for three years now, and he is quite skilled at timing the end of his walk and sliding the remainder of the way to King Wolfe’s feet, after which he bows grandly.

		

		“There is news, sire,” he says when he has risen. His face is a bit red from the effort of timing his entrance just so and rising from his elegant bow with the weight of his attire pressing on his back. But he would never shed his heavy furs, for the castle hallways are much too cold.

		The king, for his part, is barefoot. His feet are rather large and stumpy, the toes sprouting bits of hair in every direction. His legs, clothed in breeches made from the fur of the giant bears that roam in Guardia, which are the enemy of his Yeti soldiers, are thick and long, stretched out before him. Beneath the breeches, King Wolfe’s left leg bears a long, puckering scar sustained by one of the Guardia monsters, which he has not yet had an opportunity to name, for he has never seen one again—or, at least, not anywhere but his nightmares. And King Wolfe knows that nightmares mean nothing. The monster also marked his right hand and arm from palm to elbow. The skin there is pink and braided.

		The dirty undersides of King Wolfe’s feet are exposed to the page, and he swallows an overwhelming dread. He hopes that King Wolfe will not request him to rub his feet. He hates rubbing the king’s feet.

		But King Wolfe merely says, “Well, what is it?” in his deep, resounding voice.

		

		King Wolfe is a gruff but kind king. His face is virtually unlined, though he has ruled in this land for many years, but, then again, perhaps the lines hide beneath all his hair. The king has quite a lot of it. His dark brown eyebrows are bushy and untamed. His mustache, of the same color, nearly covers his mouth, and his beard reaches to the middle of his chest. His eyes are a deep and brilliant blue.

		

		He smooths his beard with a hand. “Go on, then,” he says. “What is the news?” His voice booms out into the throne room and crashes against the walls. The walls send the sound back to the page, who flinches. He has always been somewhat afraid of King Wolfe, if only for his largeness. King Wolfe is practically larger than life, having descended from one of the earliest clans of giants in this land. He stands nearly ten heads taller than the page, but only one head taller than his queen, who sits beside him.

		She, too, is a sight to behold. She wears the orange skins of foxes, which are so abundant in the land of Guardia that they are hardly missed when twenty or thirty of them are used to clothe the queen. They are pesky things, at any rate. The castle gardens, which are protected by a sort of glass enclosure that allows plants to spend their lives in a constant environment of warmth and humidity, are often pillaged by the foxes, though no one has the slightest idea how they break inside.

		

		Beneath the furs, which stretch from her neck and shoulders all the way to her large, thick ankles, is a violet dress that hides her feet, which the page knows are also large and difficult to rub. The queen’s brown hair shines in waves down to her belly. Her eyebrows are finely shaped, and her eyes are a deep violet color.

		Queen Hilda places a hand on King Wolfe’s arm. “Let him speak, Wolfe,” she says. “Do not hurry him along.”

		“Forgive me for interrupting, Your Majesty,” the page says. He has a special bow for Queen Hilda, in which he purses his lips as though he is kissing the back of her massive hand as he bends at the waist and kisses, instead, the cold floor. He is not supposed to use this bow unless the queen speaks.

		“Please rise,” Queen Hilda says, and the page obeys.

		“A blackbird with a letter has reached us from the land of Fairendale,” the page says. “Regarding the lost children of Fairendale.”

		“Lost children?” King Wolfe says.

		The page clears his throat. Has the king forgotten about the letter that arrived weeks ago, offering rewards for the lost children of Fairendale?

		But then King Wolfe tilts his head and says, “Oh, yes. I remember now. To what do we owe the pleasure of a letter today, then?” King Wolfe secretly hopes that it is in response to the letter he sent the king, which urged King Willis to abandon his preposterous pursuit. His eyes, however, give nothing away.

		The page hands the letter to his king.

		King Wolfe opens the letter, and the words blur before his eyes. The fact that the words are all written in red—a tactic King Willis decided to use to invoke a sense of danger, threat, and, hence, power—are lost on King Wolfe. He is visibly stricken. Normally, his daughter, Princess Kimbra, who will one day rule the throne of Guardia since the throne of this land is passed to the royal family’s firstborn child, regardless of gender, is by his side and would read the letter for him. But Princess Kimbra has not yet risen from her bed this morning. King Wolfe stares at the letter in his hands, at the words scrawled on a page. He looks over it, but no recognition flickers in his face. Only a long and deepening mark of red climbs up his neck and settles into his cheeks. The letter falls to his lap. “I cannot read!” the king finally says in a gruff yet painfully embarrassed tone. He hands the letter back to the page, who unfolds it and begins to read it aloud.

		

		In the letter, King Willis explains that the throne of Fairendale is only permitted to pass to a magical son. His son, he says, is a magical prince. But the throne of Fairendale can also be stolen by another magical boy. King Wolfe stops his page at this point. “Only a magical boy?” he says, which is precisely the same thing he said when his daughter read the letter that arrived weeks ago. That letter had the same opening lines and the same middle but a different end.

		The page shrugs and looks back down at the letter, searching it for some other kind of explanation. But there is none.

		“That is absurd,” the king says. “A girl can rule a throne as well as any boy.” King Wolfe looks at his wife, who smiles devotedly at him. This, too, is the same thing King Wolfe said upon hearing of the kingdom’s rules in the last letter. He finishes his outburst with a bit of irony. “They are barbaric.”

		“Would you like me to continue?” the page says.

		“Go on,” King Wolfe says.

		The page reads the tale of the Fairendale children and their flight from the king, about which King Wolfe and Queen Hilda already know, thanks to the first letter. The page finishes with the last several paragraphs of the letter, which contain new information and unfold as follows:

		“On behalf of the kingdom of Fairendale, I, King Willis, brave and mighty ruler of the land, order you to hand over all the children in your kingdom so that we might determine, by any means necessary, whether they are the lost children of our kingdom or merely yours. The lost children of Fairendale must be returned to their parents, if they are unmagical, or face the justice that they so rightfully deserve, if they are magical. Be assured that you will be rewarded handsomely for any information about the lost children and even more handsomely for any returned children. Your ruler of the realm, the Honorable King Willis.”

		The page lets the letter fall to his side and watches the face of his king. The king turns to the queen.

		“Well,” King Wolfe says. “This king of Fairendale makes brash claims. The ruler of the realm? It is news to me.”

		“I believe the king of Fairendale has always been the ruler of the realm,” Queen Hilda says. “We are not usually subject to his whims, however. The people of the other lands believe we are savages and should be avoided.” Her eyes turn slightly sad.

		But King Wolfe raises a triumphant fist. “As it should be,” he says, and he shakes out a series of rumbling laughs. But then he sobers. “So he is commanding that we turn over to him all of our children?” He looks at his wife with furrowed brows.

		“As I understand it, that is what he commands,” she says. “Which means we shall have to turn over Kimbra and Aldith.”

		King Wolfe bursts out of his throne, which is large and golden and looks very like the one on which King Willis sits. King Wolfe’s throne, however, is different in three ways: it is about three times larger; the legs are not smooth, curved gold but jagged gold that bears the carved faces of wolves, which sit beside King Wolfe like faithful golden pets; and the back flares out into the enlarged head of a wolf, as though it is the king’s protector against any who might enter this throne room with ill intent—as if the Yetis stationed at every entrance to this room are not intimidating enough. This wolf’s head contains two glowing red eyes that many in the castle claim can not only see into the past, see into the future, and see into other lands but also watch them relentlessly.

		Guardia is a dangerous land. There are many myths and legends centered around guardian spirits, as there tend to be in all dangerous lands.

		King Wolfe lumbers along the edge of his stage. He lumbers left and then he lumbers right. His large and meaty hands ball into large and meaty fists. The page watches him. King Wolfe stops abruptly and turns to his page.

		“Did my letter never reach the king?” he says.

		“I sent it a week past,” the page says, clearly afraid that he will be condemned for an oversight that is not an oversight at all. There are many oversights. He is a forgetful lad. But he did send the letter.

		King Wolfe shakes his head, which shakes his massive beard and his thick mud-brown hair. “I made sure the king knew my thoughts about all of this.” He straightens his shoulders and lifts his chin. “I will not hand over my children. I will not hand over any children in this kingdom. We will not obey the lowly king of Fairendale.”

		King Wolfe is suddenly overtaken by a surge of anger. He turns around and kicks the throne. It yelps. The page jumps. The Yetis do not stir, perhaps accustomed to the infrequent displays made by their king. King Wolfe grabs the throne and tries to turn it on its side, but the throne growls. The eyes on the back of it blink once and deepen their red color. The page cannot look away. He has never seen anything like it. His knees, to his dismay, begin to knock with a soft thump-thump-thump-thump.

		“My dear,” Queen Hilda says. She speaks in a soft, quiet voice. She rises with a rustle of her skins and her gown and reaches the king’s side in only a moment. She places a hand on his shoulder. “Breathe, my love.”

		In their quiet moments, Queen Hilda has tried to explain to King Wolfe that his outbursts of anger, though infrequent, are precisely what fan the fear in the hearts of his servants, who then take their rumors out into the kingdom and fan the fear in the hearts of the Guardia people. She has been trying, somewhat successfully, to teach him how to deal with his anger in a less physical way. He has never hurt anyone, to be sure, but anger is a dangerous thing when not handled properly.

		

		The king takes a deep breath and lets it out. He takes another and releases. Another goes in and out. This calms him considerably. He shakes his head. “What kind of king could do this to his people?” he says. “Not a king who should rule a throne.” His words are jagged barbs that lodge into the walls of the throne room and hang there, shaking in their suspension.

		“He says he will return the children to their parents,” Queen Hilda says. A shadow widens in her eyes.

		“But he will not,” King Wolfe says, and Queen Hilda does not say anything at all. They merely stare at one another. The king and the queen lost their fathers to King Sebastien, many years ago. Their fathers had been foolish, and though King Sebastien had not traveled to Guardia to gather an army, the people of Guardia had heard about his quest to steal the throne of Fairendale. And many—including the father of King Wolfe and the father of Queen Hilda—had foolishly joined the quest, in hopes of a better future than their children could be assured in Guardia. That was before kings and queens were established in the land and it was much wilder and less organized. After the Great Battle, the people of Guardia elected King Wolfe to lead them and Queen Hilda to sit by his side, and the land became less barbarian, though it still has quite a long way to go to be considered fully civilized in the minds of others.

		Neither the king nor the queen has ever met King Sebastien or his son, King Willis. But there is a small corner of hate in both of their hearts reserved for the royal line of Fairendale.

		“I suppose I shall have to send the king another letter,” says King Wolfe. “One that assures him of retaliation by the kingdom of Guardia, rather than the simple suggestion of it.”

		“You can try,” says a voice from the corner of the room, a voice they have never heard before. All eyes move in the direction from which it originates.

		A woman emerges from a shadow. The Yeti guarding that corner steps forward and tries to grab her, but his hand seems to hit a wall. His face crumples in confusion.

		A slight digression here, if you will. Perhaps you do not know what a Yeti looks like. Simply imagine a gorilla, double him in height and width, and then trade out his black hair for white. When you look upon his face, imagine that you see a human face, pink, with a wider nose and bushy white fuzz on the sides of his upper lip and all the way across the underside of his bottom lip. Imagine that in this face are human eyes that are blue when no threat exists but flash into black when one does.

		This Yeti’s eyes are now black.

		The woman wears a flowing black dress with a pointed collar that moves out like the fronds of a tree that is shrugging as if to say, “I do not know how I managed to slip past your Yetis.” Her golden hair is braided at the top of her head. Her eyes are lined with black kohl, which serves to brighten their pale blue.

		

		She is very beautiful, and the throne room, for a moment, stills so absolutely it could be a painting suspended in time.

		And then the king says, “How did you get in here? Guards!”

		The guards, all Yetis of roughly the same shape but not the same size, attempt to place their hands on the woman. She holds up one of her hands, and they all fall over as though they are paper statues blown down in a violent wind.

		The woman lifts her chin. “I came to ensure this letter reached you,” she says.

		“You brought the letter, then?” King Wolfe says.

		“A blackbird brought the letter,” the woman says. “I made sure it got here. No one dares to venture into the land of Guardia. It is much too dangerous, if you believe the right people.”

		“Why?” King Wolfe says.

		The woman studies a nail, which is black and shiny. “I simply wanted you informed,” she says, but the way she says it indicates there is something more and that she does not intend to divulge it yet.

		Queen Hilda tilts her head and studies the woman. But King Wolfe, who has never been all that good at reading what lies beneath the surface of words, says, “Who are you?”

		“I was once a queen myself,” she says. King Wolfe’s face hardens. Has she come to steal his throne?

		No. That would be silly.

		“Do not worry,” the woman says. “The Evil Queen does not wish to acquire your throne. I have my sights set on another.” She smiles, a lazy, gleaming smile. “We all have our reasons, do we not?” She smooths her skirt at her side. “Now, then. What is it you intend to do?”

		“I will not hand over my children,” King Wolfe says, for this is as far as he had gotten in any sort of plan.

		“And you should not,” the Evil Queen says. “King Willis does not intend to return any children to their parents.”

