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Seen




The merry men, who have just lost their Robin Hood, sit around a fire that crackles and spits sparks into the green grass of their clearing home. The fire, they believe, keeps the creatures of the night from drawing too near to them, though there is, in truth, a much more complicated reason the creatures of the forest do not disturb them, but it is unimportant to the current course of our story.

The men have not spoken in several hours. They are preoccupied with their own thoughts, particularly the one called Four and the large bulk of a man called Little John. They are thinking about what they saw mere hours ago—an Enchantress who turned their Robin Hood into a blackbird and placed him in a locked cage. They have never encountered such a thing. It confounds them to no end. They cannot make heads or tails of the kind of magic that can do something so astonishing—the kind of magic that can, too, keep them rooted to a spot for so many hours. They could not even remove their boots. They could not move at all. It was as though they were all statues in the land of Lincastle until the light of the day had slipped away.

It was madness in the streets after that, though the merry men were quite glad that the people seemed to forget about them and shouted and screamed about an Enchantress and a blackbird instead. The merry men, as if they shared one collective mind, moved quickly and purposefully out of the streets of Lincastle and back into the woods where they live.

What kind of dark magic have they witnessed? What kind of world have they entered? Who was Robin Hood really?

“Perhaps we should find him.” Little John breaks the silence. The men all lift their heads from the fire. They stare at him as though they did not hear him, so he repeats his words. “I said perhaps we should find them.”

“And how would we do that?” One says. “The ones who have taken him have magic.”

The men shiver at the word.

“We could track them,” Little John says. “We could follow the Huntsman and that…that…” He does not know what to call her. “Enchantress. To the ends of the earth, if we have to. We will bring back our Robin Hood.”

“It is just a silly name you gave him,” Two says. His black hair shines in the light of the fire. “Who is Robin Hood?”

“He was our leader,” Little Johns says, and now he stands up, a fire entering his chest. “He was the best shooter we have. He was our best chance at changing things in Lincastle and the greater realm, and we must find him.”

“He did not tell us who he was,” says Three. The shredded sleeves of his tunic rise and fall with a breeze that whispers against their faces. Little John looks up at the trees.

“Do you see?” he says, pointing at the tips of the trees, which sway and bend. “The trees agree.”

Four throws a stick into the fire. “The trees are not alive,” he says. The rest of the men look at him, their mouths dropping open in a wave of motion. The rest of the men, you see, believe that these trees are sacred, though they cannot explain in what way. And because of this, the men have always taken care not to shoot their arrows into the trunks. For their target practice, they use wood thick enough that an arrow would not even touch the trunk on which the target hangs.

The trees gust now.

“You anger them,” Little John says. He looks around. “He speaks from sorrow,” he says, as though addressing the woods. 

Four shakes his head, his long hair whipping against his back. A circle of leaves begins to rise at his feet. The men stare it. Four’s eyes grow wide.

“You see?” Little John says. “They are trying to show you.”

Four scowls, and the circle lengthens, drawing even with his face. And then it vanishes.

“Now, then,” Little John says. “The trees agree that we must find Robin Hood.” The trees bend and wave again, and then, almost as suddenly, settle. Little John shrugs his shoulders.

“He is a Huntsman,” One says. “She is an Enchantress. Do you suppose they would be so easy to track?”

“But we are the merry men!” Little John says, without exactly answering the question.

“Aye, and you are Little John,” Two says.

“Precisely,” Little John says. “I am Little John, master of tracking.” He grins widely at the men. “At last, my time has come.” He lifts a fist to the sky.

He looks so comical, his great bulk outlined by the fire, his thick fist held to the sky, his eyes wide and earnest, that the men burst out laughing.

“Aye, then,” One says. He stands. His white hair is cut short against his weathered face. His blue eyes sparkle. “We shall track them, then. And perhaps we shall surprise ourselves by finding them.”

“It will be no surprise at all,” Little John says. What he does not say is that he, in a former life, was a Huntsman.

“First we will have to gather information,” Two says. “Where is it this Huntsman and Enchantress go?”

“The village will tell us that, perhaps,” Three says. He bends to pick up the costume that Robin Hood wore for the archery tournament. “We still have this.” He tosses it at One, who catches it. “You go. Find out where it is they head.”

One nods. He shrugs into the clean white shirt and pulls the newer breeches over his tattered ones. He stares down at his boots, which are still the same old boots, with a hole in the toe of the right shoe. “Perhaps they will not look at my feet,” he says, and before the men can answer, he is gone.

When he returns, the moon glows between the trees, illuminating his top half in a blue sheen. The men are still waiting at the fire.

“I did not learn much,” One says. “But perhaps it is enough.”

And he tells them that the rumors say the Enchantress and the Huntsman are hunting down some lost children of Fairendale, that the king of the land has demanded their return.

“Why would a king do a thing like that?” Little John says.

“It is rumored that the throne of Fairendale can only be contested by a sorcerer,” One says. “One of the lost boys possesses the gift of magic.”

The men allow this news to settle in for a time.

“So the Enchantress—” Little John says, but he is not given a chance to finish.

“Is working for the king,” One says. “She is gathering all the lost children.”

“But Robin Hood was no child,” Two says.

Even One has no answer for this. It is perplexing for them all. After a time, Little John says, “That is why we must find him,” and the men, without even considering the doubts they presented before, wholeheartedly agree.

“Aye,” they say. “We must.”

One claps Little John on the shoulder. “You shall track them,” he says, “and we shall follow. We will restore Robin Hood to his rightful place.”

The men lift a cheer into the trees, and the trees bend and wave and whisper. 

“Rest up, then,” Little John says. “We will be on our way at first light. I will keep watch.”

So the men spread out by the fire and pull their packs beneath their heads and fall into a quiet sort of sleep—all but Little John, who slumps against a tree and snores loudly enough to frighten away any creature of the forest.
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King Willis still stares into the mirror inside his throne room, as he has done since he left his bedchambers and his wife within them, traversed down a long and dark hallway, and settled into the throne he did not know he had missed until he felt its cold golden grip. The mirror lured him out of that throne, and now here he is, staring into the glass. He has seen something that is quite impossible to see, or so he thought days ago, when this very sight startled him so powerfully that he stumbled backward, tripping over one of the throne’s legs and falling hard on his pedestal. He lay there for many days before his page, Garth, found him. It is the earliest part of morning now. He does not notice his stomach’s aching emptiness. He is, for once, too absorbed in thinking.

He is not mad. He is not dreaming. He sees what he sees, and he marvels.

“Father,” King Willis says. “How came you to be trapped here in this mirror?”

His father does not answer.

“Father,” King Willis says again.

But his father ignores him once more. He merely looks at King Willis. The king gives a cry of frustration. The mirror used to talk to him. He would listen to it. He would make plans because of it. He remembers. Why is it silent now, when he needs it most? Is it because of his father’s presence inside it?

“If you are not going to help, then get out of the way,” King Willis says, grown bold in his anger.

His father smiles then. King Willis feels a shudder shake him all the way down to his toes. His father. Last time he saw his father…

No, he will not think about that.

Something whispers behind him, and for a moment his gaze is broken. He glances toward the throne, but no one else is here. He turns back to the mirror. His father’s image has disappeared, and it is only his own form that is reflected in the glass. His face is blue, caught in the light from the mirror.

Light from the mirror. He has never seen light from the mirror. For a moment, King Willis considers running, fleeing from whatever it is that awaits him in this cursed room. It is cursed, is it not? It is the only word that comes to him. But something hisses, murmurs, growls. 

What is wrong with his ears? What is wrong with his eyes? What is wrong with his mind? He shakes his head, and looks toward the doors. They are closed, as far as he can tell. He takes a deep, shuddering breath and steps down from the stairs. But something pulls him back, causes him to stumble, and he falls on his rump, his lower back resting against a step, as though he meant to sit rather than flee. 

King Willis covers his face with his hands, something he did only moments ago—or has it been days? He cannot be sure—in his own room, where his wife told him he needed rest. Perhaps he does need rest. Perhaps he should return to his bed.

Willis, a voice hisses.

“Father?” he says to the empty room.

Come to me and know. It is the only way.

The words twist and turn in his mind. There are other words. Remember. Do not sit. Be a good man. Please.

Come to me and know. Do not sit. It is the only way. Remember. Be a good man. Come to me and know.

You can see how the circling of these words might become somewhat overwhelming for King Willis. He throws his head back and howls. It is a haunting sound, slightly inhuman, that stills even his wife’s hands as she pores through the Old Man’s Great Book inside the safe cover of her chambers.

King Willis runs his hand along the exposed wood of his throne room stage. It is intricate work, delicate and ornate. He traces it without looking. What was the name of the man who had done this? King Willis searches his mind, if only to clear away the confusing voices. Arthur. That was his name. He remembers, because his son had told him he had Arthur to thank for the beautiful platform. King Willis had told his son that he did not thank people; it was not what a king did. The words had rung hollow at the time, as they do now. He had thanked people before becoming king. What had happened in the years since? It was as though he had become another person entirely. Who is he?

If only he knew. If only someone could help him. If only…

Something thumps against the mirror. It is a hard thump, a loud thump, an impossible thump. King Willis startles and struggles to his feet, which takes a few moments. And when he stands and looks into the mirror, there is his father, again.

“Father.” The words come out in a whisper.

It must be said that King Willis has never once missed his father. In fact, when King Sebastien died, King Willis was delivered such a great sense of relief that he often felt guilty for his complete lack of sorrow. King Sebastien, however, was the very definition of a tyrant, the kind who would beat a son to ensure his obedience. King Willis was nothing but glad to be out from under his father’s shadow, or, rather, heavy hand.

Even still, he regards his father in the mirror with a small dose of fear and a large dose of pleasure. Relief, even, in what can be considered irony.

His father fades and the mirror is a mirror again. “No,” King Willis says. His voice turns to a moan. “No.” He is so consumed with hopelessness and confusion and desperation and such a wide sense of unknowing that he welcomes the sight of his father, who, though many terrible things can be said of him, always knew what to do next.

“You must tell me what to do,” King Willis says, and the mirror shimmers, his father’s form flickering in it. His father’s dark eyes meet his own. King Willis shivers.

He is trapped in a mirror. He cannot escape. If he could escape, he would have done so already. These are the things King Willis thinks to himself, to calm his heart from its stuttering.

His father still does not speak.

“Why are you here, if not to tell me what to do?” King Willis says.

The left side of King Sebastien’s mouth turns up slightly. King Willis draws nearer, spurred on by the impossibility of what he is seeing and the protection of a confining mirror. He is not afraid of the man trapped within, for he is precisely that—trapped. King Willis peers closer. King Sebastien does as well. King Willis shakes his head. King Sebastien shakes his head. King Willis closes his eyes. “I must be mad,” he says.

“My son.” The voice of King Sebastien slides from the glass and winds around the ears of King Willis. King Willis opens his eyes. 

“Father,” he says. “You speak.”

“I speak. Did you doubt that I could?”

“No,” King Willis says. “I did not mean—”

“You did not mean to doubt me,” King Sebastien says. His back is straight, his chin lifted. He is as frightening and imposing as King Willis remembers, and in his gaze, the current king cowers, a young boy once more.

But a thought in his head moves him ever so slightly to the back of the mirror. He peers around it.

“You think this some trick,” King Sebastien says.

“How came you to be in a mirror?” King Willis says, his voice full of wonder.

King Sebastien, however, is not so amused. “I do not plan to remain in this mirror forever,” he says. The words fall like heavy weights on the current king’s heart. He returns to the glass.

“How?” King Willis says, as much to know as to assure himself that his father cannot escape. Ever. The kingdom does not need to see King Sebastien again. King Willis does not need to see King Sebastien again. And yet here he is.

“You are asking the wrong question,” King Sebastien says. “I have my ways. But you, my son.” He tilts his head, and an angry gleam lights his eyes. “You must ensure that the throne remains mine.”

“But it is mine,” King Willis says.

“For now,” King Sebastien says. “But it will not always be so. And the question you must ask, Willis, is this: what must I do to keep this throne?”

“What must I do to keep this throne?” King Willis says, as though he is a parrot of his father. He is, truthfully, quite astounded by the events that have unfolded. What sort of magic can trap a man in a mirror and keep him living while he is dead? He saw his father die. He watched the canoe carrying his father’s body float along the tributary, alight with flaming arrows. He followed for three days and three nights, as a son was expected to do. He saw its brilliance bob out to sea.

How?

“Ah,” King Sebastien says. “I see you have not changed at all. How refreshing.” And he smiles, the same evil smile King Willis remembers.

King Willis draws in a shuddering breath. He must get rid of this mirror. But he finds he cannot move. He is rooted in place. He is powerless, as he always was in front of his father.

“Please,” King Willis whispers, but, alas, it is not a strong enough plea to discourage his father. King Sebastien is not a man discouraged by weakness, in any case. He is encouraged by it.

King Sebastien smiles. “You must do exactly as I say,” he says.

“Yes, Father,” King Willis says. His eyes, unblinking, stare into his father’s. “I will do as you say.”

King Sebastien’s smile deepens. So smug. So self-assured. So confident that the man before him is a weak one. “You must send out word,” King Sebastien says.

“I must send out word,” King Willis says.

“You must provide a reward for the missing children,” King Sebastien says. “A man will do many things for a bit of coin.”

“Yes,” King Willis says. “I must.”

“You will open the castle treasuries,” King Sebastien says.

“I will,” King Willis says.

“You will lure them with a promise of land and treasure,” King Sebastien says. 

“Yes, Father,” King Willis says. Even while his mind is saying, No, no, no, Willis, no, he cannot escape the dominance of his father. He nods numbly. He turns to go. “I shall send word immediately,” he says. And something strong and good and pure—one of Queen Clarion’s earrings, buried in the scarlet carpet—tears his eyes from those of his father, and the spell, just like that, is broken.

“And you will report to me from now on,” King Sebastien says. “At the close of every day.”

“Why?” King Willis says. He looks around the room, momentarily confused, and then looks back at his father. The eyes immediately confine him once more.

“You question me?” King Sebastien says, and his voice is low, but King Willis has heard this tone before, the same night his father tied him to a tree. He curls. He shudders. He quavers.

“No, Father,” he says.

“You will do as I say,” King Sebastien says.

“I will do as you say.”

“Very well, then,” King Sebastien says. “Go and write your letters. Give the people a reason to turn over the lost children. Give them their hearts’ desires. Riches.”

King Willis turns from the mirror, and this time the enchantment does not fade. He pulls on the string that will sound a bell and bring Garth running into his throne room. It only takes the boy a moment to reach his king, for he has been expecting a ring.

“Sire?” Garth says, slipping into the room.

“I need you to write some letters,” King Willis says. “Six of them, to be exact. Bring some parchment, a pen, and a bottle of black ink.” The king hesitates for a moment. “No,” he decides. “Bring red.”

Garth, with a look of confusion, asks no questions and removes himself quickly and efficiently from the room. King Willis settles into the throne, which wraps its tendrils of darkness around his ankles and his wrists and even his neck. He breathes in, and its cloud fills his lungs. He breathes out and it remains. His eyes darken, as though a bottle of black ink has spilled in the golden brown and no servant is at hand to wipe it up.

He sits and he thinks and he thinks and he marvels at another brilliant idea that will save the kingdom—that is, ensure that it remains in his hands. He leans his head back against the golden throne, feeling its cold wind around his forehead, though his forehead is not touching it. He feels more like himself now. More like a king. His mind turns over a thought, and it is this one: It is good to rediscover who you are.

This is not who our king is, however. I hope you have ascertained that through your excellent powers of deduction. And it is quite sad to see King Willis lapse into his former, cursed self.

At some points along our journey, we all must choose between right, which demands great courage, and easy, which is the path of least resistance, and I am sad to report that King Willis has chosen what is easy, rather than what is right.

But perhaps it will not always be so.
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Garth, contrary to the king’s orders, does not fetch parchment and paper. Instead, he will fetch Queen Clarion.

His steps are silent on their way down the great hall. It is early morning, so there is a possibility that she will be in her bed still, but that is no matter. This is a turn of events, one that could be called a dire crisis, and he suspects that she might be the only one who can talk King Willis out of what he plans to do. Garth, of course, knows everything, for he was standing outside the back entrance to the throne room, where he stopped when he heard the king speaking, when he heard another, unknown voice answer.

He still cannot reconcile what he has seen. King Sebastien in the mirror? How is it possible?

When he passes the portrait of the evil king in the hallway, Garth tries to keep his eyes from roaming to it. But it is difficult, when one is trying one’s best to avoid something, to actually avoid it. And so he looks. The king’s black eyes follow him as he proceeds down the hallway, and his smile grows ever more disconcerting. 

Perhaps it is only Garth’s imagination. He always did have a good one, at least according to his mother.

Garth slows, overcome momentarily with an overwhelming anxiety about defying the king’s orders. The king told him to secure some paper, ink, and a pen. But Garth has, instead, gone in search of Queen Clarion. He looks back at King Sebastien’s portrait. The eyes still stare at him. He looks at the faces of the other kings lining this great hall. Their eyes do not stare. It is as if the man in the portrait is alive. As if he knows where Garth goes. 

What will King Willis do when he finds out?

Garth turns around and moves toward the castle library, where the parchment and paper is kept. He passes the portrait of King Sebastien again, and this time he manages to successfully avert his eyes. But then he is overcome with anxiety about the missing children and what a large reward will do to threaten their safety, and he turns round once more. Yes. He must summon Queen Clarion.

He runs now, passing the portrait a third time, watching it all the way, but he is fast and steady and determined. He does not falter this time. His steps bounce against the walls and the ceiling and his heart. Smack. Smack. Smack.

The queen will know what to do.

He knocks on her door, breathing hard. She does not answer, so he knocks again, louder this time. She does not answer. He turns the knob, opens the door, steps inside. The queen’s room is empty.

He tries the king’s room, the prince’s room, the powder room (though he does not open this door, only knocks), and she is nowhere.

It is with a dejected and heavy mind that he walks past King Sebastien’s portrait for a fourth and final time, on his way to the castle library and its store of parchment and ink.
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Queen Clarion is, at this very moment, locked up in the castle library, looking through all the books. She is desperate to see if she can find anything at all about a mirror and a throne and how they both came to be at Fairendale castle. The Old Man’s Great Book details how to make a looking glass, but it does not tell the story of the one inside the castle throne room. And there is nothing within its pages about an enchanted throne.

Our queen is mistaken, however. The book does tell the story of this mirror and the throne. Queen Clarion simply does not know how to unlock the stories. The Old Man’s Great Book really is a great book. It not only carries instructions for every spell that can be used in the realm, but it also, if one knows how to look, tells stories. On page one hundred twenty-nine, the page that details how to make a looking glass, the queen has only to place the palm of her left hand—which is, coincidentally, precisely what a former sorcerer or sorceress must do to the cover of the Old Man’s Great Book in order for magical powers to be restored, if the book deems the sorcerer or sorceress worthy of magic restoration—and the story will unfold in a mist. Yes, really, a mist. The story is not written, you see. It is told. A voice will rise from the smoky mist and tell it.

On page four hundred thirty-three of the Old Man’s Great Book are the instructions for a curse that can weave around a chair and the one who sits in it. If Queen Clarion places the palm of her left hand on this page, she would hear the story of Fairendale’s golden throne and three other enchanted chairs.

But, alas, the queen does not know this. So she searches elsewhere for the answers. She will not find them in all the volumes of books that fill the castle library from floor to ceiling—a ceiling that is many stories high. She is still, at this moment, only on row one, and she is not even halfway through with that, though she worked all night and into this morning. Already she grows weary. Her eyes are blurred and dry.

She misses her son. He would help her look. He would know where to find what it is she seeks. He has always loved the stories of the library. And though she has read many, she suspects that he has read more.

She closes the current book she consults and rests her head against it. But there is no time. She must move on. She stands, but our graceful queen stumbles. Her left hand presses against the cover of the Old Man’s Great Book, preventing her fall. She feels a warmth snake up her arm. She stares at the book. Is it glowing?

She shakes her head and removes her hand. She must rest. She cannot continue without rest. She will miss something important, and she cannot risk it. 

She places the book back on the shelf and gazes at the others. There are millions in this room. It contains all the wisdom of all the lands, volumes of books that have never even been opened by the royal family. Why is it that the people of the village were never invited here? Queen Clarion shakes her head. Wisdom is meant to be shared, and yet this wisdom is locked away from the hands of people.

Queen Clarion looks all the way up and all the way back down. She turns round and round, and in her turning, she feels such a profound helplessness that she drops to her knees and covers her face with her hands.

Something crashes against the door. The doorknob rattles. Queen Clarion jumps to her feet.

“Who,” she says. Her voice is a growl. A feminine growl, but raspy all the same. She clears her throat. “Who is it?”

“Your Highness,” someone says beyond the door. The voice is muffled, but she believes it belongs to the king’s page. Has something happened to the king again? Queen Clarion rushes to the door and flings it open.

“Is the king alright?” she says. The boy falls against her. She wraps her arms around him, though this is unseemly for a queen and a servant. She cares nothing for proper graces, however. This boy is distraught.