		“How can you know this?” Queen Hilda says.

		“I have my ways,” the Evil Queen says. “Now.” She turns back to the king. “Send your letter. Do your work. King Willis must know that the other kingdoms will not stand on his side.”

		She bows and shows herself out in a whisper of movement. Her smile, as she exits the throne room, is unreadable. Good? Evil? It is impossible to tell.

		The throne room, once more, stands suspended. And then King Wolfe says, “Fetch some parchment,” in the general direction of the page, and the page, dutiful as he is, scurries out and returns in no time at all.
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		At the first hint of dawn, Jasper retreats from his place beneath Lucy’s window and ventures back into the woods. It is late afternoon before he sees Lucy again. He does not stop the girl on her path today, however. Instead, he follows behind her to her grandmother’s house, careful not to make a sound. But he does not have to worry so much about silence, for Lucy is a merry girl, and today she is skipping and singing loudly enough for Jasper to step rather carelessly and crack many twigs beneath his feet without discovery. He does not recognize any of the songs she sings, for the lands around Fairendale have their own cultures and songs and stories. Though many characteristics of these cultures and songs and stories are very similar, none of them are the same.

		Jasper longs to show himself, to join in the song and the dance, which lifts his spirits in a way that has not happened since he found himself in a strange and unknown land, but he has other plans today. He must know what Lucy’s grandmother does when Lucy is with her in her cottage.

		“Grandmother!” Lucy calls as the path winds into the clearing.

		

		Jasper sees the old woman rush from the glass enclosure, through a passage that connects it to her cottage, and into the kitchen, which has a large window cut out in the wall. Jasper stares into the window and watches the old woman throw something into a bubbling brew and then rush out the front door before Lucy has reached the cobblestone path.

		

		“You are early today,” Lucy’s grandmother says when the girl has let go of her neck. She pats Lucy on the cheek. “But you are always welcome.”

		“I finished my chores early and thought we might spend a bit more time together,” Lucy says in her singsong voice. “Father is busy today.” Lucy glances behind her and then to the side, and Jasper wonders if perhaps she is early because she had hoped to find him. The thought warms him.

		

		Lucy and her grandmother disappear into the cottage. Jasper slinks to the window and lifts himself so that his two paws rest on the sill. He peers inside. A small wooden table sits beside a fire. Two wooden bowls holding some kind of steaming liquid wait on it.

		“I heard you calling and spooned out some soup,” Lucy’s grandmother says. “I hope you are hungry?”

		“I could never pass up your soup,” Lucy says. She takes her red cloak from her shoulders and hangs it on a hook beside the door. Her grandmother remains at the hook, caressing the cloak with her bony fingers. Lucy moves to the table, without seeming to notice that her grandmother watches her strangely. But Jasper notices.

		

		The two of them sit. Lucy begins to eat. Her grandmother does not. Jasper notices this as well.

		“Tell me, dear,” her grandmother says after a time. “Have you seen a strange new wolf on your travels? One with eyes that look alarmingly human?”

		Lucy’s head snaps up. She seems unable to speak for a moment. She looks toward the window. Jasper flattens himself against the side of the cottage, but he continues peering in. The woods have grown grayer, as though the sun, which is not often seen in this land at all, has retreated even further behind a layer of clouds.

		The grandmother mistakes Lucy’s pause for fear. “Oh, I do not mean to frighten you, dear,” she says.

		“I am not frightened,” Lucy says.

		“I only mean…well, after your mother,” her grandmother says.

		

		Lucy tilts her head. “You mean the wild creature?” she says.

		“Of course,” her grandmother says. “The wild creature was a wolf. Did I not tell you this? A gray one. Rather large. With human eyes.”

		Lucy’s eyes darken. She looks toward the window again. Jasper’s breath catches in his throat, but still she does not speak of him.

		The pot bubbling on the iron stove begins to turn a slight orange color. Jasper’s eyes are drawn to it, the steam curling into visions. An old woman made young. A wolf made boy. A young girl made invisible. Vanished. Dead.

		Jasper’s heart pounds. Something roars in his ears.

		What would he give to become a boy again? That seems to be what the visions ask of him.

		

		He would never. Never. Would he ever?

		He shakes his head, trying to rattle the thoughts from his mind. The soup. It is the same brew bubbling on the stove. Lucy is eating it. Lucy is in danger.

		He drops to the ground and considers. Should he burst through the doors? Should he drag her from this cottage and the old woman who has plans to harm her? In the end, he decides he must wait.

		When he hears the sounds that indicate Lucy is preparing to leave, Jasper lifts himself once more to the windowsill and peers in. He watches the old woman pluck a hair from Lucy’s head and hide it away in her pocket. He watches her cross the room to a drawer, which she pulls open and in which she carefully places the hair from Lucy’s head. He watches her then run her fingers along the other items in the drawer—items he cannot name—and smile to herself.

		

		Lucy is at the door, pulling the cloak around her shoulders. She has trouble with one of the buttons, and her grandmother crosses the room to her side, presumably to help. “Before you leave, my dear,” Lucy’s grandmother says. “Allow me to tell you one more story that will wrap its protection around you and carry you all the way home. We cannot have you taken by the big bad wolf, as your mother was.”

		

		“No,” Lucy says, her voice faint and confused.

		“Once upon a time,” Lucy’s grandmother begins, and her voice is so lilting and beautiful, and the story so engaging that Jasper can feel its tendrils weaving around him, stroking his back, his head, the nape of his neck. He closes his eyes, unable to move. There is a strange effect created by this story. Jasper would like to flee, but he is held.

		Lucy’s grandmother spins a tale about a little girl who comes to see her grandmother every day. She tells how the little girl brings so much health and happiness to the old woman by sharing soup and bread and conversation. She tells about the unusual way the young girl keeps the old woman young as well.

		It is a simple story, but Jasper can feel something deeply menacing about it, as though it holds traces of truth but in a deceitful way. He cannot fully explain it. He only knows that when the story is finished, he feels even more surely that Lucy is in grave danger.

		He must warn her.

		And now that the story is done, he finds that he can move freely. He bounds into the forest and waits for Lucy, far from the cottage of her grandmother. He sees her red cape first, like a spot of blood spreading against the white backdrop of the forest. He emerges when she is almost by his side.

		“Lucy,” he says.

		She startles and places a hand over her heart. “Jasper,” she says. “You frightened me.”

		“I did not mean to,” he says, his voice holding his apology.

		“I saw you at my grandmother’s house,” she says. “Were you hungry?”

		“No,” he says. “I only wanted to watch. And listen.”

		“Was that not a wonderful story?” Lucy says. “Somehow, I knew the first time I saw you that you would be a person…” She hesitates for a moment, confused by her choice of words. “A wolf who would enjoy stories.” She shakes her head, and her eyebrows lower over her eyes. “A wolf.” The words escape her lips in a breath. “You are the big bad wolf.”

		“No,” Jasper says. “I am not. Please. I do not intend to hurt you. I only want to protect you.”

		Lucy looks behind her, back in the direction of her grandmother’s cottage. “But my grandmother said my mother was taken by the big bad wolf.” She looks back at Jasper. “It must be you. Who else?”

		“I will not harm you,” he says.

		

		“No,” she says. “I do not believe you will. I can see it in your eyes.” She looks down at the ground. “But why would my grandmother warn me about you?” She is not asking Jasper, but he answers anyway.

		“I believe she intends to hurt you,” he says. “I do not know how, but I do know I must protect you.”

		Lucy crosses her arms. “How dare you,” she says. “How dare you say such awful things about my grandmother. She loves me.”

		Jasper takes a step back. How can he convince a girl that her grandmother is not to be trusted, when he is a large and dangerous wolf? He cannot. So he tries to appeal to Lucy’s intelligence. “Where was your mother going when she disappeared?” he says.

		“To my grandmother’s house,” Lucy says. “She took bread to Grandmother every day.”

		“And did she arrive?” Jasper says.

		Lucy shakes her head. “I do not know,” she says. “What does it matter if she was taken on the way there or the way back? It does not change the fact that she was taken.” He can see the suspicion still floating around in her gentle gray eyes, and it drives a dagger into his heart.

		“It matters because if your grandmother was the last to see her alive, then maybe your mother never left the cottage in the woods,” Jasper says.

		He can tell he has gone too far now. Lucy turns away, without a word, and begins walking back toward White Wind. Jasper does not follow. But he does call out. “You must stay away from your grandmother, Lucy. She does not intend to protect you as I do.”

		Lucy does not turn. But before she is out of sight, her words trip and tumble back to him. “My window shall be open again tonight. I will be reading the story this time.”

		He dips his head. He will be there. He must be everywhere Lucy is from now on. He will save her as he could not save his brother or his mother or his father.

		The image of the battle in the streets of Fairendale explodes before his eyes, and the only thing he can do is lift his nose and his mouth of terrible teeth and release a mournful howl into the glittering world of White Wind.
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		Fairy

		

		The lost boys, on their final running stretch, made it all the way to the woods just outside the kingdom of Lincastle. They stopped short on the border between the village and the woods, then retreated deeper into the woods to consider their options. They could saunter into the village at dusk, as it was now, and perhaps gain unnecessary attention. Or they could find a shelter in which to sleep through the night and then decide what to do on the morrow.

		They chose to find a shelter, but they did not choose it intentionally. They chose it because, right beside them, in a most miraculous fashion, they discovered a shelter. Sure, it leaned a bit to the side, and it looked as though it had not been repaired in many, many years and the roof flapped in the breeze, but it was a shelter all the same. For many nights the boys had been sleeping in the open, where creatures might find them easily (though, as we have already established, none did). Now they could hide from those creatures in a leaning structure.

		“This looks like a fair enough home for now,” Theo said. The boys looked at it doubtfully, but they could not deny that a night in this was better than another night in the dark woods. They shivered.

		“It is rather small,” August said. “Will we all fit?”

		“We will manage,” Theo said. “It will keep us warm, at least.”

		“It is already warm,” Leo said.  He appeared to be in bad temper. This, perhaps, was because Leo had shared a room with his brother all his life, and he was hoping to secure his own space, however small, this time. This shelter, judging by its length and width, was only one room, which meant Leo would share a space with six other boys, rather than one. You can see how this might be somewhat disappointing.

		“I shall check for creatures,” Theo said. He looked very brave pushing through the wooden door hanging by its hinges. The boys watched the door, waiting for Theo’s return. He emerged dusty but smiling. “A bit dirty,” he said. “But it will do.”

		So the boys followed him in. A smell of old dirt and dust tickled their noses. Several of them sneezed, forgetting to cover their mouths, which made boys who were the victims of a splash of spit swat them. This would likely have turned into an all-out fist fight if it were not for the sound that broke their attention. It was a gentle rumble. They looked around at the walls, which were brown. Shelves, which were also brown, shook at the back of the structure, making what looked like old, rusty swords clang against one another. The boys looked around at each other.

		“Perhaps a bit shaky as well,” Theo said. “But shelter all the same.”

		“I just hope the walls remain standing,” Fineas said. He looked up at the riddled roof. “And the roof remains where it belongs.”

		The other boys followed his gaze. Their stomachs grew uneasy.

		“We shall be safe here,” Theo said, and his words brought with them a great and unexplainable relief. The boys trusted him.

		“What else is on the shelves?” August said. He had reached the back of the structure, which did not take very long at all, only about ten steps—the same number of steps it would take to make it from one side to the other. The structure was shaped like a tiny box. Only the roof was spacious.

		

		August held up a brown piece of cloth. “Blankets,” he said. He took them down, sending sheets of dust into the air. The boys coughed and some sneezed again, this time remembering to put their hands over their mouths and then—remembering they had no handkerchiefs on which to wipe their now-wet hands—promptly rubbed them on their pants. When they looked at their hands again, they were filthy.

		

		The boys had grown as brown as the structure. A dip in the Violet Sea might do them some good, Maude would say. But Maude was not here. And the boys did not much care how dirty they were.

		They crammed onto the floor, their legs overlapping each other, for there was nothing else to do. They spread the filthy blankets among them.

		“What about pillows?” Ernest said. “I have never slept without a pillow.”

		“You have slept the last many nights without a pillow,” Theo said.

		The boy looked surprised. “I always had a pillow,” he said.

		

		The other boys laughed at him.

		

		“I did,” he said, but no one would believe him.

		“Perhaps you should imagine you have a pillow tonight, too,” Fineas said.

		“But I did not imagine it,” Ernest said.

		“Where did the pillow go then?” Fineas said.

		Ernest looked stricken.

		The boys laughed again. Theo cleared his throat, and they all grew quiet. “Perhaps we can make our own pillows, pluck some feathers off the pheasants in Lincastle,” he said. “I have heard they have a great many birds here.”

		“Why?” August said.

		“They use them,” Theo said. “Some of them carry messages to different parts of the realm and even across the sea.”

		“Across the sea?” August said. “What is across the sea?”

		Theo’s eyes took on a faraway look. “They say there are other lands across the sea.”

		“Who says?” Fineas said.

		“The storybooks,” Theo said.

		“I have never read that in a storybook,” August said.

		“The storybooks are just storybooks,” Fineas said. “My mother used to read about all the creatures in the Weeping Woods, and we did not see a single one of them. I bet the Violet Sea does not even have the monsters my mother told me lived in it. I could swim all the way across it and never see a beast.”

		This, alas, was not true in the slightest. There were many fearsome creatures that lived in the Violet Sea, but such is the sort of assumption made when information is lacking. The boys knew nothing of the sorceress who protected them from the creatures of the woods. And most of them, Theo and August—the readers—excepted, knew nothing of the beautiful sea’s dangers.

		Theo said nothing, however. Instead, he took out a small stack of parchment, bound with sturdy thread, which he kept in his pocket. He took the slate pencil attached to it and began writing, something he did every evening. The light in the shelter was poor, however, so he only managed a few sentences and then shoved it back in his pocket.

		“Perhaps we could sail across the Violet Sea,” Norman said. Norman had nothing to lose, having watched both his mother and his father slain in the streets of Fairendale. His eyes filled with tears, and he turned his face away from the other boys.

		Theo felt the sadness that hung in the small space. He shifted a bit, which made August, who leaned up against him, shift as well, and every other boy who leaned against another. It was a rolling wave of movement. “It would be far too dangerous to sail the Violet Sea, without many months of planning,” Theo said. He had read, too, many stories of pirates who sailed the Violet Sea. They were underground stories, however (legends, you could call them), so the stories most often passed around the lands and believed universally to be true say no man has ever sailed the Violet Sea. Many men, in fact, have, and still do. “And by then, we hope to be back home.”

		The boys nodded in silent agreement. Yes. They all wanted to be back home.

		Theo ached for his home, for his mother and father and sister, for his other best friend. What was Prince Virgil doing now? Was he searching for Theo? Did he care at all what had happened? Was he still angry?

		Regret and sorrow lodged in the back of Theo’s throat. He tried to cough it out, but he could not.

		His feelings were quite complicated, however. At the same time he ached for his home, he also hated it. He hated that he was not able to practice magic. Was it such a bad thing for a boy to possess the gift of magic and not desire to rule a throne? Why had he been forced to deny his gift for so many years? His father, he suspected, had been a secret sorcerer once. And Arthur had never desired or held a throne.

		These thoughts shifted round and round in Theo’s mind, like a dance. One minute he was overcome with longing. The next he was overcome with anger.

		The other boys began to slip into sleep, one by one. After a time, it appeared that Theo was the only one awake, so he began, once more, to brood.

		But someone spoke in the darkness, right by Theo’s left ear. “There are many birds because Lincastle is a tropical paradise.” It was the voice of August. “Perhaps we will find a home here.”

		Theo smiled a bit, though August could not see it. “Has it taken you this long to come up with tropical paradise as the answer to why Lincastle has birds?”

		August laughed softly.

		

		“We must take care,” Theo said, his voice low. “There is no telling what the king will do and whether our lives will be in as much danger here as they were in Fairendale.”

		“It cannot get any worse, can it?” August said.

		Theo felt a lurch in his chest. “The king may have sent out a decree. We will look suspicious, showing up all at once. I fear we might have to live here, in this shelter, for a time and send only one of us to gather food.”

		August did not answer at first. And then, when he spoke, his voice lowered even softer. “The boys will not like that.”

		“I know,” Theo said. “But it might be our only choice. I will need you to help me convince them.”

		The walls gave a grand shake, causing some of the boys to stir. But they did not wake. “Are we well protected here?” August said. He looked up at the ceiling.

		Theo extracted himself from the sleeping boy on his other side and stood. “I will check the perimeters,” he said. The hole where he had been reclining quickly filled with the shifting bodies of the other boys.

		“You are going out?” August said.

		“I must ensure the safety of this place,” Theo said. “I owe it to all of you.”

		August asked no more questions, and Theo slipped outside the rickety door.

		As soon as Theo was gone, a light shimmered in the corner of the structure. August sat up straighter, his hand automatically reaching for one of the old, rusty swords. He gripped the hilt in his hand but did not raise it. Yet.

		The light grew brighter. The other boys woke, shielding their eyes. It was too much for the darkness in the shelter. They could not look on it.

		

		The light dimmed a bit. The boys opened their eyes again.

		“There is a land where you will be safe,” said a small, sweet, bell-like voice. Something drew near to them. It was a fairy, dressed in a simple pink gown. The edges of her wings were gold, and they glowed. Her face, however, was shadowed, so they could not see her eyes.

		The boys had never seen a fairy before and were quite captivated.

		“Leave us,” August managed to say. His voice trembled.

		“There is a land where you never have to grow up,” she said. “You can remain a child forever. You do not even need parents or kings or instructors. You rule yourselves.”

		“Why would we want to remain children forever?” Leo said, for he had finally found his voice.

		“Because it is far better than becoming a tiresome adult,” the fairy said. Her lips stretched into a thin smile. She was very hard to see in the shadow that clung to her face. And perhaps she sensed that they would like to see more of her, for she brightened a bit. “And you would not have to carry your pain. You would forget it all.”

		August glanced at the other boys. Some of them had their mouths open.

		“That land is led by a boy like you,” the fairy said. “And you would find there something much more pleasurable than ground for a pillow and dust for a blanket.”

		At that precise moment, Theo burst back through the door. He swept his hand in the fairy’s direction. She disappeared, taking her glow with her.

		“And stay gone!” Theo shouted after her.

		“Why did you do that?” Fineas said when Theo turned back to face the boys. It had grown dark again, and no one could see the faces of the others.

		“Fairies will lead you astray,” Theo said.

		

		August shook himself out of what seemed to be an enchantment. For a moment, he had wanted to go to the land of which the fairy spoke. But Theo was their leader. They could trust him. If he said fairies would lead them astray, then August would believe it.

		They all settled back in, but none of them could sleep.

		“There will probably be some inconvenient things that happen because I swatted away a fairy,” Theo said. “Fairies can be mischievous creatures.”

		The boys still said nothing.

		“I have heard of that land,” Theo said. “And once a boy goes there, he can never come back.”

		The boys thought on this long into the night and slept only the restless kind of sleep that is filled with questions and wonderings.
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		Pause

		

		The following day, Jasper again does not stop Lucy on the path to her grandmother’s house. He merely watches the girl skip and twirl and sing. He watches her inside the cottage. He listens to the story—one that is even more sinister than the last. This one is about a beautiful woman who walked the path of the forest every afternoon before a large and vicious creature mauled her. The story tells of an old woman who stumbled upon the body of her daughter, who tried desperately to save her, but the old woman was too old in years and too empty of magic. The story tells of a creature that crept out of the woods and nearly killed the old woman as well, but she carried a dagger and sank it into his shoulder, which produced a large and puffy scar but, unfortunately, did not kill him.

		Jasper has a large and puffy scar on his shoulder. He has had it since he was a child, when he lost his balance while climbing atop a stool in his father’s butcher shop. He fell and met the sharp and efficient blade of a cleaver. The village healer patched it up in record time, but he was no magical healer, and Jasper was left with a reminder in the way of puckered skin. His mother had cringed every time she saw it—not because it was ugly (though it is) but because it reminded her of the day she took her eyes off Jasper for a moment and very nearly lost him.

		The scar followed him into his wolf form.

		Jasper knows the story Lucy’s grandmother tells is intended to cast even more suspicion upon him and doubt upon the warnings he has given Lucy. But that does not dissuade him from trying yet again. He waits for her in the same spot along the path through the forest.

		“Your grandmother,” he says when she stops in front of him. “I believe she is telling you these stories because she wants you to believe I am the creature that took your mother.”

		“They are only stories,” Lucy says, but he can tell that the doubt in her eyes has expanded, swelled, magnified. She has only known him a few days. She has known her grandmother her whole life. He cannot possibly win her trust from someone who is supposed to love her. But Jasper has never been one to give up easily.

		“She does not tell you everything,” Jasper says.

		“My grandmother would never harm me,” Lucy says.

		“She is still a sorceress,” Jasper says. “I have seen her perform magic.”

		“You have seen nothing. You are trying to confuse my mind.” Lucy places her hands against both sides of her head. She shakes it, as though shaking off his hold on her.

		“She has a glass enclosure beside her home that is filled with rare plants,” Jasper says. “I have seen her boiling her brews.”

		It is true. He has watched her for many nights. The brews glow orange and call to him from the forest. He has been strong enough to resist, but he does not believe he can hold out forever.

		Which is why he is here. He needs Lucy as much as she needs him. But she is unwilling to acknowledge that her grandmother might not be who she seems to be.

		“She grows her own plants,” Lucy is saying now. “She cooks them for her nourishment, soups you call brews. What is so wrong about that?”

		“Have you ever asked her what sort of plants they are?” Jasper says.

		“Why would I need to?” Lucy’s voice is louder, angrier. Her fists are clenched at her sides. She narrows her eyes at him, and he takes a step back. “Why are you doing this, Jasper? Why are you trying to convince me that my grandmother is an evil sorceress when she is not?” Lucy’s voice cracks right down the middle. Her cheeks turn glassy with tears. “When she is all I have left of my mother?”

		He softens his voice. “What do you know of magic?” he says.

		Lucy lifts her chin. “Plenty,” she says. “My mother made sure I was skilled in the knowledge, though I am not a sorceress.”

		“Perhaps someone has been stealing your powers,” Jasper says. The words sound true enough. Another vision flickers across his mind. The old woman, bent and crooked. The younger version of the old woman, with shining silver hair. She draws her youth from somewhere. It must be Lucy.

		

		“Enough, Jasper,” Lucy says. “I do not want to hear what you have to say.” She takes off running toward the village, her red cloak flapping on the wind behind her. Jasper considers pursuing her, but then he decides that a wolf chasing a girl who already does not trust him would be the most foolish thing he has ever done. So he remains. The woods grow dark around him. He realizes that she did not invite him to lie beneath her window this evening.

		

		He moves away from the village and toward the cottage in the woods. He must find out what the old woman is doing, if not to convince Lucy of her malevolent intent, then to discover how he might better protect her.

		As he draws closer to the cottage, he hears Lucy’s grandmother chanting inside. He pulls himself up on the window again, hoping that the last lights of the day, which are gray as always, will not expose him. She is concentrating on a brew, which she stirs and tastes in turn. A black cat he has never before noticed hops down from a chair in the corner and rubs its body against her ankles. Lucy has never mentioned a cat. Does that mean something? The cat lifts its head to Lucy’s grandmother, and Jasper sees that its eyes are a piercing blue.

		“Soon I shall be young again, my pet,” Lucy’s grandmother says. “Forever.” She stares into the brew and wrinkles her nose. “Not this temporary youth. A permanent kind.” The cat weaves around her ankles. Lucy’s grandmother stirs and sips. “I cannot abide these small spells, but soon we shall be done with them.” The cat meows, and the old woman laughs, a raspy sound that grips Jasper’s chest in a tight fist. “Well, I will tell you how, my pet. I am going to deliver her to the king, as one of the lost children of Fairendale. I will receive my reward, and then I will pay a Huntsman to hunt the book I have waited for my entire life: The Old Man’s Great Book.” The cat meows again, and the old woman says, “What will the Old Man’s Great Book do? Why, it will grant me immortality. Eternal youth. I will never die and I will never be old again.”

		Jasper’s breath catches in his throat, and the sound turns the woman’s eyes to the window. He is certain she sees him, for her eyes narrow and darken. He bounds into the woods heading toward the village. He must warn Lucy. He must.

		Go on and tell the girl. A voice intrudes his thoughts. He stops short and looks around, but no one is there. When he does not hear it again, he resumes his run.

		

		When he reaches Lucy’s home, she is not in her room, nor is the window open. So he waits beneath it. He waits long into the night, and finally she appears. She looks out the glass, and he rises on his back paws and lays one front paw on the place where her face hovers. Their eyes meet. But Lucy does not open the window. She only shakes her head, a dismissal that feels terribly heavy.

		He has lost her. So rather than curl up beneath her window, he returns to the woods and lies down across the path that she will take in the mid-afternoon, for her customary visit to her grandmother. He will not allow her to pass until she listens to what he has to say.
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		Arthur must travel into the kingdom of Rosehaven for a few supplies he will need on his journey with Zorag, the dragon king of Morad. The two—human and dragon—embarked on a quest weeks ago to mobilize all the dragons in the realm and demand that King Willis give up his foolish pursuit of the lost children of Fairendale and reinstate the dragons to their former place beside the humans, where they used to act as helpers to villagers, carrying supplies across the lands, living as companions, protecting the lands from invaders. Arthur and Zorag have so far visited one of the six dragon lands outside Morad—a land called Eyre—and have paused, momentarily, to recover from that visit, during which they were roared out of the land. The next land they visit will be that of Gyria, home of the Copper Dragons of the realm. To reach the land of Gyria, which is a dry and arid wasteland, they must cross a desert, which is why Arthur is in need of supplies.