“What is it?” she says.

“The king,” he says.

“He is hurt?” Queen Clarion says.

“No,” Garth says. He seems to remember that this is the queen, and he pulls away from her. Her arms ache, and the ache makes its way to her heart. This boy cannot be much older than her son. 

Garth seems to search for what to say. “He wants to demand a reward,” he finally offers.

“A reward?” Queen Clarion says. “Why?”

“To ensure that the people in the neighboring kingdoms will return the missing children,” Garth says.

“Oh, Willis,” Queen Clarion breathes. She had hoped that he might escape the influence of the throne’s curse—she knows there is one, even if she has not discovered any helpful information about it—but it appears that he has not. “I will come right away,” she says. And in her mind she finishes what she cannot speak aloud: I will pull him back into the light. 

“He looked in the mirror,” Garth says, and Queen Clarion looks back at the boy. His eyes are full of fear. She feels it wander into her own. “He saw King Sebastien.”

Queen Clarion takes the boy’s hands in hers. “Did you see King Sebastien?” she says.

“I heard him,” he says. “I heard him with my own two ears.”

The words hang between them for quite some time. Then the queen straightens. She presses her right hand to her throat. “Well,” she says. “I suppose that would explain…” But then she remembers there is a boy in front of her—a boy who is fast becoming a man, but a boy nonetheless. “The darkness can never overcome the light,” she says, and she means it with all her heart. “And there is plenty of light blazing within this castle, do you not agree?”

She holds Garth’s gaze, and she watches the fear drain away from his eyes. He wipes his cheeks and nods his head. She pats his shoulder. 

“We shall bring back the light,” she says, and she girds her voice with strength and conviction and authority. “We will do the necessary work.” She leans toward him and lowers her voice. “And we will win.”

He nods again.

“Now go,” she says. “I shall be there shortly.”

The boy turns. His steps echo down the hall. 

Queen Clarion moves back into the center of the library, back into the musty smell of old books, back into the warmth of the corner where she has propped her staff. She picks it up and returns to the table where she sat for so long looking for answers. She will not stop looking, but she is needed elsewhere for now. She traces her fingers over the Old Man’s Great Book, top to bottom, and wherever she touches, the brown and gold and twinkling red gems begin to disappear. She stares at the place where she knows it is, satisfied with her concealment spell.

She takes a deep breath and walks out the library door, careful to shut and lock it behind her. If King Sebastien has returned, it would mean disaster if he found this book.
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Anna has lived for many days in a hollow tree. She does not know the first thing about building a proper house, and she knows, intuitively, that she cannot use her magic, due to her extreme hunger and fatigue. And, also, when she was transported here to these woods on the wings of a spell, she became someone else entirely—an ancient, bent woman who appears much older than her twelve years. She has felt the deep wrinkles on her face, and she has marveled.

Today, however, is not a day for marveling. She has not slept well in as many days as she has lived in this forest, for the hollow tree is upright, not prostrate—which means that Anna, for these last several nights, has slept in a seated position. It is a position that has hindered sleep, for her old bones ache in every way and every place one can imagine.

Poor Anna has no knowledge about how to turn herself back into a twelve-year-old girl, for she never paid much attention to the magic lessons that Arthur gave to all the village children in the days before King Willis began imprisoning those who possessed the gift of magic and those who did not. She had really only attended the lessons for Maude’s cookies. Any time she was called upon in the classroom, which was really Arthur and Maude’s small kitchen, she made a mess of whatever spell she was asked to attempt. She always laughed along with the children. She never cared much for magic and could have done well enough without it.

Anna stands and stretches, and it seems that every bone within her cracks and pops. She eyes the large hollow tree. If she thought she would not break a toe or, worse, a foot, she might give it a good kick right in the middle of its trunk, to further express her anger and aggravation. She needs sleep. She needs food.

She had done well enough to find some water, fortunately, but her stomach feels as though it is turning completely inside out. It is gnawing on itself. She has never felt so hungry in her life. How does one go about securing food in a forest? She wishes she could be back in her mother’s home—or back in the shoe-shaped house where Maude kept twenty-two of the lost children of Fairendale for a time.

Anna has always been the sort who comes alive in a large company of people. It has been quite lonely in this forest, and that is even more intolerable than the hunger. She goes about her day in silence and passes the night in silence as well. She does not even know if she can speak. 

She tries now. “I am Anna,” she says. Her throat is scratchy and, well, old. She shakes her head. She wonders how the others have fared, if they, too, have discovered themselves completely transformed.

The nights are the most difficult. She recalls all the stories about woods. The Weeping Woods were dangerous at twilight, and thus far Anna has hidden herself in her hollow tree from twilight to sunrise. There is a small hole in the trunk of the tree, where she could peer out if she so desired, but Anna never chooses to peer out once the sun goes down. She believes, as many children believe, that if she cannot see the creatures of this forest, well, then, they cannot see her.

The creatures have not bothered her. This has been quite confounding to someone who has grown up with the stories of monsters living in woods, as Anna has. Her mother used to tell those stories nightly around their fire. Anna had been brought up to believe that the woods held nothing but danger.

And yet here she is. She has lived more than a week, judging by the marks she has made on the hollow tree. She is still alive. Where are the creatures?

No, she will not ask this question, for she fears that it will summon the creatures to her. She would rather avoid them altogether and pretend they do not exist at all. 

She gazes around at the trees. It is not the first time she has wondered about them. They are different than the wide and tall ones in the Weeping Woods. These have limbs that appear alive, snaking out in every direction. Their leaves are small and shapely. They have unusual furry balls gathered in clusters. She nearly pulls one of those clusters from the tree, but a noise stays her hand. A snap. She readies her staff, which is short—reaching to her waist—and thick and an old faded brown color. She does not know what she will do if she encounters a creature. 

But, thankfully, it is only a red fox. He stares at her for a moment, and then he bounds away, and she lets loose a long breath.

Today she will venture into the village—whichever one is closest. She must find something more to eat. She must find people. She must see if there will be a place for her, since she looks nothing like her former self. No one would ever know she was a child. She examines her hand, its skin spotted and papery. The knuckles twist every which way. She leans over her staff and uses it as a walking stick.

As she approaches the village, the trees change slightly. They grow longer, narrower, with the same spindly branches as the others but entirely different, for these branches are covered almost completely in green moss. Anna crouches near one of the trunks and runs her hand along it. The moss is velvety soft. It glows from the light of the sun spilling through the spaces between the trees. When she is finished examining the sight, she attempts rising again but finds that her bones have frozen in the crouching position. She uses her staff to propel her forward, and she nearly stumbles but rights herself in time to avoid a fall, though she stubs her toe on an inconveniently placed rock. She looks down at the toe, clenching her teeth to avoid crying out. It is pointing nearly perpendicular to where it should be pointing. She wishes it did not hurt so. She touches it with her staff, not even knowing the proper enchantment, and it rights itself—just like that. She stares at the healed toe in astonishment. When she is finished staring, she moves her gaze to her hands. 

Can it be that along with her changed appearance she has acquired a changed magic? Can it be that this magic is strong enough to be performed without the proper enchantments? She feels giddy just wondering about it.

But she is on a mission. She must enter the village and find what is there to forage.

On the outskirts of the town, which is decidedly not Fairendale, Anna spots what looks like miles and miles of gardens. There are enough gardens here to feed the entire world. And they are laid out not neatly and meticulously but haphazardly. Surely no one would notice if she took some of its produce. She claps her hands. The people are noisy in the streets, and something, a sense of caution, perhaps, keeps Anna from walking right in. 

She waits until the land grows dark, and then she takes her fill from the gardens. She takes squash and cucumber and eggplant and all the array of berries, conjuring for herself a large basket that weighs practically nothing when she picks it up, even though it is full of plunder. And then she thinks about how nice it would be to already be back in her hollow tree, and no sooner does she think it than she is there.

Anna smiles. This advanced magic would impress even Mercy, the most skilled among the magical children taught by Arthur. 

By the light of the moon, Anna shoves the basket into her hollow tree, eats her fill, and promptly falls asleep sitting up. Her back will ache on the morrow, but she is too tired to care.

Anna repeats her foraging the next evening. The people do not notice.

But on the third night, there is a boy, a prince of the land who is out and about in the streets, a wanderer who cannot sleep. The streets of this village are laid out lazily, like its gardens, all of them eventually leading to the castle, which is no more than a domed hut with towers, immaculate in its own way. It is much larger than the other huts in the village, but it, too, is somewhat unstructured and undignified. The prince does not know it is an abnormal castle. It has been his home all his life, and he has never seen another.

The moon is quite bright this evening. It beams down on the land. It illuminates the gardens.

And because the prince happens to be looking at the gardens at the exact time Anna flies from them, he sees her, an old woman with silver hair whipping out behind her. She appears wraith-like, almost, and he does not quite believe his eyes. She disappears into the woods and he stares toward the place, willing his eyes to tell the truth. But when no woman reappears, he heads back to the castle, assuming he has grown weary enough to sleep. He lies awake thinking of what he has seen. Or imagined.

Anna returns to her hollow tree and believes, as she has believed every night prior, that she has pillaged and escaped unseen.
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Light




Gwendolyn liked to play with her daughter, Maude, in the kitchen. She taught her how to bake and would permit Maude to fill spoons and cups with liquid and crack eggs over a bowl, to make their favorite treat: Pumpkin spice sugar cookies. The girl always made an atrocious mess, but Gwen did not mind. She enjoyed the time with her daughter and would not trade it for a clean kitchen.

And, besides, when they were finished, Gwen merely flicked her wrist, and the kitchen cleaned itself up. Maude always squealed with delight when she saw the dishes wash and dry themselves and join the stack in the cupboards.

“Will you teach me?” she always asked.

“Of course I will teach you when you come of age,” Gwen said. “Our magical abilities do not completely show themselves until we are ten.” She touched her daughter’s nose. “You have three more years.”

Maude had no knowledge of the rules that bound magic in place, so she did not even question why it was her mother had retained her gift of magic, though she had a child to whom the gift was supposed to pass.

Gwen leaned close to her daughter. “But it must be our secret,” she said. “Your father must never know.”

Maude clapped, her face alight with joy. The girl loved secrets. But then her eyes grew sad. “Father does not like magic, does he,” she said. It was more a statement than a question. Gwen sighed. Her daughter had likely heard her father’s condemnation of magic and its derivatives, such as prophecy and healing.

Gwen smoothed the flyaway strands of dark brown hair that curled around her face. She arranged the gray handkerchief that she used to cover her hair when she did such things that might be called domestic. Her eyes, the color of spiced tea, met her young daughter’s, which were of the same color, and she made sure hers smiled heartily. No sense in discouraging the girl or causing her alarm.

“Your father does not understand magic,” Gwen said. “It makes him nervous.”

“Then whyever did he marry you?” Maude said. She climbed on her mother’s lap and pulled at the brown sackcloth Gwen had made into a skirt. They had very little in their home, though the days when Harold, Maude’s father, returned from the king’s castle, they had more than enough to eat, for once. Clothing was another matter entirely. 

Gwen arranged Maude’s stiff skirt that matched her own and forced herself to laugh.

“Why, because he loved me,” she said, and her heart nearly broke with the truth of it.

Harold had loved her once, before he knew of her magic. They had been quite happy for a time. She had first used her magic to make a beautiful dress, for she did not care for the rags Harold had found in the dressmaker’s shop up the road. Harold had raged when he saw the dress, said no good could come of magic and, in fact, much evil had come of magic, and he grew so red and then purple in the face that she had promised him she would fold up her magic and put it aside. But what sorceress could truly do such a thing? 

He could not blame her for taking it out now and then. It thrummed inside her and begged to be set free.

The people of Rosehaven were suspicious of magic. Gwen had never quite understood why. It seemed to her that it was an admirable gift. A useful one as well. She could clean up her kitchen after a morning of baking with her daughter, leaving not a speck of dust. And it demanded practically no time at all, which left more time to talk and laugh and play with her daughter. 

What else might she be able to accomplish with her magic?

But she did not dare try. No, the only time she took out her staff at all was when Harold was gone to the castle and all the curtains on the windows of her house had been drawn tight.

Maude was much too young to know all of this. So Gwen merely hugged her daughter tightly and kissed the top of her head.

Both of them startled when the door swung open with a bang. 

Harold came storming into the home, walking a bit crooked, a bundle clutched in his hands. The king of Rosehaven was apparently generous with his wine as well as the food from his table. Gwen wrinkled her nose at the sour smell that followed Harold in.

“Run along to your room, dear,” Gwen told Maude, sliding her daughter to the floor.

“But the cookies,” Maude said. She looked alarmed, but Gwen was unsure whether it was because of her father or the cookies still baking in the old iron oven.

“I will not let them burn,” Gwen said. She eyed her staff, still in plain sight. “Run along, now.”

Maude did as she was told. Gwen stood from the table and backed toward the corner where her staff leaned against the half-closed front door of their cottage. If Harold closed the door, the staff would clatter to the ground. Gwen thought she could reach it, compact it, and slip it around her finger temporarily. She did not like to do this. She always feared it would weaken her magic to turn her staff into something so trivial as a ring. 

It did not matter. Before she could follow through with her plan, Harold fell off balance and grabbed for the door, accidentally slamming it shut.

The staff smacked the dirt. Harold stared at it. Gwen stared at it. And then she crossed the room toward it, picked it up, and used it to extinguish the fire in the iron stove, for she did not want to burn the cookies. 

“Just a bit of baking with Maude,” she said, as if this were nothing out of the ordinary.

Harold growled. “With magic?” he said. “In front of the girl?”

Gwen shrugged. “Only simple magic. I thought you might like some spice cookies.” She moved toward the oven, hoping that he would be too unsteady to follow her, but he shuffled after her. She tried to keep the fear from welling up inside.

She took the cookies from the oven with a mitt she had made with magic. She looked around. Almost everything in this kitchen had been made with magic. What would Harold do if he found out?

Harold breathed heavily behind her. “You told me…” he said, but he seemed unable to finish. She turned around and looked at him. He had grabbed the table for support.

“Perhaps I should take you to bed,” she said. She touched his arm. His eyes were glassy and unfocused, so she took the bundle from his hands, placed it on the kitchen table he had made himself, without magic, and began to lead him toward the small room she shared with him. She helped him climb into bed and kissed his ruddy cheek. “Sleep well, my love.” He was snoring in moments. She stood in the doorway, watching him, wondering. She hoped he would not remember anything when he woke. But she would take the necessary precautions. She would hide the staff where he could not find it and destroy it, as he had threatened her before. She knew precisely the place—had prepared it, in fact. She knew that one day he would catch her in the act and do what he had promised. She needed the staff. It was the only reason she had magic at all, according to the Old Man. Some sorceresses, he had said when he had visited her before Maude’s birth, could retain their magic even after having a child. He had a spell. She had a strong gift. He thought it might work, but she would forever after need the use of her staff clutched in two hands.

Gwen returned to the kitchen and threw open the curtains, letting in the light, and then she arranged two cookies on a small ceramic plate and poured into a glass a bit of fresh milk from the farmer who lived at the edge of the village. The king had sent bread and some cold chicken. She would let her daughter have dessert first.

Gwen tapped on Maude’s door and poked her head in. “Would you like a cookie?” she said. She arranged her words as she had arranged the plate: carefully, meticulously, intended to elicit joy. 

Yet her daughter remained sober. She merely nodded and followed Gwen into the kitchen, where they sat at the table together.

Maude took a bite of a cookie, and her eyes instantly grew brighter. 

“You see, my dear?” Gwen said. “I did not burn them after all.” She smiled at Maude, but Maude looked at her with troubled eyes. “What is it, Maude?”

A tear rolled down Maude’s right cheek. “Why is father the way he is?” she said. “Why is he so frightening?”

Gwen took a deep breath and blew it out again. “Your father has had a hard life,” she said.

“You have had a hard life, too, haven’t you Mother?” Maude said.

Gwen sighed. “Yes,” she said. “But, you see, my dear, some people take hard living better than others. You and I know how to keep our chins up.” She leaned forward and tipped Maude’s chin up a bit. A smile stretched across her daughter’s face. 

This was the way of their home. And Gwen had to admit that they had many more happy times than times like this day, whatever it could be called. Harold was not always this way. Sometimes he could be quite kind and gentle.

Sun reached through the window and heaved itself onto the table, turning it too bright to look upon. Gwen felt the light turn her insides warm. “We have a mostly happy life, do we not?” She tilted her head at her daughter and smiled.

This time Maude smiled back. “It is you who makes our life happy,” she said.

“No,” Gwen said. “We find our own happiness within. You are the one who makes your own life happy.” She stood up from the table and dropped a kiss on her daughter’s head. “Perhaps I simply help you see it.”

Maude giggled. She helped her mother wash the plates and glasses they had just dirtied, while Harold slept the night through.

Neither of them knew that when he woke, the light in their home would sputter out.
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Hollow




It is morning. There is a faint sound of snapping, a crashing of sorts, off in the direction of the village. Anna squints her eyes. She does not see anything. But she hears it. Something approaches, and though it is something small, it is something fast. She ducks inside the hollow tree and peers out the hole, willing herself to keep her eyes open and not closed. 

A boy stumbles into the clearing, dressed in a green tunic and brown breeches that look somewhat large and ill-fitting. Anna nearly laughs at the sight but presses her hands against her mouth. He has large blue-green eyes, brown skin, and straight brown hair that rests, perfectly combed, against his strong chin. She can see his eyelashes from where she hides, though she is at least twelve feet away from him. 

He looks around. Anna pulls her legs up to her chest, which is not an easy thing to do with bones so old.

“Where are you?” the boy says.

Anna shivers. What does this boy want from her? She wishes the peephole were a bit larger, and right before her eyes, it widens. She can see his full face. She hopes that he cannot see hers.

He gazes around at all the trees. He walks the perimeter of the clearing, tapping on each trunk. Anna squeezes her eyes shut when he reaches hers. She knows before he even taps that the sound this tree makes will give her away.

And it does.

The boy, when she opens her eyes again, is peering in. He stumbles away from the hole and is silent for a moment. Anna watches him raise a hand to his forehead. She watches him lift his head and square his shoulders and spring forward.

“I know you are there,” he says. “Why is it you hide?”

For a moment, Anna considers squeezing out the opening in the hollow tree and running for her life. But she is old and he is young. He would catch her easily, unless the magic suddenly decided it wanted to speed her along, as it has every evening on her trip back from foraging the village gardens. But the magic is unpredictable, she has discovered. It does not always do as she wishes.

“Come out,” the boy says now, and his voice is stronger. “I know you are in there. I only want to see you. I only want…” His face softens a bit. “I only want to talk.”

The words seem to move Anna without her mind agreeing to it. Before she knows it, she has wriggled out of the tree and stands, albeit bent, before the boy.

“There,” the boy says.

“There,” Anna says, repeating it as though it is a joke of some kind. Her cheeks warm. She forgets that she is an old woman. What is it this boy sees before him? She wishes she had a looking glass so that she could know.

A looking glass appears in her hands. She stares at it. The boy does, too. His mouth has dropped open when she glances back at him, but she does not look at him for long, for the reflection in the looking glass has stolen her attention. Her wrinkles are even deeper than she supposed. Her hair is silvery and stringy, ending just below her shoulders. Her eyes are a glassy blue. There is a large wart on the end of her wide nose. 

She throws the looking glass against the tree, and it shatters.

The boy’s eyes widen. “Destroying a looking glass brings a curse upon you,” he says.

“There is already a curse upon me,” Anna says. Her voice contains nothing of her youth. A knot slides up from her chest, turns two circles, and lodges in her throat. This boy appears to be about the same age she is, if she were not imprisoned in an old woman’s body. How old is this body? How came she to inhabit it?

“Who are you?” the boy says.

She sighs. “My name is Anna,” she says. And when she says her name, she is surprised to hear her voice become what it was, light and musical. The boy tilts his head. 

“I am Alfie,” he says. “I am the prince of Eastermoor.” He bites his lower lip. “Well, one of them.”

Eastermoor. She knows nothing of this land. She knows nothing of its people. Why had she not paid more attention to her mother when she tried to teach Anna about the history of the lands? It might have served her well now.

“You are one of the princes?” Anna says.

“I have six brothers,” Alfie says.

“And you will be king?” Anna says. She only speaks because she would like to continue hearing the childlike quality of her voice. She wants to ensure that she does not lose it again.

“Well, no,” Alfie says. “I am the youngest.” He folds his arms across his chest. “But I do not mind. I do not want to be a king.”

“I would love to be a queen,” Anna says before she can stop herself. Alfie looks at her strangely, and she remembers, once more, that she is an old, bent woman. Her cheeks warm again.

She tries to think of something to say, but Alfie speaks first. “I saw you last eve. I saw you steal from the gardens.” And the knot in her throat grows larger. 

What will he do? Will he take her back to the village and demand her imprisonment? He is, after all, a prince. Princes desire order in their lands, do they not? She had disrupted the order. She had stolen from the kingdom. And now she would most certainly pay the price. 