		He does not want to enter the village. He has never fully recovered from abruptly leaving Rosehaven when he and Maude and Hazel and Theo lived there years ago. Someone in the village, at the time, had discovered that Arthur and Maude were the parents of twins. The people of Rosehaven look upon the parents of twins suspiciously, because the stories of Rosehaven tell of twin sorcerers who once stormed into the village and led a battle that killed many people. The stories are vague but compelling, and all the villagers would need to know in order to cast stones upon Maude and Arthur was the truth about their children: that Hazel and Theo were, indeed, twins. So Arthur and Maude had fled from the village, lived in the woods for a time, and then made their home in Fairendale.

		

		Arthur thinks about this flight and the circumstances that demanded it—so similar to the circumstances that demanded his flight from Fairendale—and his feet slow along the path into the village. Perhaps he should not go. But he must. He will not survive a desert with the few supplies that remain.

		The gates of the kingdom will be closed this time of day, but he knows a way through the wall. He remembers it well.

		He will have to be in and out without the villagers seeing or recognizing him. It has been many years, but he has not changed all that much, and he fears that the people will instantly recognize him if he dares to meet their eye. This is the danger in serving as the wise and understood leader of sorts in a small village: He knew everyone. Everyone knew him. So he will have to enter in secret and exit the same way.

		Arthur keeps to the shadows and slides around to the back of the village, where the loose stones still wait on an eastern corner of the wall. He presses on the spot. It shifts precisely as he expected. He pulls his hood tighter around his face and the cloak tighter around his shoulders. He leans into the weak spot in the wall and slips through it, closing the makeshift door quickly behind him. He stares at the ground as he makes his way toward the only tavern worth visiting: the one owned by his former best friend, Tuck. He has not seen Tuck in a stretch of many years and never wrote to him in that stretch, either. But something tells him to go. So he does.

		When he reaches the door of the Salty Stone, famous for Tuck’s Stone Soup, he does not enter the front door. Instead, he opens the back door, which leads to the kitchen. No one is inside, but a bubbling pot of broth gurgles on the iron stove. It smells of earth and onions and carrots. Arthur closes his eyes. He is so hungry. But he must wait. He flattens himself against a back wall, where the light does not reach him.

		He does not have to wait long. Tuck, a tall, portly man with a red kerchief tied around his head and a bushy mud-colored beard that hangs to his waist, bustles into the kitchen and takes a bowl from the stack beside a washing basin. He spoons out more broth, and a stone clacks to the bottom of the bowl. Arthur smiles and steps into the light.

		“Hello, old friend,” he says.

		Tuck whirls around, his spoon held high as though to protect himself. His face registers first shock, then recognition, then pleasure so bright and extreme it hurts Arthur’s stomach.

		“Arthur,” he says, quite loudly.

		Arthur puts a finger to his lips. “No one must know I am here,” he says.

		“It has been so long since I have seen you,” Tuck says.

		“I know,” Arthur says. “I am sorry we left without saying goodbye.”

		“Ten years—or has it been more?” Tuck says. “Why did you leave?”

		“It was safer,” Arthur says. “For everyone.” Tuck looks momentarily confused, but Arthur says, “You must trust me. And do not tell anyone I was here.”

		“But you were beloved in the village,” Tuck says.

		“A man is beloved until he is not trusted,” Arthur says. A sad smile pulls his lips up at the sides.

		

		“But—”

		Arthur does not let Tuck finish. “I am here for another reason,” he says. “I fear trouble has found me once again.”

		Tuck sets down the soup and says, “Please. Eat it. On the house.”

		Arthur dips his head. A small table, seating only one, sits in the kitchen. He drops into the chair, more exhausted than he can say, and eats the warm broth. Tuck disappears and then comes back. He taps two meaty fingers on the table. “What is it you need? I can help you.”

		“Some food and supplies,” Arthur says. “The kind that will keep across the wastelands of Ashvale.”

		“Ashvale,” Tuck says. “But there are only Fire Mountains in Ashvale. Why do you go there?”

		“I seek dragons,” Arthur says.

		Tuck’s jaw drops. “Dragons? Are you mad?”

		Arthur chuckles and fixes his gaze on his hands, which are spread on the small table. “No,” he says. “Only desperate.”

		“Madness and despair are not so far from one another,” Tuck says.

		Arthur chuckles again. “I suppose they are not,” he says.

		After some minutes, Tuck says, “You will need water.” He reaches for a large wineskin and a knapsack that were stuffed under a curtained table. “I will tell my daughter to fetch some water, and I will pack the food myself.”

		“Your daughter,” Arthur says. He has missed so much.

		“Yes. We had a daughter,” Tuck says. His eyes are gleaming. “She is very beautiful.”

		Tuck and his wife had wanted a child for many years. They had been childless when Maude and Arthur left Rosehaven.

		“She is nine,” Tuck says. “And quite astonishing with numbers.”

		Arthur smiles. “It is good to know,” he says. His voice cracks. How he has missed his friend Tuck.

		Tuck slips out once again, but he is back before Arthur can finish his bowl of stone soup.

		

		“Now, then,” Tuck says. “Tell me where it is you went when you left here.” He stuffs handfuls of vegetables, some dried meats, and fruit inside the knapsack.

		“Fairendale,” Arthur says. “But there is much happening in Fairendale, and I have fled from that land, too.”

		Tuck’s dark eyes narrow. “Fairendale?” he says. “We have just received a letter from Fairendale. The king of Fairendale demands that we hand over all our children.” Tuck lifts his head and squares his shoulders. “But I will not give him Amalia.”

		Arthur feels no surprise, though the anguish nearly suffocates him. “He searches for the lost children of Fairendale,” he says. “That is all.”

		That is all.

		“He has demanded all the children,” Tuck says. “The king’s page read the letter moments ago, in the village center.”

		“No,” Arthur breathes. His stomach gives a hard and painful wrench. “No.”

		“He is offering a good bit of coin for the children of any kingdom,” Tuck says. “And many here will do it, I fear.” Tuck’s face twists in sorrow. “I will have to keep my daughter behind a closed and locked door.”

		“It would be wise,” Arthur says. His voice cracks again, and that brings Tuck’s gaze back to him.

		“What of Theo and Hazel? Maude?” Tuck says. “You have come without your family.”

		Arthur tries to speak around the large and knotted stone in his throat, but it takes him many minutes to succeed, and when he does, his voice is thick and full of sorrows. “I have lost my family,” he says.

		“No,” Tuck says.

		Arthur stares at the table and then lifts his eyes to his old friend. “Perhaps they live. Perhaps they do not. But I must first finish my quest before I can know for sure.” The words shove into his chest and squeeze around his heart.

		Tuck grunts, rather than speaks, and it feels as though he has said all that resides in Arthur’s heart as well. There are no words in times such as these.

		Arthur clears his throat. “I must be on my way,” he says.

		Tuck nods. He places the leather skin in Arthur’s hands and hooks the knapsack onto Arthur’s arm. “Safe travels,” he says. “And a speedy return. Come see us when you are finished. Come meet my beautiful daughter.”

		Arthur draws in a deep breath and lets it out slowly. The two men embrace. “Thank you,” Arthur whispers.

		Tuck nods once and wipes at his eyes with the back of his hand.

		Arthur slips out the back door the same way he slipped in. He walks, head down, eyes on the ground, to the shadows on the easternmost corner of the wall and pushes through the stones before any of the village people even notice him. He stands staring at the stone wall for some minutes, and then he turns away.
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		Zorag expected Arthur to be gone for quite some time, so when he hears footsteps much sooner than he expects, he rises on his hind legs and draws himself up to his full height and readies the fire in his throat. But it is only Arthur, moving through the woods at a slow and steady pace.

		“You have returned already,” Zorag says.

		“I have a friend in the village,” Arthur says. “He has given me food and water and some supplies.” He holds up the knapsack.

		

		“I did not know there were friends in the village,” Zorag says. This bit of information is a reminder that the man does not tell him everything, and therefore he cannot fully trust him. He must remain on his guard, always.

		Arthur’s face is pained. “The news in the village is not good,” he says.

		“And you expected it to be good?” Zorag says.

		

		Arthur does not answer this question. “The king of Fairendale has demanded that all the kingdoms forfeit their children. All of them.”

		This news rumbles into Zorag’s throat, and the fire, which was already prepared, bursts out. It is unintentional but wholly inevitable. It is the problem with dragons preparing for fire breathing. The fire can go nowhere else but out. He should have known better.

		

		Zorag dips his head so that it is level with Arthur. “I did not mean to frighten you,” he says. “It is only the news.”

		“It is disturbing,” Arthur says. “I did not expect the king to do something so…”

		

		He does not finish, so Zorag finishes for him. “Repulsive?” he says. “Cruel? Inconceivable?”

		“Surprising,” Arthur says.

		“Surprising,” Zorag says. “It is surprising that a king who pursues the lives of the children in his own kingdom would then demand the lives of those in other kingdoms?” Zorag tilts his head slightly.

		

		What is surprising to Zorag is that Arthur’s eyes look more sad than angry. “I had thought…” Again, he does not finish.

		“You had thought perhaps the king would change his mind?” Zorag says, and he laughs. The ground shakes. He does not understand this man.

		“No,” Arthur says. “I had only thought that perhaps this search would remain in the kingdom of Fairendale. If the other kingdoms become involved, I fear it will complicate our quest.”

		“But the other kingdoms will not turn over their children,” Zorag says. “They will not sacrifice their own.”

		Arthur sighs. “The king is offering a handsome reward for children,” he says. “Any children.”

		The dragon is silent. Many thoughts fly through his head, but the most pressing one is this: If the other kingdoms become involved with King Willis, he will have a more difficult time convincing the dragons to join their quest to stop the king.

		“We must save the children,” Arthur says quietly. His eyes have turned marshy and soft. “We must abandon our quest and focus first on saving the children.”

		“We must mobilize the dragons,” Zorag says. “It is our only hope of saving the children.”

		“But the dragons do not care for the children as I do,” Arthur says.

		“But you are only one man,” Zorag says.

		Arthur’s shoulders drop. “Yes. I am only one man.” His eyes lock on Zorag’s. “And you are only one dragon.”

		Zorag feels Arthur’s gaze like a flaming star that has fallen from the sky and landed directly on his scaly skin. There are questions in Arthur’s eyes, questions that Zorag cannot answer. Will the dragons join them? Perhaps. Perhaps they will not care in the slightest. Perhaps they will be only fifty-three dragons strong when they fly against the king of Fairendale.

		But still they must try. He, Zorag, must try. It has been far too long since he has acted as the leader of the dragon lands.

		So he says, with more certainty than he feels in actuality, “We must gather the dragons. And then we will save the children.”

		Arthur drops his head. “Then we must make haste,” he says.

		

		Zorag’s heart heaves at the thought of moving on from this relatively safe and stable place in the realm. “We will continue on when we are ready,” Zorag says. “And only then.”

		“And when will we be ready?” Arthur says. “I have what supplies I need. You have not been injured. We are ready now.”

		“Perhaps another day or two,” Zorag says. “A few more good sleeps behind us.”

		Arthur stares at him for a moment. “Tell me why you do not want to go,” he says.

		Zorag’s heart clenches and unclenches.

		

		“You are afraid,” Arthur says. “Tell me why. I must know.”

		But Zorag cannot, of course, tell Arthur. He cannot tell Arthur that this quest was a failure before it even began, that of course the dragons will not help—Zorag, after all, has not helped a single one of them in all the years since his father’s death. He is the leader of all the dragon lands in the realm, and he has been no leader at all.

		It is not easy to face one’s mistakes. But face them he must. Only he would like to take a bit of time to recover from this last disappointment—a decline to help from his very own uncle. He chose the land of Eyre first because his uncle rules it, and he thought it was a sure alliance. His uncle, however, is sick—dying from a dark curse—and the remaining dragons in the land, of which there are many, are not interested in a partnership with the humans. Zorag fears that his attempts in the remaining dragon lands will be the same—they will end in heartache, disappointment, and a keen and heavy sense of failure.

		This is all that Zorag cannot tell Arthur. So he merely says, “I am not afraid.”

		“Then we must move on,” Arthur says. “Sooner, rather than later.”

		Zorag lifts his head to his full height. He feels the anger stinging in the back of his throat. He is the son of Erell, the ruler of the dragon realm. A man cannot tell him what to do. But Arthur looks up at him with such mournful eyes that he cannot roar as he had intended to roar. A small flicker of fire and a subsequent smoke ring escapes his mouth instead. And all he can say is, “Very well. We shall rest this eve and begin on our way at first light.”

		“Thank you,” Arthur says. His eyes say something more, something like…love. The dragon nearly roars again. It is only longing that makes him see love in the man’s eyes. It is only longing that has made him feel, when the man is positioned on his back, as though he has found another rider. A dragon is not permitted three riders in his lifetime. Most dragons are not even permitted two. Zorag has had two riders already: the Good King Brendon, before Zorag’s father became the king’s dragon; and the oldest son of King Sebastien. It would be foolish to consider that this man could be a third. He has already broken the rule of dragons and riders.

		

		Zorag turns away from Arthur and curls up on the ground. The land to which they will journey is a dangerous one. The dragons are not as vicious as those in the northern or southern parts, but they are wildly unpredictable. Zorag and Arthur will have to proceed with caution.

		It takes Zorag quite some time to find sleep, and before he does, he feels Arthur rest his head on one of his hind legs. Though he is cold-blooded, as all dragons are, Zorag’s insides turn warm, and it is the warmth, in the end, that brings sleep.
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		Leaving

		

		Upon waking in the morning, the lost boys and Theo discovered large holes in their blankets, knots in their belts, and old, rusty swords spread out everywhere, most of them pointing at their faces. Two of the boys, Henry and Leo, who had not had haircuts in quite some time, found that their hair was tied to the old wooden shelves, which took nearly an hour to untangle. Another of the boys, Ernest, was missing a shoe.

		

		It was the work of the fairies. Theo had been correct.

		“Stay here,” he said. “I will make sure they are gone.” He disappeared from the structure, and the boys looked around at one another, unsure what to say. They had angered the fairies. Would the fairies ever leave them alone now?

		Outside, Theo paced a bit. He was not really looking for the fairies. He was wondering what to do about the atrocious appearance of the boys. He knew each of them would need new clothes to venture into Lincastle, even if they went one at a time. He knew that the people of Lincastle were quite particular about who they allowed to walk their streets. The poorest were pushed out to the borders of the land. Theo picked some promising branches from the nearby trees, looked back toward the structure to make sure no one was watching, and touched the circle around his ankle to the stack of limbs. They became a stack of clothes.

		Theo, after letting a good amount of time pass, reentered the structure with a brand new pair of shoes for not just Ernest but all of the boys, along with fresh white shirts, forest green tunics, and brown breeches. The boys were quite astonished.

		“Where did you get this?” Leo said, looking at Theo strangely.

		Theo shrugged. “I found another storage shelter some distance down,” he said. “I took what I could carry.”

		“Which happened to be exactly enough for us,” Fineas said.

		But Theo had thought of this. “There is more,” he said, gesturing outside. He had placed a few extras in front of the structure, to corroborate his story.

		“You had coin on you?” August said.

		Theo had not thought of this, however. He shrugged again. “I borrowed it. When we have a bit of coin, we will leave it there in place of these items.” But his eyes did not meet his friend’s.

		The ache in his chest grew wider.

		Theo raised his eyes to the other boys instead. “We must not look like outsiders,” he said. “Even those who will remain in the shelter must look presentable at all times, as a traveler might.”

		The boys looked at one another. “So we are not going to the village?” Henry said.

		“One at a time,” Theo said. “Until we know in what state the land is.”

		“And what will the rest of us do?” Fineas said. His voice had grown hard again.

		“Remain here,” Theo said.

		“In this leaning shack,” Fineas said. His face grew red.

		“You can venture out if you wish,” Theo said. “As long as you are silent and unnoticed and remain within the boundaries of the woods.”

		Theo and Fineas stared at one another, neither saying anything more. Something twitched in the red-haired boy’s jaw.

		“We will have breakfast around a fire,” Theo said, still looking at Fineas. At the mention of food, stomachs rumbled. “Follow me.”

		They did. Fineas was the last one out.

		They sat around a small fire, with which they cooked another squirrel. They were growing tired of squirrel, but what other choice did they have? Perhaps whoever stole into the village might come back with a bird or two. Inconspicuously, of course.

		After breakfast, the boys wandered around the little clearing, but Theo warned them not to go far, for they must return to their shelter before someone stumbled upon them. The boys grumbled but knew, for the most part, that Theo had their best interests at heart.

		August remained around the fire, and he and Theo sat for a time in silence.

		Theo broke the silence. “I must go back to Fairendale,” he said.

		The words surprised August. “But we only just made it here,” August said. “We cannot return so soon.”

		“You will not return,” Theo said. “You will remain here. And when I am done with what I must do…” His voice broke, but he finished. “I will return to you.” He met August’s eyes.

		“But what if you do not return to us?” August said.

		“I will not leave you,” Theo said. “I will always return.”

		

		But August could not let the words into his heart. He merely stared at his friend.

		

		“August,” Theo said, and he shifted a bit closer. “You will lead the boys in my absence. You will be fine. And I will return with as much haste as I am permitted.”

		August looked down at his lap. He did not know if he could lead the boys as Theo said. “But why must you go?” he said. He could feel the words shaking inside his chest. “Why must you leave us?”

		“There is something I must do,” Theo said. “I must stop what has been set in motion.”

		The silence was long and loaded between them. Still Theo did not speak about magic. Still August brooded about this lack of disclosure.

		“But what can you do?” August finally said. “You are only a boy.”

		Theo shook his head. “I will not be gone long,” he said. “A couple of months, perhaps.”

		“But that is an eternity when you hide,” August said. Theo acknowledged that this was, indeed, true.

		“You will be a good leader,” Theo said. “I will leave you my bow and quill. Do not let the boys starve.” Theo looked at the other boys, who were crouched around a distant tree. “Assign them all some specific tasks. Everyone works for the good of everyone else. Do not venture too close to the village in a group, only one by one. If you do not wish to venture into the village at all, that will be up to you, August. Lincastle may not be entirely safe, and you will have to determine whether it is or not. Safety can change in a moment.” Theo dropped his eyes, once more, to the ground. He knew all about safety changing in a moment, and the memory of it felt heavy.

		“But I am not a leader,” August said. He had never led anything in his life. In fact, his older sister had done most of the leading in his home. She was not here. And now Theo would not be here.

		“You are strong,” Theo said, and this time his hand rested on August’s arm. “I can see it, August. You are strong and courageous and kind. It is everything a good leader must be.”

		Theo and August looked toward the leaning structure. A wondering curled in August’s mind. He opened his mouth and said it aloud. “What is it you do when you walk every evening, Theo? I have seen you every night we have traveled.”

		Theo’s eyes widened in surprise. He looked at the diminished fire. He looked at the sky. He looked at the structure. And, at last, he looked at August. He let out a long breath before he said, “I protect the perimeter.” His eyes seemed to hold something that he could not say aloud.

		So August said it for him. “With magic.” His throat closed around the word and almost would not let it out. Anger began as a tiny spark.

		Theo’s shoulders slumped. “Yes,” he said. “With magic.” He shook his head again. “I am the reason all of this has happened. I am sorry.”

		The anger in August’s heart dampened, and compassion took its place. “It was not your fault,” he said. It was his turn to put a hand on his friend’s arm. “It was the king’s fault. It was greed’s fault.”

		Theo smiled at August. “You see?” he said. “You are a good leader.”

		The words were seeds in August’s chest. He could feel them break open and begin to grow.

		“I am sorry I did not tell you,” Theo said. “It is quite dangerous to be me.” He glanced toward the other boys again. “Please do not tell the others.”

		“I will keep this secret,” August said.

		

		“And I will do my part to fix what has been done,” Theo said.

		“You will not return to the king, will you?” August said. Something clawed at his belly now. The king would kill Theo if he returned to Fairendale.

		Theo’s eyes darkened and shimmered. “I must turn myself in so that no one else will be harmed,” he said. “So that you and the others will go free.”

		“No,” August said. “The king will kill you. You cannot do it.” August was surprised by this entreaty, for moments ago he had blamed Theo for everything. But love, even between friends, is quite powerful, and it is true that August dearly loved Theo. So that is why he said, “There must be something else you can do. Some magic you can use.”

		“I have thought on this,” Theo said. “I must do what is best for everyone, or I am no better than the king.”

		“You cannot sacrifice yourself,” August said. “You could be a new kind of king.”

		“I do not wish to have a throne,” Theo said. “I do not even wish to lead a village, like my father. I only know people, not politics.”

		“Perhaps that is the kind of king we need,” August said. “The Good King Brendon did not desire the throne at all costs. He understood the people, as you do, and that is what made him great.”

		Theo looked at August for a moment, and then he turned his eyes, once more, to the ground. “I see no other way,” he said.

		“Perhaps you do not see clearly, then,” August said. “Perhaps you could…” He paused for a moment, considering. “Perhaps you could vanish.”

		The word sent a ripple through both of them. Theo knew about Vanishing spells, of course. August, who was also a reader but preferred only books on magic, knew of them as well.

		When Theo did not answer, August said, “You do know magic, do you not?”

		

		“How do you know about Vanishing spells?” was all Theo said.

		August smiled. “I have always been interested in magic,” he said. “I would have liked the gift myself. Maybe to rule a throne, maybe to only finish my chore without lifting a finger.”

		Theo smiled then, too. “I would have gladly given you mine,” he said.

		“I might have become another King Willis,” August said. “I have always liked sweet rolls.”

		“I do not believe you would have,” Theo said. “I have seen your heart.”

		“Perhaps it is not as simple as that,” August said, for he remembered his mother once explaining to him, when Fineas had ripped a piece of his belt just to be mean, that people did things for different reasons. Sometimes they hurt. Sometimes they envied. Sometimes they did not know how to be better.

		

		“I must go,” Theo said. “Help me get the boys back into the shelter?” The woods were beginning to grow darker.

		“Please,” August said. “Only promise me that you will make a new plan, anything that will not require you to become the prisoner of our merciless king.”

		“Perhaps he is not so merciless,” Theo said as he stood and helped August to his feet.

		“You would like to find out?” August said.

		

		The question hung between them. And then Theo said, “No.”

		“Then I beg you,” August said, but at that moment, Henry emerged at Theo’s elbow.

		“We should go inside?” Henry said, in a decidedly question-like fashion. A tremor chased his voice. Perhaps the boys had seen something, for they all pushed into the shelter at the same time. Only August and Theo remained outside.

		“Do something different, Theo,” August said. “Do something revolutionary. Do something that will make the kingdom of Fairendale greater than it has ever been before.”

		Theo smiled, but his eyes were sad. “I am afraid,” he said.

		“We are all afraid,” August said, and, once more, he had the distinct feeling that his mother was speaking through him. “We do what needs to be done in spite of our fear.”

		Theo’s head grew straighter. “You,” he said, and his voice cracked. “You will make a great leader in my absence.”

		“And you will make a great king,” August said.

		The two of them embraced. When they broke apart, their eyes were wet and shining.

		“I have cloaked this shelter with a Concealment spell,” Theo said. “The spell will remain so long as you do not abandon it.”

		August nodded and then shoved Theo away. “Go on, then,” he said. “Safe travels.”

		Theo turned back once and waved. August lifted his hand. Theo began to disappear into the shadows. August squinted his eyes. He could have sworn he saw Theo growing taller. But the shadows were long and the night was fast approaching, so he told himself it was only his imagination and walked back through the wobbly door of the shelter.

		It was time to do his part.
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		Dangers

		

		It is mid-afternoon on the following day, and Jasper has been pacing a steady path around the trail, awaiting the arrival of Lucy. He cannot miss her today, though he has never missed her approach in the days since he befriended her.

		

		He hears her before he sees her. He smells her before he sees her, too. She smells of flour and sugar and cinnamon. Her red cloak paints the snow.

		“Lucy,” he says when she is close enough to hear him.

		Lucy stops and smiles. They are friends again, and Jasper is more than a little relieved. But then a shadow crosses her face, as though she has remembered something disturbing.

		“Please,” she says. “Please do not ruin our friendship with silly tales of my wicked grandmother.”

		“They are not silly tales,” Jasper says. He ignores her plea and continues. “You must not go today. You are in great danger.”

		“There is nothing my grandmother can do to me,” Lucy says. “There is nothing that she would do to me. She is my family.”

		“Your grandmother still has full possession of her magical powers,” Jasper says. “There is much she has been trying to do. There is much she will try to do today.”

		“My grandmother has no magical powers,” Lucy says. Her golden eyebrows lower over her gray eyes.

		“But she does,” Jasper says. “I have seen them.”

		“You have seen what you want to see,” Lucy says.

		“And you cannot see because you do not want to see,” Jasper says. His voice has become a loud and angry growl. The hairs on his back stand on end. He takes a breath and lets it out, attempting to calm himself.

		“Jasper,” Lucy says. Her eyes soften. “You are mistaken. Something has led you astray.”

		“She has plucked a hair from your head every time you have stepped into her home and she has put it in a brew that bubbles inside her glass house. I have seen the brew glow orange. I have seen its visions.” He takes a step closer to Lucy. “Your grandmother desires youth, and she has been stealing pieces of yours. But she wants a more permanent youth. There is something she is after, and she will sell you to the king of Fairendale as one of the lost children.”

		Lucy crosses her arms. “Your story is a compelling one,” she says. “But she is my grandmother, and you are a wolf. I do not believe you.”

		Jasper feels a sharp pain beneath his ribs, the effect of Lucy’s ugly words. The breath grinds out of him in a growl. Lucy turns and begins on her way again.

		“She is after a book of magic,” Jasper says to her back, but Lucy does not stop or look or speak. Still, he tries one more time. “She killed your mother.”

		This time Lucy skids to a stop. When she turns, her eyes flash with dangerous anger. “No,” she says. “You did.” And she bends, picks up a large stone, and hurls it at him. He does not move. He allows the stone to connect with his side, and he yelps, the pain widening his sorrow. She watches him for a moment and then turns her back to him and begins running.