Alfie shoves a hand into his pocket, which Anna notices is bulging. She grips her staff, ready. But when he withdraws his hand, red berries fan out in it. “I brought you some strawberries,” he says. “The first of the season.” She merely stares at him. Is this some kind of trick? Alfie takes a step closer. “We keep the strawberries closer to the village so the children can go pick them whenever they want. I did not want you to miss out.”

Anna stares at the ground. No one would be this kind without wanting something in return. Alfie takes another step forward. 

“Please,” he says. “Take them.”

And she does. They are sweet and juicy and perfect. She closes her eyes and savors the taste of them. When she opens her eyes Alfie is smiling at her. She smiles back at him.

“Do you live in the tree?” he says. He ducks to look inside the hole. 

“Yes,” she says, her voice still wonderfully childlike. 

He straightens again and peers into her eyes. “You are a newcomer,” he says. “I have not seen you in this kingdom.”

“I have only just come,” Anna says.

“How old are you?” he says.

She does not know. But what she says is, “Too many years.” It is vague and truthful all at the same time. 

“Your eyes,” he says. “They do not look like my grandfather’s.”

She does not know what he means by this statement, but she does not ask. 

If you will allow me a slight diversion, I can tell you that Alfie has always been a bright and curious boy. He is attempting a comparison. His grandfather is very old, with eyes that have turned yellow in the spaces where they should be white. Anna appears old as well, but for her voice and her eyes. His face, as Anna looks at it, is creased with concentration. He is trying to figure out the mystery. 

Perhaps he sees the querulous look on Anna’s face, for he says, “My grandfather is an old man, with eyes that have turned yellow at the edges.” He nods toward her eyes. “Yours are still bright and white.”

Anna shakes her head, still unable to comprehend why it is he is telling her this.

Alfie steers the conversation in another direction. “You must have a proper house,” he says, looking back at the hollow tree. “I do not suppose it would be comfortable living in there. Or safe.”

Anna attempts to shrug her shoulders, but they are so tight and knotted, from sleeping in a seated position, that she does not execute it well. Hardly at all, in fact.

“We must make you a better house,” Alfie says. “I will do so tomorrow.”

“Why?” she says. She cannot help the question.

He looks at her strangely again, as though captivated by her voice. And it is quite musical. Anna always loved singing, back in the village of Fairendale. Perhaps now that she has found her youthful voice once more, she will try it in these woods.

Alfie does not answer her question. Instead, he says, “I have many brothers. Perhaps they can help.”

Anna shrinks back against the tree. “Oh, no,” she says, and her voice sounds so much like a frightened little girl, even to herself, that she supposes this is why Alfie moves closer and puts a hand on her arm.

“What is it?” he says.

“I do not want others to know of my presence,” Anna says.

“But they must help me build a house,” he says. “I cannot build one on my own.” He looks at the ground and then around at the trees, as though he is attempting to avoid her gaze, or, perhaps, merely thinking. “At least I have never tried to do it. Perhaps I can.” His face shifts slightly, a look of determination settling in his eyes. Alfie has never been one to run from an opportunity to try something new. In fact, his mother, Queen Mia, calls him her most daring son. Foolish on his bad days. Fearless on the good ones.

He begins to speak out loud in a most charming fashion. “They will keep our secret that she is here and she is stealing from the gardens,” Alfie says. “But not Bran. He is not the sort who can be trusted with this information. So perhaps it is better. Oliver can never keep anything from Bran.” He stares for a moment longer at the ground, and then his eyes lift to hers. “Very well, then. I shall attempt building you a house on my own.”

She smiles at him, and he smiles back.

“How long have you lived here?” he says, gesturing toward the tree.

“I do not know,” she says.

His eyes narrow. “You do not know?” he says.

Anna points to her head. “Sometimes my memory fails me,” she says. 

“That is what my mother says about me,” Alfie says, and they both smile at one another. Anna cannot see it, but she is missing several teeth, which causes Alfie’s smile to shake a bit at the corners. He is slightly frightened of her. There are not many ancient women who sound like little girls, which means Anna is a large and unsolvable mystery. Mysteries are always a bit frightening.

“Are you a sorceress?” Alfie says. His face registers surprise, as though he did not intend to ask this question at all.

“No,” Anna says quickly, and then she decides to tell the truth. “Well, perhaps. I do seem to have the gift of magic, though it is unpredictable. And small. I was never very good at it.”

Alfie backs away slightly. Anna wonders, momentarily, if she has ruined what chance they had at a friendship. She holds out her hands and then notices their wrinkles and hides them behind her back. “I would never use magic for ill.” She looks at her toe. “I used it to heal a broken toe. And to fly me back to this tree when I had stolen from the gardens.” She drops her eyes and her cheeks warm again.

“I have never met a sorceress,” Alfie says. “Or a sorcerer, for that matter.”

Anna feels her entire face grow hot.

“Do you have a staff?” he says. “The magic books say that all sorcerers need a staff through which they can channel their magic.”

Anna shakes her head and holds up her walking stick. “It is not a very good one,” she says. And as he stares at it, she thinks that it does not look like a magical staff at all. There are no decorative elements, just old fading brown. There is no knob to top it, just an abrupt end. 

“Perhaps I can make you another,” he says. “I am quite good at carving things.”

“But only prophets can make staffs,” Anna says. “That is what the rules of magic require. Otherwise anyone would be able to make a magical staff and perhaps enchant it enough to conjure magic, even if they did not have the gift.” Anna is surprised at her memory. She must have heard this lecture a thousand times to have retained it so efficiently. 

“Oh,” Alfie says. His face falls a little. “Well, then, perhaps I could improve that one.” He shoves his hand into his pocket again and takes out a slab of wood that is shaped into a dragon. “I made this.”

Anna takes the dragon from him and turns it over in her hands. “It is quite beautiful,” she says, and she means it. Every part of the dragon is carved into the wood—its wings with the lines and veins running down it, its scales marked precisely along its chest and back and legs, its eyes complete with the black slit. Anna tries not to let her fear show. She has seen a dragon up close, and it was not an enjoyable experience. 

She hands the wooden dragon back to Alfie, who returns it to his pocket.

“Would you permit me to take your staff back to the castle this evening?” Alfie says. “I could return it to you tomorrow morn, when I come with the first load of wood for your house.”

Anna hesitates. She has only just met Alfie. She does not know if she can trust him. Without her staff, she would be stripped of all her magic. Not that her magic is serving her all that well. She still has to steal food. But at least the staff gives a certain feeling of protection. Can she survive without it? What if there are creatures?

She looks at Alfie long and hard. He looks directly back at her, and a whisper curls around her insides. Its says that she has found a true friend, that she can trust this prince of the land, even with her magical staff. So she hands it over.

“I will return at first light,” he says, and he begins to turn but then remembers something else he would like to say. “I shall leave a basket full of fruit and vegetables on the perimeter of the woods. It is not safe for you to venture inside the land. One of my brothers…” His voice trails off, and his eyes wander to the sky. “Well, one of my brothers is not very kind. I do not think he would see you as anything but an enemy of the land. It is best that you remain hidden.”

Anna nods, and with that, he is gone, along with her staff. The woods grow dark around her, and she tries not to think about the long night she will pass alone and unprotected.
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The Huntsman looks around. This is the forest. This is the forest he knows, the one with the tall trees with chipped trunks and roughened bark, where some wear bright green leaves and others soft pink. This is the forest where he left them. So where are they?

He tries to surreptitiously look around him while he and the Enchantress walk. Another blackbird has been added to the cart pulled by the white mare he leads. Two birds trapped in cages now. Two birds and many more children to go.

The Enchantress, upon finding each of the lost children of Fairendale, transforms them into a blackbird. She says this makes it easier to carry them back to the land from which they have escaped. It constricts their movement, and it is not inhumane to put a bird in a cage. He understands her justification, but he cannot escape what he knows. He sees children when he looks at the birds. Children in cages.

They moved on almost immediately after collecting the second missing twelve-year-old. There are twenty-two who remain at large, possibly not resembling children at all. A vanishing spell, which they used to vanish, is notoriously unpredictable in the world of magic. The first lost child was a dwarf who spun straw into gold. The second was a ruddy man dressed in green who stole from the rich and gave to the poor.

Now they travel to capture a third. He does not know where they are going. The Enchantress has not yet told him.

What is of greater concern, however, is that he can feel eyes watching them. Is it the eyes of a creature or the eyes of a person? He is unable to differentiate what kind of eyes watch them. This disturbs him more, even, than the actual presence of the watching eyes. He is a Huntsman. He is supposed to know such things.

He rubs his chest, which ignites the familiar fire. He is growing weaker by the day. Even now, when the woods grow slightly chill, he is sweating profusely.

“Perhaps we should rest for the evening?” the Enchantress says. She has been watching him, but he is unable to tell her what ails him. He does not want to even admit it to himself.

“No,” he says. “I am well. Let us move on. We have no time to stop and rest.” He leans more heavily against the white mare. She nuzzles against his face.

“You are not well,” the Enchantress says. Her eyes hold a glimmer of concern, but the Huntsman, because he is not looking, does not see it.

“I can manage well enough,” the Huntsman says.

The Enchantress sighs. “Your pride,” she says. “It will be the death of you.”

The words jar him out of his reverie. Death. He does not want to die. But he fears that is precisely what he is doing. The burn has spread to his stomach and the tops of his arms. His throat flames. The thickest parts of his legs hold fire now.

“I have no pride,” he says. He has always considered himself a humble boy—man, that is.

“We must stop for the eve,” the Enchantress says. “I do not mind. I am quite tired myself.”

The Huntsman wipes a film of sweat from his forehead. The Enchantress watches him. 

“It will do you good to rest,” she says.

“I have no need of rest,” the Huntsman says. He is, truth be told, afraid to close his eyes. He is afraid he will not wake up.

The Enchantress raises an eyebrow. “I beg to differ,” she says. She nods toward him, and he looks down. He has fallen to one knee and did not even know it. He lifts himself, using the bridle from the horse. The white mare rubs her nose to his cheek.

“All is well,” the Huntsman says, but he knows this is not true. He will not last the trip. And this saddens him much more than he would have expected. He does not trust the Enchantress with the lost children. So he has devised an intricate and heroic plan. He will save the children himself, but if he is not around to save the children, well. He does not know if they will be saved at all.

There is another dimension to his sadness, too. There are people he would like to see again, people he loves, people he left, people who run for their lives.

The Huntsman feels a prickle creep down the back of his neck, as though ants crawl up and down his skin. Someone is watching again. He turns, this way and that, but he sees no one.

“What is it?” the Enchantress says.

“Nothing,” the Huntsman says. “My nerves, perhaps.”

“I feel it as well,” she says. “A sinister presence of some sort.”

They are quiet for some moments, waiting for whatever it is to show itself. It does not, however.

“I have protected us well,” she says, as if to explain why a sinister presence does not show itself.

“You do not grow weak?” the Huntsman says. “You use so much magic every moment.” She has been protecting them for some time. She also speeds their journey using magic, and every bit of magic expelled demands something from its master. 

The Enchantress gazes toward the two birds in the cart pulled by the white mare. “No,” she says. “Strangely, I feel stronger than I have ever been.”

“Your magic grows stronger, perhaps,” the Huntsman says. He has involuntarily fallen to his knees once more.

The Enchantress studies him. “You hide something from me,” she says, and her green gaze is so startling, so pointed, that his heart moves to his throat. There are a great many things he is hiding from her. Which is it she questions?

The Huntsman pulls himself from the ground but drops his eyes to where his knees settled.

“You are weaker than you let on,” she says. She moves to his side in a rustle of silk. “It is the fairy ring. They have injured you gravely.”

The Huntsman meets her eyes. “All will be well,” he says. “I only need a bit of rest.” She stares at him for a long time, and then she nods. 

“Very well, then,” she says. “Let us rest for the eve. You sleep, I shall prepare some supper.”

“You know how to hunt?” the Huntsman says.

The Enchantress smiles at him. “My dear Huntsman,” she says. “Magic does not need to hunt.”

He smiles back at her, but then the fire blazes, and he winces. “I shall rest, then,” he says. He feels her eyes on his back as he moves toward the cart. He has taken to sleeping in the cart of late, for he has seen eyes watching from the perimeter of their camp every night. Though he knows the Enchantress whispers her protection spell upon every hour to ensure that they remain protected in their journey through the dark woods, he suspects that there are some animals—or beings, perhaps—that can cross the barrier of a protection spell. And so he protects the children—the blackbirds—with his own presence, as much as he is permitted.

Before he stretches out in the cart, he looks around him once more. The eyes he has seen belong to creatures, not people. So the ones he would like to see have not yet found him. Will they? He hopes, for their sake, that they will not. He hopes that they will remain safe and hidden within a shelter.

The Huntsman barely makes it to the cart before he collapses into a deep and heavy sleep. He does not even last long enough to see the pillow the Enchantress summons beneath his head or the heavy blanket that rests over his form. He does not see her move to his side and place her lovely hands on his head so that she can feel the burning of his skin. He does not see her turn glassy eyes toward the sky or the single tear that traces a jagged line down her cheek.

Mercifully, he sleeps.
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The Enchantress summons a hearty vegetable stew in a pot she found in the Huntsman’s pack. She does not believe he would mind her rummaging in it, for the sake of a good, hot meal. She did, however, stumble across a charcoal pencil and a bit of parchment bound by large stitches—a diary of sorts. Her hands practically itched to open it and read it, but she refrained. She is unsure whether she truly wants to know what he thinks of her. And this is the only doubt that kept her from reading at the time. 

But every now and again, because she is alone, holding the long-handled pot to the fire, she glances at the pack and then at the Huntsman, who sleeps so soundly. She could learn something about him from those pages. She could find out who he is and from where he has come. She could discover whether she should leave him here and finish this quest on her own. If he plans to kill her, would he have written it in those pages?

She watches the pot bubbling over the fire. The stew is nearly done, and she will wake him. She will lose her opportunity to know his secrets. 

The Enchantress has noticed the Huntsman watching the woods. It is as though he has lost something that he means to find. She nearly questioned him about it this afternoon, but he simply looked too weak to answer anything at all. She has felt the prickle of eyes as well. Is there something that pursues him, something he did not tell her about?

She glances back at his pack. The pages would tell her if there is anything to fear. The pages would tell her all she needs to know.

But perhaps she can learn about the Huntsman without reading his personal papers. Perhaps she can use her looking ball. She has, after all, touched him, though she did not intend the touch for those purposes. She simply wanted to know how badly the fairy ring had affected him. And it is worse than she imagined.

The Enchantress sighs. She cannot, of course, leave him now, regardless of what it is he plans to do. She cannot simply watch a huntsman die, even if he does plan to betray her. She will have to do something. There are very few cures, very little magic that can save a man from dying after wounds sustained in a fairy ring. Unicorns have the purest magic, but she does not even know if unicorns exist. She has never met one herself.

She stares into the fire and asks herself why she cares about this huntsman’s well being. Why is it that she cannot simply let him die?

The answer to that question is somewhat complicated. She has enjoyed the company of the Huntsman. She does not much like traveling alone. He provides her with a sense of security, as though two moving through these dark and dangerous woods are better than one. It is arguable who might protect whom better in a dangerous situation, but this has no bearing on her enjoyment of the Huntsman. He simply makes her feel stronger when he is around. They are one and the same, though very much different.

It is a wonderful thing to feel less alone.

Perhaps she should consult the journal she found. Perhaps she should find out if her pleasure in the Huntsman’s company will turn to regret in the end.

The Enchantress has nearly convinced herself to rummage through the Huntsman’s pack again when she hears a noise behind her, a crack, a step. She turns. The Huntsman stands near the cart, peering into the darkening woods.

“Have you lost something, Huntsman?” the Enchantress says.

He whirls around and looks at her. “No,” he says, but his eyes say the opposite. He has lost something in these woods. The pages would have told her what, but it is too late now. And, as if to corroborate that point, the Huntsman strides toward her—not quite as quickly as he might have—and bends to pick up his pack. He gazes at the fire, the pan that has nearly boiled over. “Perhaps you should stir?” he says, and the Enchantress remembers that she has been cooking supper.

“Yes,” she says. “Quite right.” She stirs. The Huntsman takes out two bowls and puts them on the grass. He draws two spoons from a front pocket of his pack. The Enchantress pours a bit of soup into each bowl.

“It smells wonderful,” the Huntsman says. The Enchantress feels a rush of pleasure warm her chest.

“Tell me,” she says. “How are you feeling?”

The Huntsman takes a bite and allows himself a moment of chewing before he answers. “Much better,” he says. “I believe I am growing stronger.”

“We will remain here for the night,” the Enchantress says. “I can mix up a sleeping draught if you would like. Perhaps it would help you rest more soundly.”

The Huntsman’s eyes cloud. He does not trust her to make him a simple sleeping draught, and this angers her. “I do not intend to hurt you,” she says, her voice a sharpened point.

“You cannot blame me for questioning your intentions,” the Huntsman says. His voice is kind.

The Enchantress stares at her bowl, heat climbing her face. “I believe you and I want the same thing,” she says.

“And what is that?” the Huntsman says.

“To find the lost children of Fairendale,” the Enchantress says. “To ensure their safety.” The Hunstman chokes on a spoonful of vegetable soup. His eyes meet hers.

“And you will ensure the children’s safety?” the Huntsman says. “By returning them to the king?”

The Enchantress shrugs. “Safety can never be guaranteed,” she says. “But I will protect what is in my possession.”

“And then you will hand them over to the king,” the Huntsman says. His voice has grown harder. “You work for the king.”

“As do you,” she says. She places her bowl on the ground and turns to face the Huntsman. “Tell me, Huntsman, did you pledge your service to the king so that you could betray him?”

The Huntsman seems at a loss for words. His face is pale and the line above his mouth glistens with sweat. Their words hang between them. The Enchantress pulls back, feeling a momentary softness for this injured Huntsman.

“I fear the fairy magic has taken hold of you,” she says. “It weakens you. It makes you burn.”

His eyes, which rested on her bowl, now move to her face. “How is it you know that I burn?” he says.

The Enchantress drops her eyes now. She knows what he will think. But she says it anyway. She has grown tired of secrets. “I touched your forehead and could feel the fire.”

The Huntsman lets out a long breath. She knows, without looking at him, that he is thinking about the looking ball. She will be able to find him wherever he goes now. Had he intended to leave her?

The ache in her chest widens. So she says, “We must move on at first light. Do you think you will feel well enough to travel?”

“I am well enough already,” he says. 

She shakes her head. “Fairy magic grows worse the longer it is within us,” she says. “You may begin to see things—things that are not in the least bit real.”

The Huntsman does not say anything for quite some time. And then, when he does speak, the words are daggers to her heart. “I fear I am dying. I will not live to see the next destination.”

“Eastermoor,” the Enchantress says. She did not intend to speak it aloud.

“Eastermoor,” the Huntsman repeats. “I have never seen that land.”

She does not allow herself to say what it is she thinks, which is this: What kind of Huntsman is he, if he has not seen the lands around Fairendale? She has asked him this very question once already, and she did not receive a satisfactory answer. She does not expect to receive one now, so she simply avoids it.

“We seek a magical girl this time,” the Enchantress says. “But first we must seek help for you. You can be cured.”

“By a unicorn?” the Huntsman says. “By a mythical creature that may not exist?”

The Enchantress stares into the fire. “What is there if not hope?” she says. “We must at least try.”

“But it will hinder our progress,” the Huntsman says.

The Enchantress tilts her head. “You will make no progress at all if we do not heal you,” she says. “I have tried. And I have failed.” Her words break and glide into the fire. She can feel the Huntsman studying her, but she does not meet his gaze. Before too long, he moves to her side and takes her hand.

“We will try, then,” he says. “If it means so much to you.”

She shakes her head and stares at the fire. She must regain control, but his hand is warm in hers, and she does not let go. “Your family cares about your well being,” she says vaguely. “I know what it is like to have a family that cares. That is all.”

He does not answer. The fire crackles. They stare at it until the woods have grown dark and silent around them.

The Enchantress shifts, and the Huntsman releases her hand. “I have heard that a mermaid can heal any kind of magic,” he says. “Perhaps it would be just as well to look for a mermaid.”

“I do not think the mermaids frequent the woods,” the Enchantress says. “Only water that is out in the open.”

“Perhaps we can try,” he says. “Perhaps your magic can summon one.”

She stares at her hands, unwilling to tell him that she never learned how to summon a mermaid, and, besides, she is quite afraid of their power. She has never enjoyed water, and the depths of the Violet Sea would be terrifying to encounter, which is highly likely when dealing with fickle mermaids. They are about as trustworthy as fairies.

The Huntsman struggles to his feet. He eyes the woods again.

“What is it?” she says.

“A noise,” he says. “Near the cart.”

The Enchantress waves her staff and a green shimmer dances toward the horse and the blackbirds.

“What was that?” the Huntsman says. 

“A spell,” the Enchantress says. “The only ones who can move the cart or anything in it are you or me.”

The Huntsman stares at her for a time, and then he nods slowly, as if comprehending what it is her words have said without saying. She hopes she will not regret this trusting.