		Jasper does not care that he is a wolf. He runs as well. He runs after her, and then he runs past her, and then he runs all the way to her grandmother’s home. He slinks to the window and presses himself against the wall. Lucy emerges in the clearing, her eyes searching. The door clicks open. Her grandmother steps out into the grass.

		“Hello, my dear,” Lucy’s grandmother says. “Why are you running?”

		“A beast was chasing me,” Lucy says.

		“A beast?” her grandmother says. “But I protected you on your way. The path is enchanted. Nothing can hurt you.”

		Jasper steps out from the shadows. Lucy’s grandmother looks at him, but she does not appear the least bit surprised or afraid. Lucy’s eyes widen and her breath catches. Jasper is being reckless, he knows, but he must stop Lucy’s grandmother from harming her. He must.

		“Go away, wolf,” Lucy’s grandmother says. “Have you not done enough damage to this family?” She raises her hand as though to shoo him away, but Jasper flinches. He knows the hand can perform magic.

		Lucy grabs her grandmother’s arm and pulls it to her side. “He is a friend,” she says. Her eyes speak something to Jasper. Go away, they say.

		“He is no friend,” her grandmother says. “He has only been waiting to eat you.”

		“No,” Lucy says. She looks from Jasper to her grandmother and back again. Jasper growls, unable to swallow the anger and pain and, yes, fear. The old woman raises her hand again. In it Jasper spies a small speck of wood, and he knows, somehow, that it is her magical staff. He remembers, from somewhere ancient inside his animal mind, that sorcerers often have a disguise for their staffs. He backs away, continuing his growl.

		And then the old woman stops with her hand in midair. She tilts her head and stares at Jasper. She seems to strip away his animal skin and see all the way to the boy. Her eyes brighten. “Two of them,” she says. “How fortunate.”

		But just as she is about to flick her staff in order to perform who knows what kind of enchantment, Jasper leaps on the haunches that have become powerful in his days as a wolf, and he swallows her whole.

		You might be wondering how it is even possible to swallow a person whole. This is a mystery well worth investigating, but I fear that you might not be satisfied with the answer I shall give you, because it is this: magic. Magic has all sorts of surprising qualities, and Jasper has been touched by magic. So perhaps his mouth magically opens wider in order to swallow an old woman in her entirety. Perhaps she shrinks enough so that it becomes possible to swallow her in one gulp. It is impossible to tell, for it happens so fast—a mere blink of the eye. What I can tell you, however, is that the old woman is there one moment and gone the next, and Jasper’s belly looks unmistakably larger.

		Lucy’s mouth hangs open. Jasper does not know what to say. Fortunately, he does not need to think of anything, for someone else steps into the clearing.

		

		“Pardon me,” a gentle voice says. Jasper prepares to run, his eyes fixed on a beautiful woman in a flowing green dress with what looks like flowers etched in gold along the trim. A large fur cape drapes her shoulders. He has seen her somewhere, but he cannot remember where.

		“Who are you?” Lucy says. Her voice is tight and strangled.

		“I am called the Enchantress,” the Enchantress says. “And I am here to help you.” She places her staff on the ground, and Jasper feels the same kind of pinching and pulling and twisting and turning that he felt when he first vanished from the Weeping Woods and appeared here in these white ones. He shrinks into a blackbird that hops along the forest floor, snow dust flinging out behind him as though it is quite agitated with this turn of events.

		The Enchantress waves her hand, and the blackbird alights, flying directly into a black iron cage that she closes as soon as he is securely inside. She turns to Lucy. “There, now, little one,” she says. “You are safe from all dangers.”

		Lucy trembles.

		“It is worth noting, however, that what Jasper told you is correct,” the Enchantress says. “I have seen what your grandmother wanted to do with you. But you do not have to fear her now. You are perfectly safe from all dangers, if you return home and do not venture into these woods again.”

		“But—” Lucy says. Her eyes are on the blackbird in the cage.

		The Enchantress holds up an elegant hand. “Unfortunately, I cannot leave Jasper here with you,” she says. “We need him for our own purposes.” She gestures to the trees behind her. “We are collecting the lost children of Fairendale. They have been called home.”

		“The lost children,” Lucy says. “But he was a wolf.”

		“Much can go wrong with a Vanishing spell,” the Enchantress says. “Did you not suspect that something was different about this wolf? A wolf who can talk, a wolf who enjoys stories, a wolf who loved you.”

		Lucy looks down at the ground and does not say a word. The Huntsman emerges from the woods now, dressed in his customary tree-like attire. Lucy gasps and takes a step back.

		“I mean you no harm,” he says. He takes the iron cage from the Enchantress, who seems a bit hesitant to let go of it, but, in the end, she surrenders and turns her smile back to Lucy.

		“Now, then,” she says. “What must you tell your father about your grandmother?”

		“My grandmother,” Lucy says, as though she has forgotten why she is in this clearing. “I will never see her again.”

		“You will not,” the Enchantress says. “But she did not intend to see you again either.” The Enchantress taps her staff against the ground, and a curling wave of green crawls toward Lucy. The girl does not run. The green wave lifts her slightly from the ground and then places her back on her feet and is gone as soon as it appeared. “Run along, then,” the Enchantress says.

		Lucy looks at her strangely, glances around her, and runs.
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		The Huntsman joins the Enchantress in the middle of the clearing. They watch the girl in the red cape disappear into the trees.

		

		“You took her memory,” the Huntsman says in a slightly accusatory tone.

		“I only erased the troublesome ones,” the Enchantress says. “All she will know is that there is a big bad wolf in these woods and she should not enter. Her story will dissuade the people of the village from traipsing about, trying to find the lost children of Fairendale. There may be more children in these woods, after all.” She gazes wistfully in every direction, but the ball has not shown her any others. It is still not cooperating as she would like it to cooperate. It is untrustworthy, alarmingly so. The magic of the girl’s grandmother might have been beneficial, but they will never know.

		“Do you suppose she will be all right?” the Huntsman says.

		

		“She is a strong girl,” the Enchantress says. “She reminds me a bit of myself as a girl.”

		“You skipped about when you were a girl?” he says.

		

		The Enchantress smiles. “Perhaps I did,” she says. “But I am referring to her magic.”

		“Magic?” the Huntsman says. He looks toward the direction where the girl disappeared.

		“Why do you think a strand of her hair was able to make an old woman young again?” the Enchantress says. “Only magic can do something as miraculous as that.”

		They are both silent for a time, watching the flakes of snow settle onto the ground.

		

		“Well,” the Enchantress says. “I suppose we should be on our way.” She looks back at the old woman’s cottage. “But perhaps we could sleep here for the night. It would be warm.”

		She does not know how long it will take the ball to reveal their next captive, but she does not say this.

		The Huntsman crosses the clearing to the glass enclosure. “There are many strange plants in here,” he says. “I have never seen something like this.”

		“She was a sorceress who relied on brews for her spells,” the Enchantress says. “Not many of them exist today.” This is precisely why she would like to remain in the cottage for a night. She would like to see if the old woman has any books that might educate her about the old ways of magic. She is quite curious about this strange and antiquated method.

		“A wolf,” the Huntsman says now. “What a chase that might have been.”

		The Enchantress smiles. It is the first time on their travels that he has sounded at all like a Huntsman.

		They enter the cottage. That night, they have a warm bowl of soup, a warm fire by their bedsides, and a warm sleep that restores them enough to begin on the next leg of their journey.
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		The boys Theo left in a ragged structure inside the woods of Lincastle have come out to play. August has allowed them to emerge, for they are growing antsy and irritated within the confines of such a small place. He has allowed them, for a few moments, at least, to experience the freedom of running through woods. It will grow dark soon and they will need shelter and sleep once more.

		He has allowed them periodic freedom in the last weeks, after the first play time did not end in disaster as he had feared. And every time the boys have emerged to run through trees and swing from trees and climb up trees, they have grown braver and braver, so he has allowed them longer and longer bits of time. The boys, because of this increased freedom, have also grown more and more adamant about moving on to some place where freedom will be assured.

		The problem is that a place where freedom will be assured for any child of Fairendale does not exist.

		August does not want to move on any more today than he did the first time Fineas mentioned it. There is nothing for them in all the lands. He has ventured into the village of Lincastle, and he has heard the rumors of the king’s reward. They must not be discovered. The people of Lincastle will give away their own children for a reward like the one King Willis has promised. The villagers would surely capture and return August and the boys if they knew of their existence.

		Today the boys have ventured to the boundary between the woods and Lincastle, though August advised that they should remain in the clearing. He followed them when they refused, and here he is, standing with them, gazing into the colorful streets.

		“I have never seen homes so large and beautiful,” says Ernest, who is ten.

		

		“This is where I want to live when I grow up,” says Norman, who is also ten.

		“What about Fairendale?” says Leo, who is eleven.

		“Fairendale does not want us,” says Fineas, who is also eleven.

		“You do not know what you are saying,” August says. “Fairendale is our home. And it is much lovelier than Lincastle.”

		“Not anymore,” says Henry, who is ten. “Fairendale has an evil king, and that has turned it ugly.”

		August cannot deny this. It is the very reason they are no longer in Fairendale. They had to flee from the king’s capture. And now they must return to their shelter.

		“Come,” August says. “It will grow dark soon.”

		“Only noblemen live in houses like this,” Henry says, ignoring August. He points, and the others follow his finger to a crowd of people huddled on the outskirts of the village. It looks as though they might live in the streets, rather than in homes. “Look. There are the poor people.”

		“At least we can all live together in Fairendale,” says Leo. “There is no rich or poor.”

		“Except for the king and his royal family,” Fineas says. His voice is tight and bitter.

		The boys stare at the homes for a time, and then Henry says, “There are a lot of birds here. I bet there are lots of droppings in the streets. I bet if you lived here you would be pooped on all the time.”

		Norman laughs. “I suppose I would not want to live here after all, then.” The rest of the boys laugh, too.

		“All those noblemen with bird droppings on their heads,” Henry says. The boys laugh harder.

		“That is why they all wear hats,” Norman says. The boys laugh even harder.

		When they have calmed themselves from their near-hysterical amusement, Leo says, “Perhaps we could use the birds. To deliver letters.”

		August feels the beginning of a plan taking shape in his mind. “Perhaps,” he murmurs, and then, louder, he says, “Come. We must return to the shelter.” The sun has very nearly disappeared along the horizon. The village is already ablaze with torches.

		

		“What if we stayed here?” Fineas says.

		“We cannot,” August says. “There is a reward for our return. The people would capture us and hand us over to King Willis.”

		But even with this information, the boys hesitate. They look at one another.

		“We must go,” August says. “Before the darkness calls the creatures of the woods out from their hiding places.”

		“We could sleep with the poor,” Fineas says.

		“They would know we do not belong,” August says. “Six boys among them? Even the children of the kingdom are not safe here. Theo—”

		“Theo is not here,” Fineas says around his clenched teeth. The bones of his jaw jut out, and a spot along its sharp lines twitches. “He is not here.”

		“He will return,” August says.

		“You are daft, August,” Fineas says. “Theo will not return to us.”

		“He promised,” August says.

		“Perhaps you did not know Theo as well as you should have,” Fineas says.

		“I knew him like a brother,” August says.

		“So you also know he was gifted with magic,” Fineas says. The air is sucked out of the whole world. August raises his eyes to the dark and angry ones of Fineas. “That is right, August. I knew his secret. I guessed it and then I watched it.”

		The mouths of the boys drop open collectively.

		“Theo is the reason we are running in the first place,” Fineas says. “He is why we have no home.”

		“No,” August says. “It is the king. Theo never wanted a crown.” His voice is thick, for he thinks of his best friend and the fact that he has not yet returned. It has been many days—weeks, perhaps. He has lost count. He does not feel betrayal, for he knew what Theo left to do. He feels only sadness. The king must have imprisoned Theo—or worse. He does not want to think about the worse part of the equation.

		“It does not matter,” Fineas says. His fists are balled and tight at his sides when he turns on August. “He lied about his magic. He lied about returning. And now we are left here, alone.”

		“Lower your voice,” August says. “We must not be discovered.”

		“What if I want to be discovered?” Fineas says. “What if I want nothing of this ruse, this game that we cannot win?”

		“Do not ruin it for the rest of us, then,” August says. He does not look around at the other boys. He does not want to see whether they agree with him or not.

		The two boys glare at one another.

		“Hey,” Leo says. “Look at this.” He stands next to a tree and points to its trunk. The woods are growing alarmingly dark, but the boys can see white pieces of parchment waving in the wind. Curiosity pulls them closer. Each bit of parchment has the word “Wanted” scratched on it, and beneath it a face. “Six faces,” Leo says, grinning. “For six boys. They do not look like us. They are men.”

		“The merry men,” Henry says. “Is that what they call us?” He grins at Norman, who grins back.

		“We can be merry,” Norman says.

		August squints at the drawings tacked to the tree. The faces do belong to men. He touches his chin. There is no beard on his chin or the chins of any of the other boys. “I believe they are looking for someone else,” he says. “Someone else who may be in these woods.”

		The boys grow sober now. The darkness is beginning to spread, like a large bottle of ink has emptied into the trees.

		“We must return to the shelter,” August says, and the boys nod, except for Fineas, who glowers at the ground.

		“Follow me,” August says, and he begins walking back toward the clearing where the shelter sits, breathing deeply to calm himself. He knows the way, because on his first journey into Lincastle, to forage a bit of food, he tied pieces of his frayed tunic to the branches of the trees, something he learned from the stories his father told him when August was a child. The pieces pointed the way so he would never be lost.

		Something in the woods shrieks. It is a chilling shriek, one that takes a bucket of cold water and angles it over a head so that the liquid trickles slowly and torturously down a back. The boys, their eyes wide in terror, look at one another.

		“To the shelter,” August says, and they take off running. But inside the shelter is not any safer than outside, for when they crash through the door and stumble into the assumed safety of four walls and an open ceiling, a circle of fairies awaits them.

		Out of one danger and into another.
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		A mysterious creature—half woman, half monster—stands in the forest, near where the boys crowded to look upon the land of Lincastle. She was released from her prison by the Evil Queen, with a directive to visit Fairendale—which she plans to do shortly, but by her own choice, not by the command of a sorceress who has no power over her.

		

		The creature stood close enough to the lost boys to see their blazing eyes, hear their loaded words. She smiled at the animosity growing between them.

		She knows it is time to move on from this place that used to be her home, but first she will, for a moment, enjoy the terror she has caused a group of hiding boys. She smiles and laughs a delighted laugh that would not delight any who heard it. When she is quite finished (it takes a rather long time for her to finish her evil laugh), she turns her head toward the kingdom where she knows she can do the most damage.

		Fairendale.

		A host of creatures gathers around her, their forms shapeless in the shadows. She sees only their eyes, glowing in the darkness. She turns her sweetest voice upon them. “It is not yet time, my pets. Soon. I shall call you to my side soon.”

		The creatures retreat, and Yasmin begins her journey.
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		Don’t miss out on the next Fairendale adventure!

		Find out what happens when a sorceress meets a girl with abundant hair in Book 11: The Girl Who Built the Tower.

		

	
		An Interview with Jasper

		

		Transcribed by L.R. Patton

		Author

		

		L.R.: I am sure your audience is wondering what it was like waking up as a wolf.

		Jasper: It was disorienting.

		L.R.: And by disorienting you mean…

		Jasper: I mean I did not know how to be a wolf.

		L.R.: I suppose no human being would know how to be a wolf.

		Jasper:

		L.R.: Okay, let’s move on, then. How did you feel when you learned that, as a wolf, you could talk?

		Jasper: Very happy. It is a lonely existence to be a creature that cannot talk.

		L.R.: Most wolves find a pack.

		Jasper: The wolves were not very welcoming toward me. I suppose it is because they could sense that I was a human being.

		L.R.: Living in two worlds.

		Jasper: Yes.

		L.R.: How was it walking on four feet instead of two?

		Jasper: It took me a couple of days to get used to it. I injured my nose a few times on the first day. I was so fast my brain could not keep up with my feet.

		L.R.: But you had four of them. Is that not more stabilizing than two?

		Jasper: I was clumsy. I suppose I always have been.

		L.R.: But not as a wolf.

		Jasper: No, not as a wolf.

		L.R.: Did that make you want to remain a wolf?

		Jasper: I do not believe anyone would want to remain a wolf when one has known the pleasure of being a person.

		L.R.: Very philosophical of you. Are you sure you are only twelve? [Laugh.]

		Jasper: Was there something else you wanted to ask me?

		L.R.: I apologize, am I taking too long?

		Jasper: I can feel myself fading.

		L.R.: Tell me, then, what it was like swallowing the old sorceress? Many of us are wondering how you even did it.

		Jasper: I do not know. One minute she was there and the next she was not.

		L.R.: What did she taste like?

		Jasper: I am afraid I cannot describe it. Bitter, with a touch of spoiled chicken.

		L.R.: That sounds very unappetizing.

		Jasper: I tried to spit her out, but the Enchantress got me first.

		L.R.: And turned you into a blackbird.

		Jasper: Yes. Another creature.

		L.R.: And speaking of the Enchantress, how did you manage to escape from her and the Huntsman? In other words, how is it that you stand before me, today, talking?

		Jasper: I am fading again.

		L.R.: I am not sure what you mean.

		Jasper: It appears that I am not really here?

		L.R.: But you are. You are right in front of me.

		Jasper: I cannot see you anymore.

		L.R.: Jasper? Where have you gone?

		Jasper:

		

		L.R.: Jasper?

		Jasper:

		

		L.R.: Well, reader, I am afraid we must cut our interview short. I get the sneaking suspicion that someone does not want us to know how all the lost children of Fairendale escaped from the Enchantress—if ever they did. I suppose we will have to finish our story in order to determine the answer.

		If you would like to read more Fairendale extras like this, be sure to visit www.lrpatton.com/fairendale.

		

	
		What You Should Know About Becoming a Wolf

		

		By Jasper

		A boy who became a wolf

		

		While it is quite disorienting to become a wolf when you have only ever been a boy, it is also a wonderful privilege, if, of course, you have the assurance that you will be turned back into a human being. Being a human is, by far, superior to being a wolf.

		I enjoyed my brief time as a wolf, however, because wolves are very fast and can run many miles without growing tired. They are also adept at surviving the freezing nature of snow. If I had woken in the land of White Wind as a boy, rather than a wolf, I would have had to work much harder to remain alive and well. Fur is a wonderful insulation.

		It remains true that becoming a wolf demands certain adjustments, which are, perhaps, easier for some than for others. Here are some vital truths I learned during my time as a wolf roaming the woods near White Wind.

		1. Wolves in an already-established pack are not welcoming of new members.

		Early in my wolf days, I made the grave mistake of attempting to join a wolf pack simply by showing up. But wolves are territorial creatures, and one of them almost bit off my head growling me out of their domain. An instinct inside me, which I presume that all wolves have, told me to stay on the outside of the pack and wait to see if they would invite me in. They never did. I can only surmise that they were suspicious of my scent, since I remained partially human. They could not, after all, talk as I could (though I did not know this information at the time).

		2. Four legs are not the same as two.

		It took me quite some time to adjust to walking on four legs. There is a particular gait you must adopt when you discover that you have two additional legs—but, of course, this is also the very thing that makes you faster. I found that, on four legs, I could run nearly as fast as my brother. I would have loved to race him as a wolf. I believe I would have beaten him for the first time in my life.

		3. Tiny creatures are a nuisance.

		There are small bugs that bother wolves that did not bother me as a human being—fleas, for example. They bothered me to no end. I assume that most wolves, after a time, likely grow used to itching on the back of their neck and the sides of their bellies. But in my brief time as a wolf, I could never get used to this.

		4. A wolf’s appetite is enormous.

		As a wolf, I was hungry all the time. During my first few days, I felt very uncomfortable killing the creatures of the forest, so I subsisted solely on grass. After a certain point—when my stomach felt as though it might swallow itself in hunger—I had to kill. I chose hares, because it is almost a sport to catch them. This is an important part of the wolf value system: Wolves do not kill easy prey in this land. I knew that in my bones.

		5. People are afraid of wolves.

		This is not such a bad thing if you do not prefer the company of people, as I do not necessarily prefer to be around people. But if you are a people person, you will find yourself often in trouble. I did, at one point, long so much for human company—to remember I was a human, really—that I ventured into the village of White Wind, where a boy saw me and cried out. Fortunately, the people paid him no mind, though he cried for a very long time. I escaped without a single person spying me.

		

		Only a few exceptional people—such as Lucy—are unafraid of wolves.

		It is no easy feat to become a wolf when you have been a boy. But there are many worse things you could become—like a goblin, which is one of the ugliest creatures in the land; or a boggart, which is one of the least intelligent creatures, or a giant spider because, well, spiders.

		Next time you see a wolf, think of me. You never know who it might be.

		

	
		The Established Order of the Kingdom of White Wind

		

		Powers of the King

		

		The throne of White Wind is an absolute monarchy, which means the ruler has complete authority, and there are no laws to limit that authority.

		If the king of White Wind decided, on a whim, that he would like to restrict the people’s access to water or certain types of food (particularly the stews that keep them all warm), he could do so. Fortunately, the current king of White Wind is a kind man and does not torture his people. He keeps around him many advisors, because he is also a wise man who believes that the quickest way to make a mistake is to do something alone. The Lord Steward is the king’s closest advisor.

		

		Transfers of Power

		

		Transfers of power become necessary if the king is unable or unfit to rule. If the king of White Wind becomes indisposed, the successor, whatever his or her age, will take over the rule of the throne. If the successor is younger than twelve, a special advisor, called a Junior Lord Steward, will be appointed for the expedited training of the new king or queen in all matters of the kingdom and presentation.

		

		Order of Succession

		

		The throne of White Wind is passed to the firstborn son or daughter of the king. If the king has no children, the throne will pass first to the most efficiently royal relative in the king’s family, and if no suitable representative of the crown can be found, a search will be done on the queen’s side of the family. If the queen possesses the royal blood (as will be the case when Princess Elsanora inherits the throne from her father), the process is reversed, and a suitable representative of the crown will first be found on the queen’s side of the family.

		The prince or princess marks his or her official inheritance of the throne upon the day the current king or queen reaches the age of sixty-five or upon the king or queen’s death, whichever comes first. The kingdom celebrates the current king or queen’s sixty-fifth birthday with a coronation ceremony of the new king or queen, a large banquet in the castle dining hall (which is large enough to accommodate the entire population of the kingdom), and a roaring fire in the center of the hall, where the banner of the old king or queen is burned and the banner of the new king or queen is unfolded and hung in the royal halls.

		

		Presiding King

		

		White Wind is currently under the rule of King George. Princess Elsanora, his firstborn, is set to inherit the throne in another five years, at the age of twenty-three. She has been training for the queenship since she was seven years old.

		

	
		A Short History of the Woods Near White Wind

		

		From the journals of Dale Enderling

		

		Explorer

		

		It is very cold in this strange white world in which I find myself. I have bundled up with as much efficiency as I can manage, but the cold still sneaks into a man’s bones and pinches at skin. I am afraid I am not suited to this sort of weather and will be moving on shortly. I must find a more temperate climate, rather than this unwelcoming white one.

		I have continued my study of the woods near this land, which I have named White Wind for the way in which the wind turns white when it blows (it is blowing flecks of snow, and when that snow is not pelting toward your face, it is quite lovely to see). I have named the woods the White Woods. I am not feeling particularly creative today, if ever I did.

		Some interesting plants grow in this white-covered world, though you must dig to find them. I confess that I have not been digging as well as I should; my hands do not like being frozen. So I have not made an exhaustive study of the plants in this land. Perhaps I will return here someday to continue my studies.

		The trees, however, are much easier to observe. I have discovered three species of trees growing in the White Woods—all of which have managed to remain green in spite of the white layer of snow covering them.

		Roak tree: The Roak tree is wonderfully large and robust, a tree that I imagine would provide a competent home for all the creatures of the forest, if any are awake, out of hibernation (it is difficult to determine whether it is simply the winter season in this land or the land is this cold most of the time, as I have not spent enough time here to observe its natural climate; this, too, has limited my hypotheses about the animals in hibernation. Are they in hibernation, or are they very skilled in remaining hidden? I have many questions scrawled in my journal.).

		The Roak tree has a large, ragged trunk that lends itself to wide holes, which nearly every tree has. Some of those holes are hollowed out, but I used my better judgment and refrained from poking my hand or head inside. I am afraid that my limbs are so numb from this cold that I would not be able to feel whether something was bitten off until it was too late.

		

		The tree’s limbs sometimes reach up to the sky and sometimes resemble a nest of snakes wriggling to the ground. Its leaves look like a flattened star or an upside-down fir tree. Some of the trees contain a collection of large nuts with a crest on the end that is attached to the branch. They are not appetizing.

		Black Smallnut tree: This tree is also large and robust, as I am sure trees must need to be in a climate such as this one. It is not quite as wide as the Roak tree, but it is certainly as tall, with thin limbs that stretch up toward the sky. Its leaves are long and narrow, a bright green color, and fan out from the shaft. This tree also bears a kind of nut that, if opened, is quite a tasty snack. To open the nut, one has simply to tap it delicately on a stone, and the outer shell, if the nut is ripe, falls away. I have eaten so many this eve that my stomach, while full, is also somewhat upset with me.

		As for the bark, it contains the most interesting patterns—as though an artist took a knife and carved out beautiful designs. I wish that I were an artist myself so that I could record just how beautiful these designs are. You would have to see them to believe them.

		The Black Smallnut trees are the least populous in these woods.

		Passafras tree: This tree is the most numerous in the White Woods. It is tall and contained, with a tear-drop shape to its green top. Its leaves resemble the feet of chicken, and to see them blowing in a diamond-white wind is quite humorous. Or perhaps the cold is doing more than freezing my body.

		

		The bark of this tree is rough and flaky, peeling off in the hands of one who touches it—which I have, multiple times. There is something tasty about the bark of this tree; I imagine it could be used to make a delicious beverage.