“Very well,” the Enchantress says. “We will rest for the remainder of the evening, and at first light, we shall find you a cure.”

The Huntsman nods. The Enchantress rises and nods toward the pot. “A bit more soup might do you good.”

And then she swishes away, toward the white tent she summons with her staff. Once inside, she pulls out her looking ball and stares at the Huntsman’s face as he peers into the fire. He smiles, barely. She smiles, barely.

And it is astounding what a barely-there smile can do to a heart.

The Enchantress waves her hand, and the looking ball goes dark.
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Sleep




Gwen came down with a fever.

It was a mysterious fever, burning all night and all day and never ceasing. She felt like she was burning from the inside out. She begged her husband to send for the town healer, but he was suspicious of the healer and did not heed her cries. She took to her bed, too weak to climb out of it. 

She thought it would come out all right in the end, though. She was quite healthy—had never been sick, in fact. So when Maude came to visit her with painfully sad eyes, she told her daughter, “I shall be just fine. Wait and see.” And she meant it.

“We must send for the town healer,” Maude said. Her voice held a flagon of sorrow.

“Your father does not wish to,” Gwen said. She took her daughter’s hand and tried to squeeze, but she did not have the strength. This worried her. Perhaps she should send her daughter for the staff. Perhaps she might heal herself.

“Father is cruel,” Maude said. “He will allow you to die.” She stood, and Gwen turned her head to see her daughter ball up her fists and storm from the room. The words, “I shall get the town healer myself,” followed her out. Gwen slept. She could do nothing else. The strength was fast leaving her.

When next she woke, Maude was at her side once more. “The town healer says you might not make it,” she said, and the tears, this time, fell fast and endless. 

“What is it?” Gwen said.

“A fever, he says,” Maude said.

“And he cannot heal it?” Gwen said. Her voice sounded to her as though it lived in a dark, cold tunnel.

“He does not know how,” Maude said. Her voice, too, sounded far away.

“I shall be fine,” Gwen said. But the fire blazed in her chest and the world turned black around her.

When she woke again, Maude had not moved from her side. She was weeping. 

“What is it, my daughter?” Gwen said. Her voice, this time, could hardly be heard at all.

Maude looked up and jumped from the chair in which she sat. She knelt at her mother’s side and buried her face in Gwen’s arm. Gwen tried to pat her daughter’s head, but she found she could not move. She was frozen solid. Or, perhaps, burned alive. She could not think of a word for being frozen in place by a fire.

“Oh, Mother,” Maude said. 

“Do not cry, my dear,” Gwen whispered.

“Father says I must not stay with you,” Maude said. “He says I shall grow sick as well. That is why he does not come.” Maude lifted her face. Her eyes were red around the edges. “He is a coward.”

“And the healer?” Gwen whispered.

“He says he can do nothing more,” Maude said, her voice cracking around the words.

It was time, then. “Daughter,” Gwen said. Maude leaned closer to her mother. “Please, my dear. Bring me my staff?” She tried to point toward the corner of the room, but her limbs did not cooperate. “There is a hidden door in the chest. Slide it open.”

Maude did as she was told.

“I had to hide it from your father,” Gwen said, by way of explanation, though every word seemed to drain more of her strength from her. “He would have destroyed it.” She tried once more to lift her hands, but she could not. “Place it in my hands, please. Curl my fingers around it.”

Again, Maude did as she was told.

The staff glowed in Gwen’s hands. She felt the cool river of its magic spreading through her.

“It is making you well?” Maude said.

“Yes, I believe it is,” Gwen said. Her voice was louder now. She could move her arms. 

“Where do the magical people get their staffs?” Maude said.

“Well, that depends,” Gwen said. “If you are new to magic, you get your staff from the Old Man. He is a mighty prophet, known across all the lands as a skilled fashioner of staffs. I do not know if he still lives.”

“Yours looks quite old,” Maude said.

“That is because it is,” Gwen said. “Most of the time, magical staffs are passed on within a family and are hundreds of years old. This staff belonged to my mother and her mother before her.” She did not say, out loud, that her staff might have belonged to Maude now, if Gwen had not retained her gift of magic.

“What happens if a magical person dies and the staff remains?” Maude said.

“The Old Man will often give that magical staff to another magical person,” Gwen said. “Some staffs are older than this one.”

It was at that very moment that the cool magic flowing within Gwen turned white hot. The staff in her hands exploded with heat. It was so painful that she did not see the writing that etched itself into the ball at the top of the staff. She writhed on the bed, burning more than she had ever burned before. She could not think. She could not breathe. The staff clattered to the ground. Maude bent to pick it up and moved to wrap Gwen’s fingers around it once more, but Gwen, summoning what strength she had, said, “No, my dear. Leave it. It burns me, just like the fever.”

Maude’s eyes grew glassy again.

“It is yours now,” Gwen said.

“No, Mother,” Maude said.

“You must leave me,” Gwen said. “We cannot risk a spread to this fever.” Gwen could feel a darkness tugging at the edges of her mind. The fever must be magic. The darkest kind.

“No, Mother!” Maude said again. She threw herself on her mother’s sleeve. “You cannot die. You cannot leave me!” Her voice came out in a wail.

“Your father will care for you,” Gwen said.

“I do not want my father,” Maude said. “I want you, Mother.” She grabbed the staff again and tried to shove it into her mother’s hands. “Please. Heal yourself.”

“I am afraid my magic is not strong enough,” Gwen said. She smiled sadly at her daughter. Her face was a ball of fire. She looked down at her hands and expected to see liquid, the flesh melted right off her bones. The burning was unbearable.

“Now,” Gwen said. “Bring me a bit of parchment while I still have strength enough to use my hands.” She could feel the life draining out of her, but she had to pen this letter.

Maude rushed out of the room and then right back in, leaving the staff on the floor. She handed Gwen the fountain pen. Gwen dipped it in the ink Maude held in her small hands. When Gwen finished, she folded up the letter and slipped it into her daughter’s hands.

“For you,” she said. “And you must take my staff. Hide it well so your father cannot find it.”

“No, Mother,” Maude said.

“You must,” Gwen said. “It is yours now. Someone will teach you to use your magic, and you will be powerful in every way I could not be. Tell no one that I could perform magic even after you were born.” There were not words enough to explain to her daughter why. But Maude did not ask. Gwen looked at her daughter and felt her limbs grow heavy and immovable. Her tongue swelled in her mouth, but she managed to say, “Goodbye, my love. Use your magic well and always for good.”

“No!” Maude shrieked.

But Gwen did not hear anything more. She had already fallen asleep.
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Help




It is early morning, and Cora is visiting the secret passageway beneath the Fairendale fountains, where weeks ago she and the villagers met to discuss their plans of action for the future. One would not know this passageway exists at all until one was falling through the ground—that is, if the passageway permitted it. This secret door, made of earth and roots and grass, is very much like the secret door that guards the stairs leading to the dungeons beneath the dungeons inside Fairendale castle. In fact, the same sorcerer created them both. This door, however, invites more than one through its passage, which is an important distinction from the other door.

The people of Fairendale, since the reign of King Sebastien, have used this room for secret meetings. They use it now for the same, though, to be perfectly honest, there is not much need for secrecy in the streets anymore. The current king is occupied with his own set of troubles, as is the queen. And all the servants of Fairendale castle, well, it is unknown where they are. They did not return to the village, and neither are they in the castle.

Cora visits this room because it is also the room that holds Prince Virgil, the son of King Willis and Queen Clarion. The people of the village, weeks ago, stormed the castle and raided it for supplies. When Cora burst into the throne room during that raid, she saw that the prince was left unguarded, for the king was stuck in a passage cut out of the floor, and the queen was nowhere around. Cora, never one for missing an opportunity, stole the prince while the king looked on, helpless to dislodge his belly from a circular hole. She held the boy as her prisoner, and after questioning him about the whereabouts of the lost children of Fairendale, she promptly turned him into a blackbird.

She has her reasons, of course. Cora never does anything without good reason.

Cora flicks her staff toward a corner, and a torch blazes to life. She crosses the room to where the blackbird sits on a windowsill that is not really a windowsill at all, for the only thing outside this window is dirt. 

She knows the blackbird—the prince, rather—grows restless in this room. She did not intend him to remain a blackbird for so long. But, alas, she has discovered that her magic has limits. She has not, as yet, been able to turn him back into a boy. She is determined to find a way, however. The prince will not remain a blackbird forever.

When Cora sits on the window seat that does not look out a real window, the bird hops toward the hand she extends. Its talons wrap around her first finger. She moves the bird close to her face and strokes its feathers for a time. “I suppose you are much safer down here than you ever were up there,” she says. This brings her some comfort. In the castle, she could not guarantee that the prince would not become his father, but here there is no father. There is only her.

The blackbird tilts his head. Cora regards his shining black coat. “I will send Garron with some food later today,” she says.

The blackbird squawks once.

Cora sighs. She regrets that she did not turn the prince into a blackbird that could talk. She would very much like to talk to him. For some reason, she has been unable to shift her shape into a blackbird inside this room, though she is a shape shifter. She is, in fact, a blackbird when she wears her animal skin, which means that she would likely be able to communicate with the prince perfectly if she could only shed her human skin. She closes her eyes and tries again. But she has tried so many times, without avail, that she opens her eyes and shakes her head and sighs.

“I suppose you might wonder why I turned you into a blackbird,” Cora says. The bird tilts his head again, staring at her as though he understands. Perhaps he does. “You see, I am a blackbird myself. I thought that perhaps you might like to know what it is like to fly. It is quite a lovely experience.”

The blackbird squawks again, and she smiles. The smile slips, however, when she considers the room. “I suppose you do not have much opportunity to fly in here, do you?”

The bird squawks again.

Cora lets out another breath. “Unfortunately, I cannot let you free in the world.” She strokes the bird’s head. “You might not ever come back. And if you did not come back, it is quite possible that you would remain a bird forever.” She leans closer, as though what she says is a secret. “And we need you to be a prince.”

The bird and the woman sit in silence for a time. The torch tosses shadows onto walls and tables and chairs. Cora glances toward the secret door. She clears her throat.

“Your grandfather was killed by a blackbird,” Cora says. She looks at the bird. “That blackbird was me.”

The bird becomes very still. He gazes at Cora, his black eyes fixed on her face. She shakes her head. “Oh, do not look at me as though you do not know your grandfather was a wicked man.” She shakes her head. “Though your father is not much better. I was supposed to marry him, did you know that?”

The blackbird squawks.

“And then your grandfather banished your uncle, and your mother married the king instead.” Cora tries to extract the bitterness from her voice, but it is still too pervasive. It is everywhere.

She clears her throat again and looks at the bird. “But you, my dear, shall retain your youthful goodness. Your father has no influence here. Your grandfather has no influence here, either. And you will grow up to be a good king.” She strokes the bird’s head. “You will thank me for this later.” She feels a pang in her chest. Will he thank her? Will she ever be able to turn him back into a boy so that he can?

The bird squawks. Her throat clenches. “Well, then,” she says. “I must leave you now. There are more plans that must be made without the watchful eyes of the people.”

She stands. The bird squawks more urgently now, and the sound pulls at her composure, but she closes her mind and heart to the sound. She cannot love a bird. She cannot love the prince. Love would distort everything. She shoves through the secret door and sits on the ground by the Fairendale fountains, trying to regain her customary poise.

What she really intended, on visiting the secret passageway, was attempting, once more, to turn the blackbird into a boy. And she did attempt, multiple times, every time she touched him. And every time she failed.

Cora hurls away the disappointment and the panic and the sting of failure where she has never failed before. She climbs to her feet and gazes toward the dragon lands.

It is time. She must sway them to her side. She must have them join her cause.

She must save where she can save.
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Sir Greyson happens to be out of doors when Cora begins walking toward the dragon lands. He notices her with a bit of annoyance. The origin of this annoyance is somewhat complicated: Sir Greyson, you see, left the king’s castle in order to be with the woman he loves—Cora. And yet here she is, on her way somewhere that he cannot fathom, to do something that he also cannot fathom. He had thought, perhaps erroneously, that when he chose Cora over King Willis the day King Willis rode a horse into the village and demanded that the village people return the prince, his son, and Cora refused on their behalf, after which the king demanded that Sir Greyson seize Cora, after which Sir Greyson did not do as the king commanded him, he and Cora might pick up where they had left off many years ago, when he was a boy of sixteen. But communication has been disappointingly absent.

For a moment, Sir Greyson watches Cora. It is not the wind that lifts her brilliant red hair from her back. It is the pace with which she walks. She is a woman on a mission, and he is a man who will interrupt that mission.

“Where are you going?” he says.

Cora stops, stands with her back to him, and then slowly turns on her heel. She raises her chin. Her eyes meet his. “That does not concern you,” she says. “But if you must know something, well, know that I am making plans. I am acting.” The last words come out clenched around her teeth.

Sir Greyson clears his throat. “I have not seen you in some time,” he says. The words are vulnerable, hanging between them.

“I have been busy,” Cora says.

“Busy,” Sir Greyson says. He has never been an unkind man, and though he feels angry that she is offering an excuse as vague as busy, he still cannot arrange the word in quite the way he would like. It sounds like a curiosity, rather than an accusation.

Cora sighs. She crosses the distance between them and touches Sir Greyson’s arm. “I am consumed with the task of saving the children.” She says the words gently, but Sir Greyson feels admonished nevertheless. Such is the way it has always been with Cora. She is slightly more than a year older than him, and she has always held it over his head, in one way or another.

“I thought it was a task we all carried, together,” Sir Greyson says. He gestures at the houses around him, where the people remain behind doors and walls.

“There are things I must do on my own,” Cora says. “As the leader of these people.”

“Such as?” Sir Greyson says. The bother returns to the base of his throat. Why is it that she cannot tell him what she is doing and where she is going? He has given everything for her. His mother will soon run out of her medicine, and he will be unable—though not unwilling—to return to the castle and pledge his allegiance to the king. Last time he saw King Willis, the king promised Sir Greyson that he would regret his choice to remain among the villagers—this woman, in particular.

He does not want to regret it so soon. But regret has begun to gather at the corners of his mind and heart.

Cora does not say anything, so Sir Greyson fills the wide and rounded space of silence. “I would like to go with you,” he says. He pats the sword at his side.

“No,” she says, much too quickly. She clears her throat and looks away. “I do not wish to put you in danger.”

Though the words warm him as somewhat caring, Sir Greyson feels, too, a cold breath wander down his back. “So you put yourself in danger.”

Cora’s eyes return to his. “We all will be asked to put ourselves in danger at one time or another,” she says. “It is what is required of those who would change the trajectory of their world.”

“And my time is now,” Sir Greyson says. “With you.” He does something he has wanted to do since the day he watched the king ride away on a very weighed-down horse. He takes Cora in his arms. He strokes her hair. “Please,” he says, against the top of her head.

Cora pulls away and does something quite unexpected as well. She kisses his cheek. “No,” she says. “It is not yet time. I must do some work first. I must pave the way.”

“But I am trained in combat,” Sir Greyson says. “I can protect you.”

“I do not need protection,” Cora says. “Not where I go.”

“You go into the woods?” Sir Greyson says. A tremor shakes his voice.

“Yes,” Cora says. “And beyond them.”

Sir Greyson stares at her, his mouth slowly drawing open of its own accord. “You are going to see the dragons,” he says.

Cora dips her head. 

“That is far too dangerous,” Sir Greyson says. His tongue becomes thick and heavy. His vision clouds. He sees all the men in his army, arrayed around him, screaming, falling, burning. The fire of the dragons is no small danger. The vision takes Sir Greyson’s bravery, folds it up, turns it over, and folds it up again so it is much smaller than it was moments ago. “Must I remind you what the dragons did to my men?” His eyes blur. “Must I lose you, too?”

Cora peels his fingers from her shoulder. He had not realized he gripped so hard. She holds his hand instead. “You will not lose me,” she says. “Of that much you can be certain.”

How? How can anyone be certain they will not lose the one they love? But Sir Greyson allows himself to be comforted by her words.

“I will return shortly,” she says.

“No man who consults with dragons returns,” Sir Greyson says.

“I am not a man,” Cora says. “I am a beautiful woman.”

She is a foolish woman. The words nearly tear out of Sir Greyson’s mouth, but, instead, he stops them, shoves them away, and reaches for others. “Do you think the dragons care anything for beauty?”

Cora’s eyes flash. She is angry now, he can see it. She shakes off his hand. “Perhaps you do not know everything about dragons,” she says. “I know them quite well. And that is why I must go.” And with that, she spins around, her long hair flying in a shining red cloud, and heads in the same direction she traveled before he stopped her.

He intends to follow her, but when he tries to move his feet, they are stuck tight to the ground. He stares at them. Move, his mind says. But they do not. And when he looks back up, Cora has vanished, and only the cry of a blackbird remains in her place.
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Alfie returns the following day, as promised. Anna is still sleeping, lured into the deepest slumber yet because of her full belly and her even fuller heart. 

“I have returned,” Alfie calls when he reaches the clearing. Anna wriggles out of the hollow tree. He is grinning at her. He holds her staff in his hands, and it is hardly recognizable to her. It has received a coat of stain that shines on the wood and turns it a golden brown rather than a dull gray. There are elegant flourishes reaching from the bottom all the way to the top, which is punctuated with a perfectly round ball that bears a dragon’s eye.

“I thought it might be a reminder of me,” Alfie says. His face is red and splotchy.

“It is lovely,” Anna says, her young voice singing the words. The dragon’s eye is powerful but perfect. When she holds the staff in her arms, though it bears a mark of the most fearsome creature of them all, she feels like she, too, is powerful and perfect. “Thank you.”

Alfie clears his throat. “I do not sleep very well,” he says. “It gave me something to do.” He pulls an axe from where it rested on his shoulder and strides into the thicket of trees from which he came, this time pulling a cart with him into the clearing. “I brought some wood and materials.”

Anna shakes her head, quite perplexed. “Where did you acquire such a load of wood?”

“As I said, I do not sleep well,” Alfie says. “I woke early, if I ever slept at all, to cut wood out beyond the village so the people could not hear it.” He looks up and around at the trees. “And there is something strange about this forest. Have you felt it?”

Perhaps she has, but Anna merely shrugs.

“They are called the Were Woods,” he says. “Do you know what Were creatures are?”

Anna flips through the storehouse of information she has filed in her mind, but there is nothing helpful that presents itself. So she says, “Not really, no.”

“They are not shape shifters,” Alfie says. “They are people. But once every moon they transform into creatures.” Anna suppresses a shiver. “The stories of Eastermoor tell of these people. They are wolves and foxes and bears and panthers and any manner of creature. Some of them become snakes, even. But it is said that the Were people are the reason the creatures of the Were Woods do not attack the village.” Alfie rests the axe against his shoulder. “I do not know who the Were people are in our village. I only hope that I will never meet them on a full moon.”

“A full moon?” Anna says.

“It is when they transform,” Alfie says.

“Oh,” Anna says. She tries not to think about the fact that the moon has been growing fuller since she arrived here. What will happen on the full moon?

“I suppose I should get started,” Alfie says. And then, as though he has a direct connection into her mind, he adds, “It is nearly the full moon, after all.” He takes her hand and squeezes it. He does not have to say any more words.

Anna feels a warmth spread all through her limbs.

Alfie does not take a break until the sun is high in the sky and a small foundation of wood stretches out in the clearing. He turns to her, sweat gleaming on his forehead. It is warm in the land of Eastermoor, and she is glad for it, though she hopes Alfie has not become too overheated. She hands him a leather pouch of water, which she filled at a quiet tributary not too far from this clearing. 

“Thank you,” he says, and he wipes the sweat from his forehead and drops to the ground, his back against a tree. He points to the cart. “If you’ll look in the cart, I brought us some lunch.”

Anna dutifully crosses to the other side of the clearing—not quite as rapidly as she would like, for her bones are achy today. She finds a basket lined with cloth. She carries it back to Alfie, and he opens it. Inside are two gleaming white plates with gold painted around their edges. He hands one to Anna. 

“You will dine like a queen today,” he says.

Anna’s nose burns. Her eyes blur. She blinks away the emotion and clears her throat. “It was good of you to think of me,” she says.

“We are friends,” Alfie says. “Friends help one another.”

“I have not helped you much,” Anna says. 

“It does not matter,” Alfie says. “Friends do not keep score, either.”

The word “friend” is a seed that lodges in her heart, opens its shell, and sprouts.

As they eat the raw salmon—Alfie explains that the people of Eastermoor eat everything raw, because they do not want to contaminate the land—and sliced vegetables tossed into a colorful salad, Anna probes a subject that she has wondered about. She phrases her words carefully, however, so as not to give away from where it is she has come. “The creatures in these woods,” she says. “You spoke of them earlier. You said they do not attack the village, but I have not seen many even in these woods. And I have never been attacked.”

“The creatures are mostly benign, with a few exceptions,” Alfie says.

“And the exceptions?” Anna says.

“You need not worry about them,” Alfie says. “The benign creatures keep the others in their place. It has always been so in Eastermoor and the Were Woods. At least that is what the stories tell us.” He looks at her and then back at her house. “Once you have a proper house, none will disturb you. No creature, no man.” A troubled look crosses his face. “Unless my brother learns of your existence.”

“Your brother,” Anna says. “Bran?”

“Yes.” Alfie glowers, and Anna can sense that he does not want to talk further about his brother, so she says, “Tell me about Eastermoor,” trading in her caution for information. Her curiosity gets the better of her.

Alfie bites the bottom of his lip. “Where is it you come from?” he says.

She does not answer. She sorts through her mind for an answer, but there is none that comes easily or quickly, none that presents itself in the amount of time that is normally accepted as the truth window, which is to say the window in which it is not completely obvious that one is making up a lie.

But Alfie does not seem to mind. “Our people believe in living off the land,” he says. “We take what the land gives us, and we care for the land in return.” Alfie glances at Anna. She is enraptured by this information, and so he continues. “We do not cut the grass of our land but let our animals feed on it. We do not plant our gardens in neat and cultivated rows, because plants like to grow wild and produce more if they are permitted this kind of growing. We do not cut down trees if we do not need them.” He rests his head on the tree behind him. “We are good to the land. And we share what we have.”

“You share what you have?” Anna says. “Even the royal family?”

Alfie looks at her strangely. “Of course. My father shares everything he has with his people. They are no less than him simply because they were not born to the royal line.”

“It sounds like a wonderful place to live,” Anna says, and as she says it, she wonders if perhaps she is trapped in a dream. Eastermoor sounds like a land of kindness and comfort and plenty, with no family raised above another. It is a utopia of sorts.

Do you know what the definition of utopia is, dear reader? It is a place or state in which everything is perfectly perfect. And because no real place or state can ever be perfectly perfect, it has long been understood to be wholly and fantastically imagined.

Alfie soon shatters Anna’s utopian perception. “We do well enough,” he says. “But the people are terrified to travel outside the bounds of the village.”

“Because of the woods?” Anna says.

“No,” Alfie says. “Because of the other people.” He closes his eyes for a moment and then he turns his gaze to Anna. “We do not know much of the other kingdoms here. And that makes our people afraid. They are afraid of losing their way of life, mostly. But they are also afraid that other people will not understand them.”

“Well,” Anna says. “I cannot imagine that would be a danger at all. What would the other lands want with Eastermoor and its people?”

“That is a very good question,” Alfie says. “One I have asked my father many times. And I get only evasive answers.” He looks off into the direction of the village. “I think my father hides something. I think there are very few in the village who know what it is the other lands want, and they are the ones responsible for the fear.”

“What do you think it is?” Anna says.

“I do not know,” Alfie says. “But one day I intend to find out.” He stands and heads back to the structure that will in time become a house. He has run out of lumber, so he begins felling trees, which he will use as logs to stack into walls of the house. He fells three trees, and then he begins chopping them, by turn, into long pieces. But when he attempts to raise one of his logs to the easternmost side of the house, he cannot lift it. Anna rushes to help, but even with the two of them, the log does not budge. Alfie stares at it and at the others in the pile he has shaped from the trunks of trees. 

“I do not think I can do this on my own,” he says. He looks back at Anna. “The logs are heavy. It will take months, perhaps even a year, if I could even manage to lift one log.” He scowls at the log in question. “Which I cannot.” He lets out a long breath. “My brothers could help and the work would go much faster.”

Anna takes in a cold, jagged breath. Alfie turns to face her.

“You can trust my brothers,” he says. 

“But what of Bran?” Anna says. “What of Oliver who cannot keep secrets from Bran?”

“I will make him swear a blood oath,” Alfie says. “He cannot break a blood oath.”

“Perhaps I can help you with some magic,” Anna says. And now it is Alfie’s turn to look uncomfortable. 

“I suppose you can try,” he says, his voice divulging his hesitancy. Anna points her staff to the log and does not say a word of enchantment. She simply makes a wish. The log rises, but instead of moving toward the house, it moves toward them.

“Anna!” Alfie says. His eyes are wide and horrified.

Anna begins to sweat. She flicks her new shining staff in the direction of the house, but the log continues moving toward them. And when it is only inches from them, Alfie says, “Run!” and they do, and the log drops right down on top of the very place they had stood. If they had remained, they would have been flattened.

Anna’s heart thumps wildly. Alfie dusts his hands off on his pants. His eyes look angry, and this compels Anna to say, “I am sorry. I told you I was not good at it.”

“I will need the help of my brothers,” he says stiffly. He does not look at her. “We cannot use magic again.”

“Very well, then,” Anna says. She looks at her feet, until a touch on her arm brings her eyes back up to Alfie’s.

“I know you did not intend us harm,” he says. “I know magic is unpredictable.”

She merely nods. They do not say anything for some time, and then she blurts out, “Perhaps I do not need a house at all.”

“You will be safest in a house,” Alfie says. “A house is the one place the creatures of this forest are forbidden to go. It matters not that the house will be in these woods. They are forbidden by an ancient spell connected to both the village and the woods.”

“But no creatures have disturbed me yet,” she says.

“You have not yet lived through a full moon,” Alfie says. “The woods are wild during a full moon.”

Anna shivers. “Why is it you care so much about my safety?” she says. 

Alfie takes her hand. She looks down at their connected limbs—one young and smooth, one old and wrinkled. “Because you are my friend.”

“You do not know much about me,” Anna says. Her heart is swelling within her chest, pushing the words out through her mouth.

“I know enough,” Alfie says. “Though it would be nice to know where it is you come from.”

“I cannot say,” Anna says.

“Because you do not know?”

“Because I do not know if it is safe.”

Hurt slides into his eyes, and then they clear again. “I will bring my brothers on the morrow. Perhaps the creatures will give you one more evening undisturbed.”

A cold drop of fear dances down Anna’s spine. “I will be fine,” she says.

He is almost to the edge of the clearing when Anna calls out, “I come from the land of Fairendale.”

Alfie stops, turns, and lifts his chin. He grins at her and takes off running toward the village of Eastermoor.

Anna’s heart roars.














[image: Image]

Graces




Gwen did not, in fact, sleep the forever kind of sleep, for as soon as she closed her eyes, she opened them again, though she did not look upon the same place. The new place in which she found herself had two unknown faces hovering above her, one with wide brown eyes and the other with blue-green.

“So I did not die, then,” Gwen said. She smiled a bit. She was both incredibly confused and supremely happy. Her daughter. She would not have to leave Maude in her father’s care after all.

“No,” said the woman with brown skin. Her voice was low and measured. “You did not die.” She smiled, but the smile was tight and guarded.

“You certainly did not,” said the other woman, her red hair cascading across a shoulder. Her voice sounded more like music, gentle and lilting. “You are quite alive.” She giggled. “Though not quite.”

This served to confuse Gwen even more. She pressed her hands to her eyes and then opened them again. The women were still before her. 

“Allow us to say welcome,” said the one with brown skin. “You are welcome here.”

“And where is here?” Gwen said.

“The woods of Lincastle,” said the red-haired one. She held out her hand. “I am Vivian. And she is Matil—”

“Silence,” the other woman said. Her face grew a bit darker. Gwen looked at Vivian, whose blue-green eyes were wide and startled. Gwen assumed that she was not permitted to speak, either. The brown-skinned woman seemed to be the leader of these two. Who were they?

“I have told you again and again,” the woman said, her eyes flashing at Vivian. “You are Splendor. And I am Good Cheer. Three years as a Grace and you still cannot remember?”

“Has it been three years?” said Vivian—or Splendor—or whoever she was.

Gwen wanted to say something along the lines of “What unusual names you have,” but she was struck by the irony of the woman who spoke carrying the name, “Good Cheer.” She did not seem to be of good cheer at all.

“I do not know if I would have named you Good Cheer, but perhaps the other,” Gwen said to the brown woman, and she felt her eyes grow quite large and her body grow warm. She had not intended to speak.

Good Cheer looked at her. Her eyes were the color of strong tea. She had long, black hair that was arranged in several heavy braids that touched past her shoulders and all the way to her waist. She wore an elegant green dress that looked to be made of silk. It was not nearly as extravagant as Splendor’s dress, which was green with gold flourishes all over it, but Good Cheer wore hers well. Gwen had never seen such beautiful dresses before. She thought the two women must be queens of some kind. Good Cheer certainly held herself like a queen, with a straight back and a long neck. Gwen’s eyes fell to the large string of pearls wrapping Good Cheer’s neck, almost like a collar. Her arms had markings all over them, so perhaps she was not a queen after all. Markings on the skin were intended for healers. So she had been healed by this woman.

A curl of hair shivered on Good Cheer’s forehead as her head tipped back and she laughed. Her eyes remained sober, however, when they met Gwen’s. “Well,” she said, the dark beads of her eyes slipping across Gwen’s face. “I see you are bold. Just as Graces should be.” She eyed the beautiful red-haired woman but quickly returned her attention to Gwen. “You are one of us now.”

“You are healers?” Gwen said.

Good Cheer looked at her arms and then tilted her head. “In a way,” she said. “We do not practice it with the people, only with the realm.”

Gwen did not know what that meant. She felt more confused than ever.

“You are no longer Gwendolyn of White Wind,” Good Cheer said. “You are one of the three Graces. Your name is Mirth. We have completed our circle.”

Splendor pressed her smooth, white hand to her mouth, as if to suppress a smile. 

“Mirth,” Gwen said. “What does it mean?” The room grew blurry around her. Surely she must be dreaming. A strange, fever-induced dream.

But before Good Cheer or Splendor could answer her question, Gwen promptly fell asleep.
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Home




The Enchantress and the Huntsman have arrived in a new forest, and she can tell by the trees. They are no longer tall and thin, they are wide and large, with branches that look as though they could not decide in which direction to grow, so they chose all of them. The leaves are shaped unusually as well, long and thin, with pointed spikes at the edges of them that do not prick but bend when one touches them. Some of the trees have what looks like balls made of dried-out grass growing on them. Some of them show brown nuts hidden in the center of the balls.

It is early afternoon when they happen upon a stream. It is one of the Violet Sea tributaries that magically becomes fresh water, rather than salt water, upon carving its path through the earth. The water glistens in the sunlight that breaks through the tops of the trees. Without a second thought, the Enchantress, who is quite thirsty, moves toward the clear water that has a slightly purple tint. On her way, she transforms a stick she lifts from the ground into a leather pouch.

But the Huntsman’s voice stops her in her advance. “Do not go near that water,” he says.

The Enchantress looks at the water. It sparkles and shimmers. It looks quite satisfying. “Why not?” she says. “I am thirsty, you are thirsty, and the horse is as well.” She looks back over her shoulder. “You would do well to lead the mare to this water.”

“Not this water,” the Huntsman says. “I sense danger.”

The Enchantress laughs. “If you sense danger, should not I be able to sense it as well?” Even as she speaks the words, she feels a knot loosen, tangle, and then pull tight again in her stomach.

“My mother once described the features of a stream like this in the woods,” the Huntsman says. 

“Your mother was a superstitious woman,” the Enchantress says. “You would have us die of thirst for this silly superstition?”

“Goblins live near these kinds of streams,” the Huntsman says. “The kind that wear a violet tint. I have seen them myself.” He points to the water. “There are caves beneath streams where the goblins have built massive kingdoms that resist water. This has the look of goblin territory.”

“Goblins live in many places,” the Enchantress says. “None quite so lovely as this. And, besides, my magic protects us. Have you forgotten?”

“Water unravels magic,” the Huntsman says. This gives the Enchantress pause. She turns around to look at him.

“Wherever did you hear something like that?” she says. She has never heard the same.

The Huntsman shrugs. “I read it in a book somewhere,” he says.

“Ah,” the Enchantress says. “Another storybook.”

“It was not a storybook,” the Huntsman says, and his eyes flash, but he does not say more.

“I shall draw some water,” the Enchantress says. “And you shall put your fears to rest.” She moves toward the water again.

“Look here,” the Huntsman says, and the urgency in his voice pulls her around to face him again. He points to the ground, where ridges have been cut in the earth. “Goblin tracks.”

The Enchantress strides back to him. He kneels, as does she. The tracks look like nothing more than a log that was lodged in the ground and then excavated, with a slightly rounded heel circling one end. “Those do not look like feet at all,” she says.

“And you would trust your own expertise over that of a Huntsman?” the Huntsman says. The Enchantress has wounded that pride of his. She can see it in his eyes.

She pats his shoulder. “You said yourself that you have not been a Huntsman for very long.”

“And how long have you been an Enchantress?” the Huntsman says. His eyes flash, and the blue, the way it swirls and then freezes, stills her momentarily.

She will not answer this question, of course. It is within her rights not to answer. She is doing him a favor. She can see that his sweat, which he has worn all through their travels since sustaining potentially mortal wounds in the fairy ring they encountered days ago, has disappeared, which means he is even thirstier than she is.

“We are thirsty,” the Enchantress says. “We must get water. Besides…” She looks at the water and then back at the Huntsman. “Perhaps I might summon a mermaid while I am at the water’s edge.”

“A mermaid would not come anywhere near a goblin,” the Huntsman says. “But go on. Try. And see if I told you so.” He folds his arms across his chest but loses his balance and smacks his hand against the neck of the white mare pulling the cart with two iron cages. She holds steady, as though sensing that her master needs a bit of help keeping his feet.

The Enchantress pushes the dark cloud of her worry aside. She moves back toward the water.

“I will not save you,” the Huntsman calls to her. The Enchantress shakes her head.

“As if you could save anyone in your state,” she tosses over her shoulder. She has reached the water, and nothing has harmed her. She bends and begins to fill the leather pouch. It is very nearly full when she sees—or, rather, senses—a movement off to her right side. It is a large bulk, but she does not see it fully before it collides with her and she splashes forward into the water.

“Come away with me,” the creature growls in her ear. He smells foul, like rotting leaves and flesh and animal dung. She cries out, struggling against the creature, slipping on the rocks beneath the water. She breaks free for a moment and gets a good, long look at him. He is large and green with a hooked nose and small, beady black eyes. His head is bulbous, with unnerving lumps rising all over it. One eye is lower than the other, and his ears point up toward the sky. His teeth are sharp and yellow. He growls and lunges toward her. His hands wrap around her arm, the nails biting into her flesh. She is not strong enough to break free. Her staff is too far out of reach to do her much good. It lies on the bank, for she had put it down so that she could better fill the leather pouch.

The water rises to her waist. The goblin drags her deeper. She pulls against him, but he is much too strong for her. She feels a sickening sort of dread in her chest.

“Where are you taking me?” she says.

“To my underground home,” he says.

But goblins do not live underground, she would like to say, but the shock has stolen her tongue. The Huntsman was correct, and now she will become the prisoner of a goblin.

Something else flashes in her periphery. A green bulk, and the dread grows, for she cannot escape from two of them. But this one is not a goblin. It is the Huntsman, and he drives his sword into the goblin’s arm. The goblin screams and lets go of her.

“Run!” the Huntsman says, and she is nearly too startled, too happy that her life has been spared to even do as he says. “Run!” he says again, before the goblin barrels into him. The splash they make is tremendous and jarring. The Enchantress moves, much too slowly, the water pulling against her like hands that would keep her submerged.  She reaches the bank and presses her fingers to her mouth to keep the scream inside, not wanting to risk the attention of the goblin falling on her again. She grabs her staff, but she cannot see the Huntsman and the goblin, both submerged beneath the water. Then they rise to the surface, and they turn round and round and struggle harder and harder, and she cannot remember a single spell, so distraught is she.

“Please,” is all she can say before the two of them disappear beneath the water once more. Please, her heart says. Please let him live.

She closes her eyes and points her staff toward the water. She says the only spell she can currently remember, a Returning spell. And when she opens her eyes, the water bubbles momentarily, and then the Huntsman floats to the top, his sword clutched in his hand. His eyes are shut. The Enchantress gasps. 

He cannot be dead. He cannot.

She rushes toward the water, forgetting altogether that she could be placing herself in danger once again, but when she reaches the side of the Huntsman, she is able to drag him safely to the shore and away from the dangerous water, without any more trouble. 

The Huntsman is breathing hard, but he is breathing. The Enchantress takes her staff and places it on his side. There is a long gash where a dagger must have cut him. The flesh inside it is purple. She chokes back her tears. It is the fairy magic. It is killing him, and he will not be able to survive this wound.

She looks around, side to side, and back to front. She looks at the sky and back at the Huntsman, and the desperation in the back of her throat swells. She must get help, but she cannot move him.

So she does the next best thing she can do. She touches his wound with her staff once, twice, three times, and waits to see it close up, but it does nothing of the sort.

The stench returns. The Enchantress looks behind her. The goblin stands there, grinning with his terrible yellow teeth. He has only one wound on the arm that held her. “He will not last the night,” he says. “But I could save him.”

The Enchantress squeezes her eyes shut, water pouring from them, and then opens them again, her vision blurred.

“I could save him in exchange for you,” the goblin says. 

“No,” the Huntsman croaks. His eyes flutter open. They are darker than she has ever seen them. “You cannot do it. I am not needed.”

“You are needed,” the Enchantress says. She is unable to abstain from weeping. “You are needed more than you could ever know.”

“My people could use a queen like you,” the goblin says. “You will come away with me, in exchange for his life.”

“No,” the Huntsman whispers. “There are other ways. You cannot travel to the lands of the goblins and expect to return.”

“What other ways?” she says, her whisper floating like feathers on the wind. The trees begin to whisper in return.

“Find a mermaid,” the Huntsman says. “Or a unicorn.”

“You could finish the quest,” she says. “You could do it just as well as I can.”

“No,” the Huntsman says. He struggles to sit up, but she gently pushes him back down. “I forbid it.”

“You are in no position to forbid me anything,” the Enchantress says.

“He will die soon,” the goblin says. “The fairy magic has done its work.” His grotesque grin hangs between them. “And I have done the rest.” He tilts his monstrous head. “I will save him, and you will belong to me. Only say the word.” The goblin places a hand on her arm, but the Huntsman, in a moment of great strength and resolve, slices off the creature’s head. It rolls and bounces into the water. The body of the goblin collapses beside them. 

“No,” the Enchantress says. She turns her desperate gaze back to the Huntsman. “He was our only chance.”

“He was not our only chance,” the Huntsman says. “Summon a mermaid. Try. Remember the children.” He closes his eyes and says nothing more.

She tries. Again and again and again. But no mermaid shows itself to her. No unicorn emerges from the trees.

But, rather than move on, the Enchantress simply waits. She simply listens to the beat of her heart, which sounds a bit like this: Please live. Please live. Please live.
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Every morning, the Graces gather around the magical looking ball that sits in the corner of their sitting room, safely covered by a green cloth. Every morning they peer into the ball and look across every corner of the realm, checking for darkness, and, when they find it, ensuring that it has not yet spread too far. Sometimes they intervene with a tap of their staffs to the ground. Sometimes they allow a Prophet or a Prophetess to See a future (though they are not permitted to See it—one of the few limits to the powers of the Graces is that they cannot See the future) and then purpose to change it. Sometimes they allow the destiny of the people to play out as it must. They are all-knowing and wise, and they grow wiser as the years roll on.

This morning, we shall find them gathered around the looking ball, peering into it to see every kingdom and every home within it and every man, woman, and child within those homes. The realm grows dark and frightening, but it is not yet time for them to move, at least according to their leader, Good Cheer. Of course they will point their staffs here and there to change a small moment in time—to turn the steps of someone elsewhere, to prevent an attack, to save a life. But, for the most part, they have not yet been needed in a way that requires them to leave the comfort of their cottage and wage the battle they sense is coming.

It is not yet time. But it will be soon. It is impossible to explain how they know this. They simply do.

Splendor has been vocal about her own feelings: she has felt, for a number of years, drawn to the kingdom of Fairendale, though she cannot say why anymore. We do not yet know her story, but I shall give you a hint: Splendor used to be a queen of Fairendale. She has forgotten this, however. She only knows that her heart aches in painful ways over the state of confusion and fear and doubt that hangs over the land. She has asked Good Cheer, more than once, if she might be permitted to lift that cloud. It is a dark and heavy one, and it weighs on the backs of the people and the royal family as well. She does not think that anyone should be made to bear a burden so large and inescapable. But Good Cheer has forbidden her to intervene, saying that they must not step in where they are not permitted, and right now, they are not permitted to help the land of Fairendale. Their powers will soon be needed elsewhere in the realm. They must conserve them for what may be coming.

Good Cheer is a Grace of caution. Splendor is a Grace of action. Mirth is often the Grace between them, diffusing debates.

It seems to Mirth, however, that their powers are needed in a great many places throughout the realm. One has only to view the state of Lincastle and Rosehaven, which both assign its poor a place on the fringes of the lands, rather than permitting rich to mingle with poor and helping one another live as they should. One has only to look in on the homes of those who are not homeless to know that hearts have grown quite dark in the safe confines of their fullness.

The looking ball glows green. Mirth sees the Enchantress and the Huntsman, a haze of green shifting around them. It is unclear what the two intend to do in their future, but, in their present, they are hunting the lost children of Fairendale. The Enchantress, surprisingly, has thus far transformed every retrieved child into a blackbird.