		

		The sun is nearly gone, so I must find a suitable place to sleep, out of the white wind that reaches its fingers beneath my blanket and shakes me in my sleep. I believe one of the lower branches of the Roak tree might serve me well; it looks as though it might provide adequate shelter from the snow, since there is not a speck of white within the canopy of branches.

		First, though, I must regain feeling in my hands. Is such a thing possible?

		

	
		How to Avoid Becoming ‘The Boy Who Cried Wolf’

		

		By Peter

		The boy who cried wolf

		

		I am sure you have heard my story before. “The Boy Who Cried Wolf” is a popular story among families, because parents believe their children can learn something valuable from the telling of it. Well, parents would be correct.

		

		You might think that I enjoy being so famous, but I must tell you: I do not. I would beseech you to listen to your parents and do not become what I have become: a universally humorous story.

		Here is how to avoid becoming “The Boy Who Cried Wolf:”

		Do not play a practical joke three times.

		I am begging you, in all earnestness. It is both entertaining and funny to play a practical joke once, perhaps even twice. But if you cross the line on Time Number Three, you will likely become like me:

		Laughed at.

		Nameless (or named, if you count “The Boy Who Cried Wolf”).

		Utterly ignored.

		So afraid of seeing a real wolf that sometimes my imagination conjures up one.

		While the best way to live life is with a sense of humor, avoid the pitfalls of too many practical jokes.

		

	
		The Royal Family of Fairendale

		

		King Willis: The current king of Fairendale. Son of King Sebastien. Has a deep love for sweet rolls.

		Queen Clarion: The current queen of Fairendale. Is underestimated by her husband, but she will prove just how powerful she is in due time.

		Prince Virgil: Son of King Willis and Queen Clarion, best friend of Theo. Prefers rye bread with melted butter to sweet rolls, depending on the day.

		King Sebastien: Deceased king of Fairendale, exception to the line of boys who tried to steal thrones and were, upon failing at their quest, forever banished. Was killed by a blackbird.

		

		The Former Royal Family of Fairendale

		

		The Good King Brendon: Former king of Fairendale responsible for the alliance between the people of Fairendale and the dragons of Morad, lost the throne when it was stolen by King Sebastien. Killed in the Great Battle.

		Queen Marion: Wife of the Good King Brendon, died mysteriously when her daughter was very young. Now lives in Lincastle and is “affectionately” called the Evil Queen.

		Princess Maren: Daughter of the Good King Brendon and Queen Marion. She has been missing since the Great Battle.

		

		The Villagers of Fairendale

		

		Arthur: Village furniture maker and magic instructor to girls who possess the gift of magic in the village of Fairendale. Is a bit reckless but always manages to come out on the other side—though one is not always assured it will be so.

		Maude: Arthur’s wife. Bakes spectacular pumpkin spice sugar cookies. Prefers caution to reckless abandon.

		

		Hazel: Daughter of Arthur and Maude, twin of Theo. Cares for the village sheep and can even, amazingly, understand them. 12 years old.

		Theo: Son of Arthur and Maude, twin of Hazel. Finishes his chores early so he can sit in on magic lessons. 12 years old.

		Mercy: Daughter of Cora, best friend of Hazel. Prefers spectacular acts of magic to “boring” ones.

		Cora: Mother of Mercy, widow, shape shifter. A woman who moves. Unofficial leader of the villagers in Fairendale.

		Garron: The town gardener. Talks to plants as though they can hear him.

		Bertie: The town baker. Enjoys showing off his air-kneading skills for the children. Or used to.

		

		Staff of Fairendale Castle

		

		Garth: Page for King Willis, the oldest of twelve children. Sometimes calls King Willis “Your Wideness” when he is feeling particularly prickly.

		Cook: One of the few shape shifters in the land. Shape shifts into a bear. Is highly annoyed by her assistant, Calvin.

		Calvin: An orphan who began working as Cook’s assistant instead of traveling to live with distant relatives in Ashvale—and so did not perish in the Fire Mountain that claimed the entire population of Ashvale many years ago. Tasked with feeding the prisoners in the dungeons beneath the dungeons.

		Sir Greyson: Captain of the king’s guard. Receives medicine, which keeps his mother alive, for his service to the king. Carries a magical sword that cannot be lifted by any but him.

		Sir Merrick: Second in command to Sir Greyson. Has a blind daughter named Agnes.

		Gus, Timmy, Florence: Three blind, talking mice. Not technically staff of the castle, but they roam about it unseen, gathering information. It is suggested they were once people, transformed by a spell.

		

		Important Prophets

		

		Aleen: Prophetess who is one hundred forty-two years old, from the kingdom of White Wind. Wears ebony skin and what appears to be snakes for hair (though it is not). Sacrificed her life to change the fate of the Fairendale children in Book 6.

		Yerin: Prophet who is one hundred forty-two years old, from the wild woodland between Lincastle and Eastermoor. Has white hair that makes the dark of the dungeons where he is imprisoned a bit less dark.

		Folen: Former prophet of Lincastle, father of Iddo. Trapped in a looking glass created by Queen Marion. It was left on the grounds of Fairendale, just before the Great Battle.

		Iddo: Prophet of Lincastle, son of Folen. Trained King Sebastien in both dark and light magic, though he is more scientist than sorcerer. Created a machine that can bring the dead to life again. It has only worked once.

		Bregdon: Prophet of White Wind. Most powerful prophet in the land, known as the Old Man. Wrote and enchanted the Old Man’s Great Book. Brought Queen Marion and the three Graces back to life. Has mysteriously disappeared.

		

		Dragons of Morad

		

		Zorag: King of the dragons of Morad. Wears green scales with an ivory belly. Lost his parents in the Great Battle, when King Sebastien stole the throne from the Good King Brendon. Would like nothing more than peace.

		Blindell: Zorag’s cousin, raised as the dragon king’s son. Wears black scales and spikes all down his back. Lost his parents in the Great Battle, when King Sebastien stole the throne from the Good King Brendon. Would like nothing more than revenge.

		Larus: One of the elder dragons of Morad, male. Counselor to Zorag. Wears blue-green scales that shimmer like water. Has a green horn on the top of his snout.

		Malera: One of the elder dragons of Morad, female. Counselor to Zorag. Wears bright red scales and an ivory belly.

		

		Alvah: One of the elder dragons of Morad, female. Counselor to Zorag. Ancient dragon who has been alive since before Zorag’s father was born. Wears orange scales that used to be red but have faded in time.

		Oned: One of the elder dragons of Morad, male. Counselor to Zorag. So ancient he is gray, colorless, with scales peeled off in places.

		

		Kohar: Ancient food gatherer for the dragons of Morad, male. Wears pale yellow scales.

		

		Other Important Dragons

		

		Rezedron: King of the dragons of Eyre, uncle of Zorag. Dying of wounds sustained from a poisonous rose in Rosehaven, believed to be dark magic.

		

		Residents of the Violet Sea

		

		Arya: Twelfth daughter of King Tritanius, who rules the Violet Sea. Adventurous, impulsive, often considered rebellious by her father. Saves the Huntsman from death by fairy magic. Loves a mortal.

		

		Other Important Characters

		

		The Graces: Formerly mortal women who died and were brought back to eternal life by the Old Man. Now known as Splendor, Good Cheer, and Mirth, or, collectively, the Graces. Maintain the balance of good and evil in the realm. Cannot predict the future.

		The Grim Reaper: Master of the dead. Leads an army of Black-Eyed Beings. Longs to be seen as something more than a passing shadow.

		Yasmin: Frankenstein-like creature brought back to life by the scientific tools of Iddo. Formerly known as Gladys, mother of Sebastien, before he stole the throne of Fairendale.

		

		The lost 12-year-old children of Fairendale

		

		Ursula

		Chester

		Charles

		Thumbelina (known as Lina among the children)

		Minnie

		Jasper: Transported to the land of White Wind by Hazel’s Vanishing spell. Becomes a wolf who befriends a girl in a red cloak. Runs very fast.

		Frederick

		Ruby

		Martin

		Oscar

		Homer: Transported to the land of Rosehaven by Hazel’s Vanishing spell. Becomes a dwarf who can spin straw into gold, otherwise known as Rumpelstiltskin.

		Anna: Transported to the land of Eastermoor by Hazel’s Vanishing spell. Becomes an old, bent woman who resides in the Were Woods. Is awkward with magic, which causes some unexpected problems.

		Aurora

		Rose

		Edgar

		Harriet (known as Hattie among the children)

		Isabel (known as Izzy among the children)

		Ralph

		Dorothy

		Julian

		Tom Thumb

		Philip: Transported to the forest outside Lincastle by Hazel’s Vanishing spell. Becomes the leader of the Merry Men, otherwise known as Robin Hood. Can shoot an arrow straight to the target, even if the arrow is crooked.

		

		Other lost children of Fairendale

		

		August: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Known as the leader of the lost boys. Resides in a rundown shelter in Lincastle. 11 years old.

		Leopold: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 11 years old.

		

		Fineas: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 11 years old.

		

		Norman: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old.

		

		Henry: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old.

		

		Ernest: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old.

		

		Agnes: Daughter of Sir Merrick, trapped in the dungeons beneath the dungeons of Fairendale castle. Blind, but quite good at hearing and sensing what others cannot.

		

	
		About the Author

		

		While L.R. has never encountered a real-life wolf (she would likely run if she did), she imagines that a coven is very much like her own pack of children: fierce, enigmatic, loud, and rambunctious. Her boys share many things in common with wolves: their astonishing appetites (though raw meat is certainly not on their list of edible foods), their love of running, and their sometimes obnoxious ability to turn play into a raucous fight. She is glad for their cunning but could sometimes do without their pranks.

		When L.R is not separating her wolves during their wolfish arguments, preparing them a dinner they will first howl about and then wolf down, or reading them countless stories, she daydreams about new adventures in the land of Fairendale and other imaginary places.

		L.R. is the queen of her castle in San Antonio, Texas, where she lives with her king and six young princes wolf cubs. Her handsome cubs daily guard her on a half-mile walk to  their school, on her outings around town, and even while she holes away in her castle.  Somehow, she manages to write at least 5,000 words of fiction, essays and poetry every day.

		
			www.lrpatton.com
		

		

	
		A Note From L.R.

		

		Dear Reader,

		I sincerely hope that you have enjoyed this story about the villainous wolf in the story of Little Red Riding Hood, or, as we have come to know her, Lucy. It has come to my attention (Jasper was very insistent) that the whole story of most fairy tale villains has never been told, and this is a tragedy of the greatest proportions (Jasper’s words). Most villains never intended to be villains; they simply fell into it (Jasper would like to reiterate that he did not mean to eat the grandmotherly sorceress.). This is partially my purpose in playing scribe for the Fairendale lands: to provide a more accurate representation of the ones we call villains.

		My main purpose, however, is to prove to all children that, however villainous they may feel today (or choose to act), they are all loved. They are understood. They matter.

		It is easy for me to imagine what these traditional villains might have been doing. I, after all, was not a perfect child. I remember getting into situations that made me look quite villainous, though, at the time, I thought I was doing what was best. There is a fine line between “oops” and being labeled a villain, and, unfortunately, children have the most difficulty with this line.

		You are still loved.

		This is why I write these stories—so that you will hear this love over and over and over again. And I hope you have. I hope you continue to do so.

		Every book I write, regardless of whether it is part of the Fairendale series or it is some other imaginative tale, is written to

		

		Empower readers with hope, love, joy, peace, knowledge, and the necessary tools to make a better tomorrow

		Ensure that readers fall in love and stay in love with reading

		Foster in readers a love of language

		Encourage families to bond around meaningful stories

		Show readers characters who look like them

		Matter to the wider world.

		

		I believe in the power of stories. I believe that stories have the power to inspire, inform, spread love, and effect real change in the lives of readers. And I write every book with this higher purpose in mind.

		

		Though my writing is done alone, my world-changing is not. I need readers like you to help get my books into the hands of those who don’t yet know the hope and inspiration that can be found in them. So here are some ways you can help:

		1. Leave a review on Amazon.

		Reviews help other readers find my books. The more readers who find my book, the better able I am to accomplish what I’ve listed above.

		

		2. Tell your friends about this book.

		Word of mouth is one of the most powerful tools we have for sharing the things we love—and it is, consequently, one of the most powerful tools I have for sharing my work with new readers.

		I appreciate anything you can do to help my books get into the hands of readers and help create a literacy movement that matters.

		My wolves are howling, so I must bid you farewell. In the future, please stop by my web site to say hello, to access some really fun bonus materials, or, perhaps, both.

		In love,

		L.R.
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A singular obsession. A safe hiding space.
A never-ending search.

The king’s guard has been searching all the lands of the realm for the missing
Fairendale children. But, alas, Captain Sir Greyson has returned, after many
days, to report to King Willis that no children have been found. The king,
quite angry at this disappointing news, orders another search, this one closer
to home—right inside the dangerous Weeping Woods.

Continue your journey into the world of Fairendale with
Book 2: The Pursuit, a short story prequel, “The Good King’s Fall” and
some important bonus material, free for a limited time.

*Must be 13 or older to be eligible
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