“She will need our help transforming the blackbird back into a child,” Good Cheer said the first time they watched the Enchantress weave her dark magic in shimmering strings of green. “We will allow her this for now.”

“Why is it that we do not stop this madness entirely?” Mirth says now. This is still something that she cannot quite understand. They are the Graces. They have the power to influence the future, to change what will be. She looks at Splendor, who is glowering at the ball. 

“They are hunting innocent children,” Splendor says. “And he is behind it.” She waves a hand, and there is King Willis munching on something that looks like bread—a sweet roll, though Mirth does not know what a sweet roll is. It appears that our king has found his appetite again, judging by the stack of sweet rolls towering at his side. There are six of them remaining on the golden plate, though it is impossible to tell how many of them he has already consumed. These are not the same sweet rolls that Cook used to make him, of course. Cook, if you will remember, is no longer at the castle of Fairendale. Now the castle kitchens are run by her assistant, Calvin, who is only a boy of twelve. The sweet rolls look delectable, but every time the king places one in his mouth, he nearly chips a tooth, for they are quite hard and dry. This you cannot see from looking into a magical ball.

“We must do something,” Splendor says. “He threatens the existence of magic.”

“It is not yet our time,” Good Cheer says, and the words send fire to Mirth’s heart, a blaze of anger. Will it ever be time?

She draws closer to the ball. “What is that the king eats?”

“You have never tasted a sweet roll?” Splendor says. She looks at Good Cheer.

“A sweet roll,” Mirth says. “I do not know what that is.” 

“You must have a sweet roll,” Splendor says, her eyes lighting up. “There is nothing like them in all the world.”

“Ladies,” Good Cheer says, and their heads snap in her direction. Her brown face is smooth and unworried. But her black eyes tell a different story. “Must I remind you that we have an important task before us?” Splendor and Mirth look at her. Mirth can see by the questioning look on Splendor’s face that she, too, is confused. 

“What task?” Mirth says, and her voice rises a bit. She is tired of remaining in the cottage. She would like to move a bit. Practice her magic. Do more than simply intervene here and there. She would like to cause waves that then reach out into a rippling sea of consequences. She would like to heal the land. She would like to see it whole again.

“We must watch,” Good Cheer says, and Mirth feels the way Good Cheer’s words deflate in her chest. “We must see how all the lands fare and then make our plans.”

Watch and plan, watch and plan, it is all they ever do. Mirth grows weary of it. They are the Graces. They should be permitted more power. They should be able to round up the children on their own and set them free from the hands of King Willis.

But fate, alas, requires a balance of wills. They cannot intervene where they are emotionally invested. They must remain equitable, which is to say unbiased. Sometimes this is very difficult for Mirth. She suspects that in her former life, she had a great many opinions.

“Ah,” Splendor says. “Yes.” She gives Mirth one of her familiar looks, the one that says, Go on, then, and Mirth echoes her acquiescence. 

It is still early morning. The sun’s rays have just about reached the window, which is their silent sign that it is time to put the ball away and go about their regular and orderly day. 

Good Cheer flips through the lands—Fairendale, which grows gray and dull; Guardia, which is quiet; White Wind, which has a bit of movement but not anything to concern them; Rosehaven, which hides behind a massive wall; Eastermoor, which harbors the lost child they have seen in the looking ball belonging to the Enchantress; Ashvale, which is completely empty of life as far as the eye can see; and Lincastle, where the people strut about the streets as though the merry men never attempted a redistribution of the village wealth.

“It is quiet in Guardia,” Good Cheer says, and the way she says it sends a knife of alarm to Mirth’s chest.

“Is it not always so?” Mirth says.

“It is mostly silent,” Good Cheer says. “Though creatures roam about and make noise. I fear it has become uncannily silent, and I believe that is not good for the realm. And…” She does not finish, but she has the attention of both Mirth and Splendor now. For some reason she cannot not finish.

“What is it?” Mirth says, to make sure Good Cheer knows she must finish.

“There is more snow on the ground but none falls from the sky,” Good Cheer says.

Splendor shakes her head. “The weather is not our concern,” she says.

“But it is,” Good Cheer says. “For when snow rises up from the ground, rather than falling from the sky, it is no light magic that keeps the land frozen.”

“Do you think that we missed something?” Mirth says. “We did flip through the lands rather quickly.” She does not add that they flip through the lands quickly every morning.

“No,” Good Cheer says. “I believe it has only just begun. Which means we will observe it and see what might develop.”

“What is that?” Splendor says. She points to the ball, which has clouded and then cleared, showing a hooded figure, holding a meanly curved scythe. They all take in a rapid and nearly shrieking breath.

“The Grim Reaper,” they all say at precisely the same time.

“So he has returned,” Good Cheer says. “And he is quite substantial. We will have to be on our guard now.”

The Graces have a complicated relationship with the Grim Reaper. They know who he is, which causes a good bit of fear in their hearts. But what causes more fear in their hearts is that they were all three once stolen from the hands of the Grim Reaper. On their deathbeds, they were turned into Graces—these powerful beings who can manipulate time and space and the future. And because of it, the Grim Reaper will search for them all their immortal lives.

And though they believe themselves powerful, the Grim Reaper, it seems, has grown more powerful since the last time they encountered him.

“Has he ever been this real?” Mirth says. Her voice has grown breathless, carrying with it a hundred unspoken fears.

“I have never seen him quite so…” Good Cheer searches for the proper word. “Quite so sharp. Honed. Human-like.” The three of them stare at the Grim Reaper. He is not exactly human, for the hands that grip the scythe are still large and bony and white. But he is much less hazy than he was once. His black robes flap in the wind, and the three Graces can almost hear the snapping sound of it around his legs—that is, his bones. And then he looks directly at them, as though he can see through the ball. His eyes glow red, and they cannot say why, but they can feel his insatiable hunger. The ball goes dark of its own accord, and the three Graces shiver.

“He took the king’s men,” Splendor says. “Perhaps that is why he is more substantial.”

“He did not take all of them,” Good Cheer says. “We saved some.”

It is a mystery, even to me, what Good Cheer means by these words, for I watched every single one of the king’s men fall in the lands of Morad, consumed by the fire of dragons. Not one of them rose and walked away from the battlefield, though their bodies did disappear down beneath the ground. But that is not being saved. That is only decomposing in a more pleasant way than what is known to happen to a body when left too long above ground without a beating heart to keep it alive. I suspect the Graces will be quite secretive about this mystery, however. It is known that Graces do not often explain their decisions or the way that life unfolds. One is permitted to live it, not necessarily understand it. 

Good Cheer stares at the window, into the direct brilliance of the sun that now reaches through it with golden fingers. “He must have procured someone with powerful magic.” Her face folds and changes, and a look of sadness settles upon it. “Bregdon.”

“No,” Splendor says. “No, it could not be.”

The Graces are quiet for a time.

Good Cheer calls the ball up once more, though the sunlight blasting through the window does not make it easy to see. “He is waiting for someone,” Good Cheer says. She closes her eyes and hovers her hands above the ball. A vision of the Huntsman returns. His eyes are closed. He lies near a stream. His chin is marked with a golden smattering of stubble, but his face is much paler than it was days ago. A thin film of sweat coats it, gathering in spots above his upper lip and in the cleft between his lower lip and chin. “It is the Huntsman,” Good Cheer says. “The Grim Reaper is waiting for the Huntsman.”

“But why?” Mirth says, and then a faint green film begins to glow around the Huntsman, concentrating around the tips of his fingers.

“Because he has the gift of magic,” Splendor says. “And he is dying.”

They stare at the scene for a time, unable to reconcile what it is they know now. But then Mirth says, “We must intervene, then. We cannot let the Grim Reaper have this one.”

The ball shows them the right arm of the Huntsman, which has streaks of gray curling around the top of the hand. “There,” Splendor says. “He is injured.”

“Fairy magic,” Good Cheer says.

“It would be easy to heal it,” Mirth says. She does not know why it is quite so important to her, but she has a feeling that this one is worth saving.

“We must leave it to the Enchantress,” Good Cheer says. “We must let her heal him of the wound.”

“But only a mermaid or a unicorn can heal the wound from a fairy,” Mirth says. “We are leaving him to die.”

Good Cheer waves her hand, and the ball goes dark again. “It is not our time,” she says, and she turns her back to Mirth and Splendor. “I am weary,” she says. “I will rest for a time, and then we will talk.” Mirth’s face flames with rage. They cannot leave the Huntsman. They cannot allow the Grim Reaper to grow stronger. It is about their well being, too.

When Good Cheer has left the room, Splendor waves a hand over the ball, and the ball flickers with light. Mirth gasps, but Splendor puts a finger to her lips. “We shall watch,” she says. “That is all.”

Mirth looks toward the doorway where Good Cheer disappeared. She does not return, so Mirth nods. “Very well,” she whispers. “Let us watch.”
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Alfie, as promised, shows up the following morning with five of his brothers. They are strapping and strong young men, and Anna can see well how the work will go much faster with so much help. Alfie introduces them: Oliver, Henry, Liam, Finley, and Mason. Anna knows she will not keep their names straight, but she repeats them all the same, as one after the other is introduced to her.

The boys, who are very nearly men, bow before her, and one of them even kisses her hand. Anna’s cheeks flame. 

“We are at your service,” says Oliver, the oldest. 

And then, as though they do not intend to waste a single sliver of time, they get directly to work, Alfie with them. Anna watches, but when she grows restless, she attempts to practice a bit of magic, away from them where they cannot see. She has just turned an attached tree limb into a detached tree limb—the best of her accomplishments all morning—when she feels something prickly on the back of her neck, as though someone is watching her. She turns around, but no one is there. She stares into the deepening woods, though what she would most like to do is close her eyes and pretend danger does not exist at all.

“What are you doing out here?” a voice calls behind her. She spins on her heel. It is only Alfie. A breath whooshes from her chest.

“Practicing a bit of magic,” she says. “I do not know why it does not work for me.”

“Perhaps you did not study well enough in your youth,” Alfie says. 

Anna nearly tells him that she is still in her youth, but at the last moment she remembers that on the outside, she is a very old woman. So she says, instead, “Well, I know that is true.”

“My father always says that if you study something intensely enough, you can do anything,” Alfie says.

“Magic does not follow that rule,” Anna says. “You must first have the gift.”

“I have heard of some who have been given the gift after birth,” Alfie says.

Anna studies him for a moment. She has never heard such a thing. However could it be true? Magic is always gifted at birth. It always had been.

Alfie thrusts his hands behind his back and kicks at a stone. “I had always hoped it was true,” he says. “I see that it is not.”

And in an effort to wipe the sadness off his face, Anna says, “I do not know if it is true. It sounds unlikely, but then most magic is.” She takes a step toward him. “Tell me why you hoped it was true.”

Alfie’s face reddens a bit. He shrugs. “Does not everyone wish they had the gift of magic?”

Anna laughs. “I do not know if it is a gift so much as it is a responsibility.” She remembers Arthur saying something similarly wise, and she has no trouble stealing the words and making them her own. 

Alfie moves to her side. “Show me some of your magic,” he says. 

“You are not afraid?” Anna says.

“No.”

So she points her staff toward a tree, wishing for its leaves to burst into flowers. Instead, the leaves drop from the tree and congregate on the ground. The tree withers. “Oh,” Anna says. She sighs heavily. “Perhaps I lost my gift of magic in the vanishing.”

She realizes her mistake almost as soon as she says it. “Vanishing?” Alfie says. He stares at her with wide eyes.

Does he know what a vanishing spell is? Does he know what it can do? Will he tell? He knows, now, that she is from Fairendale. He also knows that she has undergone a vanishing spell.

For the sake of distraction, she flicks her staff in the direction of another tree. This one only shakes its branches at her, as if chastening her for her errors. She must take greater care with her words.

“How is the house coming along?” Anna says, another attempt at distraction.

“Well,” Alfie says. “It is nearly finished.”

“How long until the full moon?” Anna says.

“It is this eve,” Alfie says. 

“So the Were creatures will be out,” Anna says. She shivers.

“The house will protect you,” Alfie says. “So long as we can finish it.” He looks behind him. “I must get back to help.”

“Your brothers are very kind,” Anna says.

“I believe they fear you a bit,” Alfie says.

“Why?”

“They believe you are one of the dark sorceresses,” he says. “From the storybooks of Eastermoor.” 

She can clearly see the look of question in his eyes, and hurt sends thorny words from her mouth. “Well, perhaps I am,” she says, and she points her staff toward another tree, which waves for a moment but does nothing more.

“I have assured them that they have nothing to worry about,” he says. “I have told them you are my friend and that you are more than what you seem.” He squints at her. “I can see it in your eyes.”

She dares not ask him what he means, and he is gone before she can say anything else. She walks slowly back to the clearing. She sits with her back against a tree. She naps. She wakes when someone shakes her shoulder. It is Alfie, leaning close. The rest of his brothers stand behind him. 

“Would you like to see your house?” he says. He gestures behind him, and she sees that they have finished. It is an exquisite house, with log stacked on log to form sturdy walls, a door with a lock, and even a window cut out along the east side. She walks inside it, her steps echoing on the wooden floor. Perhaps she will be able to make it homely—at the very least provide herself with a bed. The roof above her head is low but sturdy. She smiles at it.

She emerges and says words that do not seem adequate for such a masterpiece. “Thank you.”

The boys bow and begin to turn away. Only Alfie remains. “What will you do on the inside?” he says.

Anna walks toward the door. Alfie follows her. Anna points to a corner. “I would like to put a bed there,” she says, and a bed magically emerges from the ground, with a soft feather mattress and a pale pink blanket stretched atop it. Anna gasps. Alfie laughs. Anna turns to another corner of the house. “And perhaps a table there.” A long wooden table now emerges from the ground, along with four thick chairs with rounded backs. Alfie claps his hands. Anna stares in astonishment.

Alfie pulls out a chair for her, and she sinks into it. She feels suddenly and entirely exhausted. “Here,” he says, “Rest your old legs.”

“They are not old legs,” Anna says before she can stop herself.

Alfie looks at her strangely. And perhaps it is the overwhelming kindness of six boys who built her a house or the astounding precision of the magic exercised in the last several minutes that makes her say, “I am not an old woman.”

Alfie’s eyes grow wide again. Anna notices that they are pale blue, flecked with green leaves. “You are not?”

Her cheeks burn. “No,” she says. And she tells him about the king of Fairendale and the children who fled and the family she has left behind.

“So you are one of the lost children of Fairendale,” Alfie says.

“Yes,” Anna says.

“And you were transformed into an old woman,” Alfie says.

“Yes.”

“But you are only twelve.”

“Yes.”

“I suppose that explains your voice and your eyes,” Alfie says, and he offers her a shaky smile.

“I am sorry I did not tell you before,” Anna says. “I did not know if you would believe me.”

“It matters not,” Alfie says. “How is it that we can turn you back?”

Anna shakes her head. “I fear it would not be safe to become a child again. At least not until the king abandons his pursuit.”

“But you must be so lonely,” Alfie says.

“Not anymore,” Anna says, and she looks at him. They are silent for a while. 

After a time, Alfie says, “I must be on my way. My mother will worry. But before the last light of the day, I will leave you another basket. And in it will be a book from my father’s library.” He leans a bit closer, as though the words carry a secret. “A magical book.” He stands and straightens, his voice doing the same. “You must be in this house, locked behind the door, before the sun goes down. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Anna says, though she does not truly understand at all. She will, however, do it.

Anna watches the door close behind him, and she rises on throbbing feet to lock it. 

Unfortunately, unbeknownst to her, the locking of a door does not keep out all intruders—especially the kind who watch through windows. And there is one who watches. One who listens. One who heard all that she said and all that his brother said and now makes plans of his own.
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Vision




Gwen awoke to shaking. 

“We are in need of you, Mirth,” Good Cheer said, her hand on the top of Gwen’s arm. “You must come with us. This shall be your first mission as a Grace.” She looked at Splendor, and the two of them shared a smile. “It shall be our first mission as a circle.”

“We have waited for you for a very long time,” Splendor said, and then laughed. “Well, I have only waited three years. But Good Cheer has waited eighty-six years.”

“Eighty-six years!” Gwen could not help exclaiming over this number. Good Cheer did not look old enough to have lived eighty-six years.

“We have much explaining to do when we have finished our work today,” Good Cheer said. “You must be patient.”

Gwen’s head still spun. But the two women pulled her to her feet and toward the door of the small, warm cottage where she had been lying on a bed with a green covering. “Where is it we go?” Gwen said. 

“We must save the villagers of White Wind before it is too late,” Good Cheer said.

“Save them from what?” Gwen said, her heart lurching. Her family still lived in White Wind, as far as she knew.

“A fever is raging through the village,” Good Cheer said.

“The fever that took me?” Gwen said. “Did I cause the fever?”

“There is dark magic behind the fever,” Good Cheer said. “We are strong enough, now, to defeat it.”

“And I shall live?” Gwen said.

“You already live,” Splendor said. “Only in a different way.”

“You died, and you were raised again,” Good Cheer said. “For an important purpose.”

“Saving the people of White Wind?” Gwen said. She supposed she could live again to do that. She would, after all, be saving her daughter and her husband.

“You will do much more than that,” Good Cheer said. “We will do much more than that.”

“We will save the realm,” Splendor said. “In time.”

Gwen shook her head, hoping to clear it, but not much of this made any sense at all to her.

“We must go,” Good Cheer said. They had reached the door, and she pulled them right through. “We go to save the people from the Grim Reaper.”

And before Gwen could ask who the Grim Reaper was, Good Cheer and Splendor had pulled her into their circle, taken her hand, and propped it on theirs in the circle’s center. The land before them disappeared, and in only a moment, Gwen stood on White Wind’s gleaming ground. When she raised her eyes to look at the village streets, she saw what looked like soldiers. There were hundreds of them, lined up in what appeared to be a militaristic formation, though they did not wear armor or carry swords. They did not move, merely stood, watching. And at their front was a hooded figure who carried a scythe.

“The Black Eyed-Beings,” Good Cheer said. “The Grim Reaper is here to collect.” She moved forward without another word, and Splendor followed her, which meant Gwen had no other choice but to follow both of them. She did not know what she would do. How could they defeat so numerous an army?

It was even worse up close. At the perimeter of the formation, a soldier must have heard or somehow sensed their silent approach, and when he turned, Gwen saw that the soldier was not so much a he as an it. It was not a man but a creature, for it wore the emptiest eyes she had ever seen. The being’s face was so white it practically glowed, which made its eyes seem all the blacker and emptier. It appeared almost human, if not for those eyes. As she drew nearer, Gwen could see that all the beings had a telltale mark along the side of their face, the left eye surrounded by spidering veins that reached from the forehead to the cheekbone.

The village was absolutely silent, as if nothing living existed there.

Gwen saw the town healer, standing in the middle of the Beings. His eyes, ringed in the same spidery black veins, found hers, and his did not have an end. She felt herself falling into them. Her limbs grew cold and heavy. He reached toward her, and Gwen was horrified to feel her legs begin to move toward him. The Black-Eyed Beings turned and began to move toward her as well, as if she belonged to them.

She was, thankfully, stopped in her movement forward by Good Cheer and Splendor, who fit their hands around hers and raised their free hands. A bright glow emanated from the three of them and spread out toward the Black-Eyed Beings. They retreated, one single army marching off into the woods. The light moved over the village, and the sounds that Gwen had grown to love returned. She heard people talking, dishes clanking, fires being stoked.

“There,” Good Cheer said. “We have banished them from this place, for the time being.”

“But we have not destroyed the Beings,” Gwen said. She shivered at the thought that they might return.

“No,” Good Cheer said. “The Beings can only be destroyed by their master.”

“And what does he want?” Gwen said.

Good Cheer patted Gwen’s arm. “We must leave here,” she said. 

“But the people,” Gwen said.

“They shall be safe,” Good Cheer said. “There is no more fever. We have cast it out. The Grim Reaper cannot send another plague so soon. It is forbidden.”

“My daughter,” Gwen said.

“She is safe,” Good Cheer said. “And now we must go.”

“I would like to see her,” Gwen said, and she heard the pleading note in her voice.

“It cannot be done,” Good Cheer said. “The dead cannot visit the living.”

“But I am not dead,” Gwen said. “You said so yourself.”

“You are living in a way,” Good Cheer said. “But only half a way.”

“We must go,” Splendor said, her voice urgent and pinched. She clutched Good Cheer’s arm and nodded toward the northern edge of White Wind. A figure was on its way through, scythe in hand. Good Cheer and Splendor extended their hands. With great reluctance, Gwen did as well, though when the land of White Wind passed away from her and she was met, once more, by the humid, salty air of Lincastle, she wept.

Good Cheer and Splendor pulled her inside their cottage. “A bit of tea might be just the thing,” Splendor said. Good Cheer helped Gwen into a chair. She took a seat across the table.

“You must have many questions,” Good Cheer said.

Gwen only made a small sound.

“The Grim Reaper, who is known only as Death throughout the land, came for you,” Good Cheer said. “And when he did not get you, he brought a fever upon your homeland.”

“So I caused it,” Gwen said. 

“Not many were added to the Grim Reaper’s army,” Good Cheer said.

“I saw the healer,” Gwen said.

“Yes,” Good Cheer said. “The Grim Reaper did get your healer.”

They were silent for a moment.

“Why did the Grim Reaper want me?” Gwen said.

“Your magic,” Good Cheer said. “It remained, even after you had a child. The Grim Reaper hunts people like you.”

“There are more like me?” Gwen said. 

“Not many,” Good Cheer said. “But, yes, there are some.”

“I do not understand,” Gwen said. Her head ached.

“Some are permitted to keep their magic,” Good Cheer said. “When they have been chosen to do something valiant.”

“Valiant?” Gwen said. “I brought a fever upon my village. I let my healer be taken by the Grim Reaper and turned into one of his Beings.” The words scratched against the back of her throat.

“You have been chosen as a Grace,” Good Cheer said. “You shall do many valiant things.” Splendor placed two cups of tea on the table and sat in the last chair, her own cup held in her hands. Good Cheer continued. “Some, too, are permitted to keep their magic when they have an exceptionally gifted child who needs teaching in the ways of magic.” She leaned closer to Gwen. “You were chosen for both.”

“My daughter is exceptional?” Gwen said. The thought of it warmed her.

“Quite,” Good Cheer said. “And a man will come to teach her. You were needed elsewhere.”

Gwen was disturbed by something, however. “But I had my magic restored by an old prophet,” she said. “So I did not keep my magic. I only reawakened it.”

“That is how it is always done,” Good Cheer said. “It is not taught in the world of magic, because not many are given the opportunity.”

They grew quiet for some moments. And then Good Cheer spoke again. “I suppose you are wondering how you came to be here, in Lincastle, with us.”

Gwen nodded.

“The Grim Reaper had you in his hands,” Good Cheer said. “But we knew you were to be one of us. So we knew that our magic, together with yours, was strong enough to conquer his. So we fought.”

“You fought the Grim Reaper?” Gwen said. What must that have been like?

“We nearly lost you,” Splendor said. She took a sip of her tea. “But the light always wins against the darkness.”

Her words stirred something in Gwen, and she felt moved to tears. “So we have won,” she said.

“There is much more coming,” Good Cheer said. “But I believe we shall win in the end.” She looked from Gwen to Splendor and back to Gwen. “Together.”

They all sipped their tea and thought their own thoughts and smiled.

“Why does the Grim Reaper want Black-Eyed Beings?” Gwen said, suddenly struck by the mystery.

Splendor and Good Cheer looked at one another. Splendor set down her cup. Good Cheer took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The Grim Reaper grows stronger every time a Being is added to his army,” she said. “If a Being was a sorcerer or sorceress with active magic, he is given a bit of their gift. If he becomes substantial enough, rather than a ghostly apparition, he shall be able to take whomever he chooses and use whatever measure of magic he has been given. He shall live. He shall rule the realm and do as he wishes.”

Gwen shivered. A world where the Grim Reaper ruled. It was not a world she would consider as a habitable place.

“What happens to the dying who did not become Black-Eyed Beings in White Wind?” Gwen said.

“They died peaceful deaths,” Good Cheer said.

“They do not live again?” Gwen said. “They do not have a second chance in life, as I have been given?”

“We do not know everything about life and death,” Good Cheer said. “We know only what we, the Graces, have been permitted and chosen to do.”

“We do not choose it ourselves?” Gwen said.

“We are given our visions,” Good Cheer said. “In a looking ball.” Her eyes moved to the corner of the open room, which was neither kitchen nor sitting room. It was both. Gwen saw a stand in the corner, covered by a green bit of cloth, perhaps a piece from one of their dresses. “That is where we found you and the prophet who brought you back to life.”

“Half life,” Splendor corrected.

“Half life,” Gwen said. “What does that mean?”

“You are half in death and half in life,” Splendor said. “Your powers come from the undead. But they are infused with the light of the living.”

Every answer brought more questions, but Gwen felt that perhaps the answers would come in time. Or perhaps the answers would not matter at all.

“Are there others like us?” Gwen said. She was growing tired.

“There is only us,” Good Cheer said. “There is another who was saved, but I do not think she is like us.”

“Who is she?” Gwen said.

“She was once called Queen Marion of Fairendale,” Good Cheer said. “Those in the shadow world call her the Evil Queen now.”

“Those in the shadow world, meaning you and Splendor?” Gwen said.

Good Cheer dipped her head, a smile twitching at the corners of her mouth. “Yes,” she said.

“Where is this queen?” Gwen said.

“She lives on the other side of these woods,” Splendor said. “She does not bother us.” Splendor nodded toward Gwen’s cup. “Finished?” she said. Gwen pushed her cup forward and nodded her head.

“I would like to see the looking ball,” she said.

“It grows late,” Good Cheer said. “Perhaps it is time to check on the realm. We do so every morning and every eve.” She stood and crossed the room to the corner. When she removed the bit of green cloth, Gwen saw only a wooden stand, with iron claws reaching up and curling toward nothing.

“Where is the ball?” Gwen said.

“Ah,” Good Cheer said. “I always hide it with a concealment spell.” Her hands hovered over the stand, and a ball appeared, glowing green in the dimming light. Splendor joined Good Cheer and Gwen. The looking ball came to life then, and Good Cheer passed through every land in the realm, one after another. Gwen did not say a word. She would like to look in on her daughter, but she suspected this would not be allowed. She had the feeling that she must cut all ties with her family, and though it ripped at her chest, she knew it was for the good of the realm. She knew she must become Mirth so that she might save the realm someday.

“All is as well as it can be for now,” Good Cheer said. The visions in the looking ball remained, flicking silently through the lands. Good Cheer and Splendor both raised their hands and began speaking words that Gwen could not understand. But she found that her arms, too, rose from her sides, and her mouth opened to speak the same words she could not understand. It lasted only a moment, and then she was released from whatever had happened.

Good Cheer must have seen the look on her face. “A spell of grace,” she said. “Over all the realm. Now we can retire and sleep easy.”

A weariness swept over Gwen. Good Cheer and Splendor walked toward a hallway. Gwen followed. The first room off the hallway was hers, and she gratefully sank into bed with a sigh.

She dreamed of her daughter.
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Danger




Though it appears that our story has forgotten them, however momentarily, Yerin, a mighty prophet from Lincastle, and the imprisoned children of Fairendale remain in the dungeons beneath the dungeons of Fairendale castle. They have, once more, used their last candle and sit staring into a darkness so thick and pervasive that they cannot see the hand they hold in front of their faces.

Some of the children, as can be expected, grow restless. Some of them, unlike those restless children, hardly move, for they have already lost hope. But one of them, a small girl of eleven years, a small girl who is blind, holds fast to her peace and her faith and her courage.

“Someone will come to our rescue, will they not?” she whispers into the darkness. “Someone is coming, is that not what you said?”

She rests her smooth young hand against Yerin’s wrinkled one. “I did say as much,” Yerin says, resting his other hand atop hers. He does not say that he has been unable to See what is to come, as the day draws nearer and nearer to the one on which he was born nearly one hundred forty-three years ago. “Someone is coming.”

The girl, Agnes, rests her head against his shoulder, and he strokes her hair. “And he will come soon?” she says.

“Soon means different things to different people,” Yerin says. “Perhaps soon does not matter so much. We do not know day from night down here, do we?”

“No,” Agnes says. “We know only darkness.” She pauses a moment. “It is all I have ever known.”

Yerin’s heart twists slightly. What would it be like to live in darkness? He has no love of it. He glances over at the cell beside them with a sense of such heavy dread that he clears his throat, trying to shake it from his chest. Of course it does not work, and this is because of late, the bones in the neighboring cell have begun to glow with a strange blue light. He would like to not have seen that. If he were blind, he would not have to know.

The other children have not asked about the bluish glow, so pale it hardly does anything at all to obliterate the darkness around it. In fact, to actually see it, one must not be looking at it at all, but off to the side a bit. Yerin does this now, but he sees nothing—which is, perhaps, even worse.

“We should rest,” he says. “We have been up for some time.” He does not know whether this is true. The world is flipped here in the darkness. They have no way of knowing what hour it is or what day or how long they have conversed and slept and worried inside the cell of a prison. They mostly sleep—or try to. No one wants to talk anymore. It has been too many days locked in a cell without a hope of escape.

“Perhaps the boy will find a key,” Agnes says into the darkness. “Perhaps he will set us free.”

Yerin allows himself to stretch out in the words and enjoy their soft, warm touch for a moment. “Yes,” he says. And then a whisper: “May it be so.”

“I hear sounds at night,” Agnes says. “Sounds too small for all of you to hear. It is because I am blind. My ears become my eyes, you see.”

“And what is it you hear?” Yerin says.

“I hear the clacking of bones,” Agnes says. “It is almost imperceptible. It is as though bones are fusing together again, as if there is life being breathed, minute by minute, into something that is no longer alive. And it is not a light kind of life, a good one. It is a dark one. I cannot say how I know this. I only do.”

The words hang between them, and the hair along Yerin’s arms rises, though no one can see it. They must escape. They must escape the iron prison, and they must escape the bodies of the prophets who have died within its bars. A cold wave, followed by a warm one, tiptoes up the length of Yerin’s body. He is powerless. He is powerless until the day of his birth, which is too far away. The bodies will rise again before they have escaped. It must be what the girl is hearing. The Grim Reaper…Yerin does not allow himself to consider what he knows about the master of death.

Their only hope is the boy.

But Aleen said the key was hidden somewhere dangerous, somewhere a boy should not go, under any circumstance, for he would not return. How can he ask Calvin to do this thing, to risk certain and probable death, for the sake of these prisoners? And if he were asked, would he? The boy is brave, but this?

Yerin clears his throat once more, to clear the panic within. “Rest,” he says, his voice splintering.

“First, a story,” Agnes says.

Yes. A story. A story to breathe a little hope in their hearts. A story to remind them that good always wins, that darkness cannot overpower light, that love always prevails. A story to reconstruct their courage and strength and will to believe that all tangled knots can be made straight again.

And just when Yerin opens his mouth to begin a story, Agnes steps in. She weaves around the children a tale of a man who loved his daughter, a man whose name was Sir Merrick, a man who put the girl and all her friends in cages that would carry them to this dungeon, a man who, before closing his daughter’s cage, leaned forward, while no one watched him, and whispered words of promise: “I will rescue you,” he said.

The hearts of every child—indeed, the hearts of every prophet who remains alive in these dungeons—open to the words, which burrow deep within and rock them to all into a gentle sleep.

I will rescue you.

The children and the prophets calm and sleep and dream. But the dreams of one prophet, one whose birthing day approaches, are dark and dangerous and crowded with impossible possibilities.
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The Enchantress has ventured to the water’s edge again and again, in spite of the dangers that might await her, and no mermaid has surfaced. She has waited all day, and no unicorn has shown itself. The Huntsman is still breathing. His heart beats, though weakly. She can see the rise and fall of his chest from here, and she thinks that perhaps it was a good idea to place a sleeping spell on him for the time being, though it has weakened her considerably. She had hoped that while he slept the day away, some cure, in one form or another, would emerge. 

She looks at the water and out into the trees. She looks at the cart, the mare staring at her master with mournful eyes. She will have to place the Huntsman in the cart with the blackbirds. They will have to move on, try their fortune elsewhere. It is all that is left. They certainly cannot remain overnight beside a stream that flows on top of goblin lands.

Her emotions have tipped between sorrow and rage. She is grieved that she did not know how badly the Huntsman’s wound had progressed. She is angry that he did not trust her enough to tell her. She might have done something to slow the spread of fairy magic, though her kind of magic—the mortal kind—could never stop it. She is regretful that she ever approached the waters at all, for it compounded the problem when the goblin drove his dagger into the Huntsman’s side. She is angry at herself for discounting what the Huntsman told her about these waters, calling him a coward instead of heeding his words. She should never have filled her leather pouch with waters from this stream.

The Enchantress gazes up at the sky, which grows heavy with darkness. Why is it she waits? She cannot wait forever. So she rises and brushes the grass from her skirt and walks back over to the sleeping form of the Huntsman. Unfortunately, as she rises, she startles the unicorn that had spotted her beautiful maiden form and was making his slow way toward her, to place his head in her lap and do whatever it was she wished. It is a glittery white unicorn with a silver horn on the top of his head. But the movements of the Enchantress startle him, for unicorns are skittish creatures. This is most likely due to their tragic history. Unicorns, you see, were once hunted for their magical horns. These horns were believed to hold magical properties even when disconnected from the head of its owner. A unicorn’s horn, it is believed, can even raise the dead and give them new life. When a king drinks from a cup made of a unicorn’s horn, he has no need of a cupbearer, which is a person, usually a small boy, who tastes a liquid before the king does so that if there is poison, the cupbearer will die, rather than the king. A unicorn’s horn, however, alerts a king to poison without wasting the life of a cupbearer. 

Unicorn horns are valuable, and as such, many unicorns were hunted in great number once upon a time.

Unicorns are very rare creatures now. No more than eleven of them exist, scattered throughout the kingdoms, hiding in plain sight. What many do not know about unicorns is that they have the ability to make themselves invisible, a gift bestowed upon them when they became endangered, which is to say severely reduced in number.

This unicorn had almost materialized when the Enchantress stood and wiped the grass from her skirt, but now it bolts away with hardly a sound, only the whisper of a breeze.

The Enchantress does not even feel the unnatural breeze. She is a woman on a mission. She drags the Huntsman into the cart and places him gently beside the two cages that hold blackbirds. She would have used her magic to move him, but she thought it prudent to save her energy for now, in case magic is needed on their travels. She remains seated at the Huntsman’s side, thinking about her magic. It has surprised her on this quest. It is much stronger than she had ever dared to imagine. She has turned children into blackbirds, which is much more difficult than a Transformation spell. She has bid the body of a greedy man to catch up with its owner’s heart, a complicated Consequence spell. She has rooted people’s feet to the ground for hours, an Immobilizing spell. She has done it all without losing an ounce of her strength, though magic has always demanded strength of a sorcerer or sorceress. She seems to have an almost unlimited gift. She looks down at her hands and at the staff that lies near the Huntsman’s side, as though pointing to what she knows she must do. What she must at least try.

She has already attempted a Rejuvenation spell, but that only evened out the Huntsman’s breathing, and only for a moment. It was a temporary fix. Something more permanent is needed to save the life of the Huntsman.

But if she possesses, with this new form of magic, the ability of a Healer, well, then, the Huntsman might be cured. She looks around at the thick trees that conceal the woods in darkness. It will be a risk. She will put them in danger, for if she attempts a spell as complicated as a Healing spell, she will not be able to simultaneously attempt a Protection one, which means she and the Huntsman will be exposed to the dangerous creatures within this forest. She knows they are here. She knows they wait.

Is it worth the risk?

Her eyes venture back to the Huntsman’s face. It is handsome as faces go. His golden beard has thickened in their days of travel. His hair is held back with a bit of twine, but some of the tendrils have escaped their binding. She brushes back the strands that stick to his forehead. His chest still rises and falls in a steady rhythm.

The Enchantress presses her hand to her mouth. Yes. It is worth the risk. She cannot let the Huntsman die. She tells herself this is because she would not know how to explain it to the king if they departed two and returned one. She does not allow herself to consider that there is anything more to her worry than this.

She straightens her back and breathes deeply. She wriggles her fingers and then picks up her staff. She touches it to the chest of the Huntsman, closes her eyes, and begins the incantation. She repeats it again and again and again and feels the warmth begin to circle around them. She opens her eyes to see a yellow haze encompassing the body of the Huntsman. She allows hope to fly.

But the sky grows dark and the forest does as well. Eyes peer from between the trees. They draw closer and closer and closer. The Enchantress trembles. She tries to close her eyes, but her fear will not allow it. The Huntsman must be Healed. She will drain her magic until the Healing is complete, and then she can turn her efforts, if any remain, to protection. 

Will this act demand everything from her?

The creatures emerge from the trees. Large wolves with gray and black coats and sinewy muscles quivering in their flanks. Thick serpents that slither along the ground with their heads pointed directly at her, some of them with two or more heads and as many tongues that flicker on the air, tasting the scent of their prey. Wild boars with giant tusks that could run them both through in the flash of a moment.

The Huntsman’s eyes flutter, and he shifts, perhaps feeling the burn of life come back into him. He locks eyes with the Enchantress. His are bright and glassy. “You cannot do this,” he says. “You cannot spend your magic on me. The creatures…”

“I…must…” she says, growing breathless with the effort. She takes his head in her hands. “I must. Don’t you see?” She can feel the creatures gathering around them in a deadly circle. “You are needed.”

“You can do this without me,” he says, his voice stronger than hers now. “You can find the children alone. You can save them.” He whispers something else that the Enchantress cannot hear, and his eyes flutter closed. She is afraid that she has lost him. She summons every vestige of power remaining within her and whispers the enchantment over him again. And then her strength is gone, and she collapses on the cart beside him, her eyes involuntarily closing out the world.

But monsters do not go away when one closes one’s eyes, do they, dear reader?
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Marion is pacing in her small cottage, outside the land of Lincastle. She moves from one end of it to another—through her kitchen and her living room and into her bedroom, and then she turns on her heels and begins the trek all over again. She is unable to say why it is that she finds herself so restless this eve. Something is happening out there, and she would give anything, at the moment, to have a magic mirror in her hands. 

Well. Her magic mirror is going to a good use, at least. Or so she hopes. She has never actually seen the magic mirror at Fairendale. But she did deliver it there. Perhaps she might visit. Perhaps she might ensure it is being used for the right purposes. Perhaps she might once again look in the mirror and see what is happening in all the lands of the realm.

“My queen.” A voice calls out from the corner of her bedroom. Her eyes flick over the cage in which three white mice—three talking mice—lounge. They are easy pets. They do not complain, and any time she sends them out on a quest, they return to her dutifully, as though they are somehow bound to her. She does not quite understand this.

“What is it, Gus?” she says to the largest of them—the one she has begun to think is the most intelligent.

“We are sensing darkness,” he says.

The mice are the closest thing that Marion has now to a looking glass or a looking ball. So she stops her pacing and moves closer to the cage. She kneels down on the ground. “Darkness?” she says. “What kind of darkness?”

“The kind that can raise the dead,” Gus says.

“The kind of nightmares,” says Timmy, the one who is slightly smaller than Gus.

Florence, the smallest of them, only grunts. Florence only ever grunts. Marion suspects that she was not given the gift of speech when she was turned from a human into a mouse.

She has promised the mice that she will one day return them to their former states—that is, human. She has also told them, however, that it will be quite some time before they are permitted to wear their human skin again, for they are needed greatly in the days and months to come. Simply offering them the promise was enough to buy their loyalty. How simple it is to buy loyalty from the truly desperate. Marion nearly smiles, but she remembers, at the last minute, that they are speaking of something grave and important.

“So,” Marion says. “You have sensed a darkness that must be driven back.”

“It is very great, my queen,” Gus says.

“Great indeed,” Timmy says.

Florence wriggles her nose. 

“And what is it you propose to do?” Marion says.

“Collect information,” Gus says. “From the castle where the most darkness accumulates.”

“And which castle is that?” Marion says. It annoys her that a mouse knows more about the state of the realm than she does. A blind mouse, no less.

“Fairendale,” Gus says, and Marion feels a strong and violent jolt in her chest. She is silent for some time. The mice adjust their dark spectacles and tap their staffs against the bottom of the cage, moving forward in a halting and hesitant way. She is annoyed, too, that they know what she will tell them to do before she even says it.

“Very well, then,” she says. “You must go to Fairendale. You must find out what you can and bring back news for me. And perhaps then it will be finished.”

These words mean something to the mice. She has told them many times that she will turn her magic upon them when it is finished. They do not know what that finishing is, and neither does she, though she would never admit this piece of madness to them. She is the Evil Queen. She is all powerful. She is their master, and she should know what needs finishing. In her most wretched moments, she consoles herself with the insistence that she will know when it is finished. Surely she will.

Marion unlocks the cage and gestures for the mice to move out of it, forgetting for a moment that they are blind and cannot see her gesture. 

“Come along, then,” she says, but they are already moving forward. “You will find children locked in a dungeon. Perhaps you can set them free.”

“Yes, quite right, my lady,” Gus says. 

“There is a boy, I believe, who can help you. He lives in the castle.” Marion does not know for certain that this boy can help the mice, but she had seen him once, when she peered through a window of the Graces and caught a vision in their magic ball. The boy had been visiting with the children and the prophets in the dungeons beneath the dungeons of Fairendale castle. He had looked trustworthy, the sort of boy who would desire their freedom. “Find him.”

“Very well,” Gus says.

Marion feels a heaviness settle upon her. The truth is, she has grown fond of these companions, and it will be quite lonely—and much too silent—without them. The mice tap their staffs before them, stumbling toward the door of her cottage in an awkward and comical way, though Marion does not feel like laughing in the least.

“Hurry home,” she says, and as soon as she looses the words, a bit of magic carries them forward and out of her doors and into the waiting woods.
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Anna sleeps for only an hour and then, when the sun has dropped low in the sky, she ventures to the village. She finds the basket Alfie left her, but she finds something else as well. There is a form, pacing on the edge of the forest, a league or so from where the basket has been placed. She crouches lower, staring at the form to see if it is Alfie. He looks like Alfie, but he does not walk like him. He walks like a man, head held high, feet planted firmly on the ground, as though the ground belongs to him. And this observation is what holds her tongue from calling out to him. It is what tightens her hands around her staff and draws it closer to her chest. It is what makes her tilt her head and listen hard.

“Come out Sorceress,” the boy is calling in a voice that does not belong to Alfie. “Or I shall have to come in and get you. I know where you live.”

Anna’s heart freezes. Her veins turn cold. It is one of Alfie’s brothers. Which one has betrayed him?

The boy turns toward her, his eyes seeming to look directly at her. Her body is so cold she cannot move. “There you are,” he says.

Her fear is large and violent, and it wraps itself into a ball and hurtles toward her belly, tearing away her breath. She stands, unaware that she stands. She turns, unaware that she turns. She flies back toward her home, unaware that her feet do not touch the ground at all.

She has left the basket, but she still has her life.

Unfortunately, it seems that the figure has also followed her into the clearing. She presses her back against her door. Something pounds against it, but it does not budge, the lock clasped tight around its bolt.

“Come out, Sorceress,” the boy calls through the door. She can hear his voice in her ear, as though he stands inside. “I am not afraid of the full moon.”

Anna glances toward the window, and the fear drips down into her chest and her back and her toes. She should have made some curtains. There is nothing more frightening than seeing a face in the window, but she knows, without knowing how she knows, that she must move to the glass. So she slides along the wall, ducks under the window and slides up on the other side. She peeks around. The boy’s face is looming in the window, just as she suspected, but it is still so surprising that she cries out and stumbles back.

The boy laughs, but then she hears an unusual noise. An “oof” of some sort, as though something has collided with him. She braves another glance out the window. There are two figures on the ground now, wrestling one another. One pins the other to the ground, and then is launched off the pinned form. They roll and twist and grunt. Anna cannot make sense of it at all, until the voice of the other form screams, “Do not come out, Anna! Whatever you do, do not come out!” 

It is Alfie. Alfie has come. 

And then he says, “Leave her alone, Bran.” A thud causes Alfie to cry out. Anna’s heart pounds. She must do something. She cannot stay within the walls of the house when Alfie could be in grave danger.

She peers at the forms again. One of them does not move. The other looms over it. 

Alfie. He is hurt.

Bran aims a kick at the side of Alfie, but at the last minute, Alfie’s hand shoots out and grabs Bran’s leg, throwing him so off balance that he falls, without expecting a fall, and takes a hard crack against the side of his head. Now he groans and holds his head in his hands. Alfie stands. 

“Leave her alone,” he says, and his voice is strong and commanding. Anna can imagine him a king, though he is the seventh son and will likely never rule the throne.

“Stay out of this, Alfie,” Bran says. “You do not know what kind of sorceress she is.”

“She is not a harmful one,” Alfie says. “She came here for a hope of safety.”

“Her safety is not our safety,” Bran says. “And, besides, if you knew anything about the needs of our kingdom, you would know that we need the reward money.”

“Reward money?” Bran says.

“The king of Fairendale has promised a good amount of coin for anyone who can provide information about the lost children of the land.” Bran sneers in Anna’s direction. “Your friend would bring us a large reward.”

Anna shakes out her numbed hands. Her whole body, it seems, is completely and utterly frozen. She is so cold.

“We are not so well off as we used to be,” Bran says. “Father has been trying to figure out what to do. The land is not producing as it used to. Soon we will not be able to feed our people anymore.” There is a note of sadness in Bran’s voice, and Anna almost feels sorry for him. But then she remembers why he is here.

There is silence on the other side of the door, and this alarms Anna even more, for she wonders if Alfie is considering what Bran has told him. Will he betray her? Will he turn her in to the king? Will she be able to use her old skin as a preposterous disguise and fool the king into thinking she is not a child at all but a very old woman?

It is all too much. She cannot bear it. And this is why she unlatches the door and pulls it open and steps out into the clearing, where Alfie is looking at her in horror. The last lights of the sun fade away.
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Purpose




Many days and many nights stretched into many weeks and many months and many years, and Gwen became Mirth so efficiently that she hardly remembered her former name at all. Splendor and Good Cheer were kind enough to show her a glimpse of Maude around the time the young woman ran from the village of White Wind with a sorcerer they said was good and kind and strong and true. Her vision blurred for a moment when she saw that her daughter carried her staff. She did not say the words aloud, but she thought them in her heart. Use it well, my dear. Use it for good. I know you will.

“They will be important to us in the future,” Good Cheer said. “They will be important to the realm in the future. We will keep an eye on them.” She winked at Mirth, and Mirth could not help but laugh.

Maude soon grew older than Mirth, who found that she was trapped in time at the very age she had lost her life. She would be, forever, twenty-four years old.

So if Maude had somehow crossed paths with her mother, she would not have known her. She would only have known Mirth. That is, if Mirth allowed herself to be seen at all, which was entirely up to Mirth.

But, of course, Mirth and Maude never crossed paths.

From that day forward, Mirth and Splendor and Good Cheer became the three Graces who protected all the lands from a dark power that could not be seen.

Which is, perhaps, the most frightening power of all.
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Forgotten




The Enchantress wakes at the edge of a pool. Her body aches, but she rises to a sitting position with some effort. The Huntsman’s head is no longer in her lap. She looks around. He lies no more than ten paces to her left, in a position that looks as though he ran until the moment he fell. She does not know how they came to be here. This is a different pool than the one where she and the Huntsman encountered the goblin, and this is the most confounding part of it all. She had attempted a Healing spell, not a Transportation spell.

She looks behind her. The cart with the blackbirds, pulled by the white mare, rests at the edge of the clearing. At least the blackbirds were not stolen while she…what was it she had done? Slept? Had the fairy magic weakened her as well?

“I can help you,” a voice says. The Enchantress, startled, looks toward the water and then scrambles backward.

A mermaid bobs on the surface.

“I can help you,” she says. “I can restore the Huntsman to his former state of strength and power. I can erase the fairy magic that will kill him in a day’s time.”

“But I saved him,” the Enchantress says. “He is already healed.” She looks back at the Huntsman. She can see, even from this distance, that his face has grown pale and is dappled with sweat again.

“I am afraid your magic was not strong enough,” the mermaid says. “You are no Healer. And in the end, your fear won and you chose, instead, to protect yourself from the creatures of the forest.”

“No,” the Enchantress says. She looks down at her hands. The traitors. She spies her staff near the Huntsman’s prone form.

“Fear is a difficult thing,” the mermaid says. “It does not often allow us to do as we wish.”

The Enchantress has never heard a mermaid speak this way.

“My name is Arya,” the mermaid says. “And I can help your Huntsman.” Her red hair twists about her shoulders, like a blaze of fire glowing in the silver moon. 

“He is not my Huntsman,” the Enchantress says, though she feels the truth of it slice into her heart, open it wide, and enter, however unwelcome it is.

“Mermaid magic is powerful,” the mermaid says. “We alone can bring the dead back to life.”

“He is not dead,” the Enchantress says. “He is only sleeping.” Her voice cracks on the last word. He will not be only sleeping for long, and she can feel this terrible knowledge, this unjust certainty, press into her chest. Her eyes blur.

“No, he is not dead,” Arya says. “Not yet.” She looks at the Huntsman, and the Enchantress follows her gaze. His breathing grows more labored by the minute. “A creature reached him. A serpent of the most poisonous sort. There is more than fairy magic that courses through his veins now.”

The Enchantress withers beneath the words. Look what her trying has done. It only made everything worse. And what if this try, a try that would trust a mermaid, fails as well?

“And what would you ask in return?” the Enchantress says.

“It is really quite simple,” Arya says.

“Forgive me, but I do not think anything concerning magic and mermaids could be called simple,” the Enchantress says. She tries to keep the derision from her voice.

Arya tosses her head back and laughs, a bell-like tinkling that seems to cause the night’s darkness to shimmer with tiny sparkles of light. It is sweet music, but the Enchantress remains where she is. She well knows the stories of mermaids. They are hungry for the lives of those who live on land, though the stories have never said why.

The mermaid lifts her hands and says, “Shall I show you what is waiting for you if I leave and return to my home beneath the waters?” The scene around them flickers and shifts. The Enchantress sees a large, eight-legged creature peering into the clearing. It is difficult to see in its entirety, for it is the same color as the night, but it is quite clear that it is monstrous. “This creature awaits you,” Arya says. “It will keep you in its web until it decides the time has come to kill rather than torture.”

The Enchantress shivers. “Very well, then,” she says. “What is it you ask of me?”

The vision vanishes. “I chose to save you,” Arya says. “Both of you. I brought you to these waters while another beat back the creatures that reached for you.”

“How did you bring us to water when you live in water?” the Enchantress says.

“Ah,” Arya says. “That is the right question.” And she rises from the water on two legs. The Enchantress watches, her amazement dropping her chin.

“You have legs,” she says. “But you are a mermaid.”

Arya gestures to the moon. “It so happens that on a full moon, mermaids can walk the land,” she says. “And you are quite fortunate that tonight was a full moon.” The mermaid bends beside the Huntsman. She straightens out the leg that is bent unnaturally, and it clicks back into place. She rests her hands on his side, and the Enchantress watches as the wound closes up and the color pulses back into the Huntsman’s skin and cheeks. His breathing softens. “Now he is resting,” Arya says. She shifts toward the Enchantress.

“Why would you help us?” the Enchantress says.

“Because there is a greater good that must be accomplished,” Arya says. “And because I wish you to do something for me.”

The Enchantress knows better than to make a deal with a mermaid, but she looks at the Huntsman, and she sees that his eyes have opened. He is blinking at her. She cannot revoke what healing he has received. 

“Tell me, then,” the Enchantress says. “And I will do it.”

“I wish only to know where the prince of Fairendale is,” Arya says. For a moment, her wide blue eyes cloud. “The people of Fairendale stole him from the castle. And I know you were there.”

“I was not there when the people took him,” the Enchantress says, her heart pounding in her chest. She feels weak and defenseless without her full store of magic, but she has not yet fully recovered from the Healing she attempted to do.

“But you know where he is,” Arya says. “You have seen him in your looking ball?”

The Enchantress sighs. “I do not know where he is.”

“But you told the king you could return him,” Arya says. 

“Yes,” the Enchantress says. “It was the only way he would let me search for the children. It was the only way…” But she does not finish. A mermaid cannot be trusted with her plans. “I am not one of the people. I do not know what they have done with him.”

The mermaid’s shoulders slump. Her eyes darken. “Well,” she says. She casts her gaze on the Huntsman. “At least one of us got what we wanted.” She crosses the distance to the pool and slides into the waters.

“I am sorry,” the Enchantress says.

“I know he is well,” Arya says. “I simply do not know where they keep him. He is hidden by dark magic. I cannot see through the cloud that hangs around him.”

“But you have seen a face?” the Enchantress says. “Of another? Perhaps if you could show me.”

“I have only seen red hair. Like yours. And mine.” Arya looks at the Enchantress for some time, and a warmth spreads from the neck of the Enchantress to the roots of her hair. It is as though the mermaid can see all the way through her. She knows this is not possible, of course, even for a mermaid.

“There is one other thing,” Arya says.

The Enchantress feels a cold knot in her throat, but she manages a “Yes?”

“I would have that amulet around the Huntsman’s neck,” Arya says. “Since you were unable to provide me with information, I believe this amulet will do.”

The Enchantress did not even know that the Huntsman wore an amulet around his neck. He has fallen back asleep, and she lifts the collar of his shirt slightly. It is a small amulet, tied with a brown leather string, and etched onto its silver surface is a blackbird. The Enchantress feels a shock shake through her. She has never seen this amulet before, and yet it feels familiar. She lifts it over the Huntsman’s head and studies it. She feels its small weight in her hands. She turns her eyes back to Arya.

“Why would you want his amulet?” she says. Perhaps she should keep it for herself.

“Do you not feel the magic that courses through it?” Arya says. “It is a powerful amulet. Inside it is something more powerful than I have seen even in my underwater world.”

“But perhaps we will have need of it in our travels, then,” the Enchantress says. 

Arya tilts her head slightly. “You have magic enough between the two of you.” She pauses. “If you can avoid another fairy ring.” She reaches into the water and pulls out a large conch shell. It is out of place in this small pool that is so far from the ocean. The Enchantress nearly laughs at its absurdity, but she knows magic does not always make sense. “And if you have need of my healing powers again, you need simply to call.” She holds out the shell to the Enchantress. The Enchantress moves to the bank and drops the amulet into Arya’s outstretched hands. 

“Thank you,” the Enchantress says. “For everything.”

Arya holds up the amulet. The moonlight catches its silver and throws it back at the Enchantress. “Thank you,” she says. “I shall do great good with this.” She lifts her face to the moon and then turns it back to the Enchantress. “I have woven a Protection spell around you this eve. You do not have strength enough for what this task requires. You must rest and trust that I have done my due diligence. Only do not emerge from the circle I have woven around you until first light. The girl you seek is not far from here, so you have no need of moving on until morning. There are many more frightening things in these woods than a mermaid.” She grins, baring all of her pointy teeth, and then she disappears beneath the water with a small splash. It is only when she is gone that the Enchantress remembers a portion of the mermaid’s words that she had meant to clarify. 

Magic enough between the both of you. What could it possibly mean?

The Enchantress gazes at the Huntsman. She is so tired. So she crawls back to him and lies down at his feet and sleeps. She will not remember her questions when she wakes on the morrow.
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The Grim Reaper watches the entire scene from the shadows, with a growing sense of rage knotting in his chest. He has waited at the edge of these woods. He has waited for hours, trying to rend holes in the spell that was woven in a circle around the living in this clearing, a spell that keeps a Huntsman with a powerful gift of magic away from his hands and his army of Black Eyed Beings that wait and watch behind him. 

And now the wretched mermaid has taken another soldier from his grasp. He can feel it, a slight change in the air. A shift of sounds—feathery beating one moment and then thunderous beating the next. It is a shift that means the man will live, rather than die. All because of a mermaid. 

The Grim Reaper grips his scythe with a hard, bony grasp. His people do not seem to notice the change, for they continue to stare at him expectantly, awaiting his orders to move.

Well. He will not become stronger tonight, but that does not mean he will remain weak forever. Another has slipped from his grasp, and, yes, he is angry—livid, even—about this change of plan, but he will find them all. He will. He will find all of those who have cheated death, and he will swallow them whole, and he will absorb their magic, and then no one will be able to stop him. He will be too powerful for any sorcerer or sorceress in the land.

Then the days of light magic—indeed, the days of the living—will be over. There will only be room for dark magic and the walking dead.

The Grim Reaper turns back to his people and waves his scythe at them. They all disappear in a large gust of wind that, in spite of its power, does not wake the Enchantress or the Huntsman.

They sleep on, unaware of the horrors that gleefully awaited their deaths.
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“Go back, Anna,” Alfie says. “Lock yourself in.”

Anna shakes her head. “You,” she says. “You must escape these woods before it is too late.”

Already, the woods are filled with shadows. Anna tries not to look at them, but as they creep closer she cannot help it. Her eyes flick to one at the side. A large wolf with a man’s face. There is a bear with a man’s face. There is a snake, slithering toward the three of them, wearing a man’s face. And as soon as these creatures emerge from the trees, Anna points her staff toward each one in turn and hurriedly says, “Halt.” 

And, for once, it works. The creatures do not seem to be able to move. The wolf howls. The bear growls. The snake hisses and spits poison from its fangs, but no victim is near enough to accomplish this revenge.

Alfie’s eyes are wide.

“Go, Alfie,” Anna says. “I have stilled them.”

“I cannot leave you,” Alfie says.

“More creatures will come,” Anna says, and even as she says the words, more shadows gather along another side of the clearing. “Lock yourself in my house.” The house he made for her. The house she will not be able to use.

“But what about you?” Alfie says. 

“I will do as your brother says,” Anna says. “I will surrender.” She eyes Bran, who looks triumphant, if a bit frightened. He is unsure of her powers. She is unsure of her powers. They are one and the same for a moment in time. Anna addresses Bran. “As long as you promise to protect Alfie with the days you have remaining you.”

Bran smiles, but it is not a kind smile. “I will do no such thing,” he says. “My brothers can protect themselves. And when I am king—” He seems to realize his mistake, and his eyes dart to Alfie.

“When you are king?” Alfie says. “But you are the second son. Oliver will be king.”

Bran’s face flashes with anger. “I should have been the first. I deserve the throne.”

More creatures creep around them. “Go, Alfie,” Anna says, and out of the corner of her eye, she sees a creature lunge at Alfie. She points her staff toward it, and the creature, a black panther with the face of a woman, is frozen in mid-leap. It shrieks, a sound that scrapes down Anna’s back like claws.

Something grabs her hand and jerks her backward. Bran. He is pulling her toward the back of the clearing. And for a moment, Anna wonders why the creatures do not attack him. But when he says, “Kill the boy,” she understands.

He is their leader. 

Anna, then, does not think. She simply swings her staff and cracks it against Bran’s head. As soon as the staff touches him, he transforms into a hideous beast—a large, hulking mass with a lion’s mane and wild black eyes and hair all over his body. Horns, like tusks, jut out from his cheeks and the sides of his forehead. He gives a mighty roar.

“Bran,” Alfie says behind her. “My brother. You have turned him into a monster.”

Anna swallows hard and turns to face him. She lifts her head, though she would rather hang it. “He was already a beast,” she says, but the sorrow is moving like a raging river, twisting and splashing and winding within her, for the look on Alfie’s face is one of utter betrayal. 

“How could you?” he says. “Turn him back.”

Anna shakes her head. “I do not know how.” And it is true. She does not know how.

The two look at each other, and they are much too preoccupied with their own thoughts—Alfie thinking only of his brother, Anna thinking only of Alfie—to notice the Were creatures begin to slink away as the first hints of light touch the horizon. Neither do they notice the woman who steps into the clearing, a beautiful woman in an immaculate green dress with hair that is like the darkest and purest fire. And by the time Alfie and Anna do notice her, the Enchantress has already tapped her staff against the ground, releasing a small glowing tendril of green, which wraps around Anna’s arms and then her stomach and then all the way down her legs. She becomes a blackbird.

“I shall take care of her for you,” the Enchantress says. “Now you will not have to feel your broken allegiance, dear boy.” Alfie stares at the bird as if he does not quite understand. The Enchantress waves her elegant hand, and the bird flies toward the cage she carries. She snaps the iron door shut.

The Enchantress moves steadily toward Alfie. He is staring up at her with wide eyes. It appears that he cannot find his words for a moment. But when he does, he says, “Can you turn my brother back into a prince?”

“I am afraid I will not be able to do that,” the Enchantress says.

Bran the beast gives a mournful roar and turns away from both of them, placing his large paws over his face.

“So he will remain a beast forever?” Alfie says.

“If he is unable to alter the spell that Anna has placed on him, well,” the Enchantress says. “He shall remain a beast forever.” She pulls up the iron cage and peers in at the bird. “I am sorry I could not be of further help.”

Alfie stares at his brother. And when he turns back to the Enchantress, with another question, he does not get to ask it, for not only has the Enchantress disappeared, but also another tendril of green magic has wrapped around him, effectively wiping his memory.

Bran the beast roars again, and this time it is not mournful, it is furious. Alfie’s head jerks. He is entirely confused as to how he came to be here, on a full moon, or, rather, the last remnants of it, with a large Were creature looming before him, so he turns away and runs faster than he has ever run before, back to the safety of his castle, where he will forget he ever met Anna or had a brother named Bran.
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Cook was watching from the shadows, eyeing the girl who turned a boy into a beast so unrecognizable that Cook, who knows all the creatures of all the forests, did not even know what to name him. Beast will be sufficient for her purposes, she supposes. 

No one sees Cook, of course, for she is clothed in her animal skin, as she has been for many days now—too many days. She knows she is growing close to the time when she will be unable to wear her human skin again, but she must do more work. She is still needed. And now she steps from the shadows, into the abandoned clearing, where the Beast remains, glowering. When he sees her, he lopes away. She follows.

She growls, and the Beast stops in his tracks and whirls around. He roars, but Cook does not back away. She speaks to him instead. 

“Come with me,” she says. “I will find a place for you. I will make sure you are protected.”

The Beast tilts his head and stares at her. “You are a talking bear,” he says, and his eyes show surprise that he can speak. It is a rough and brambly voice. He stares at his paws and pats his own head, where two horns protrude from the sides of his forehead. “What has happened to me?”

“The girl turned you into a Beast,” Cook says. “But have no fear. Your future will be a good one.”

“Turn me back into a prince,” the Beast says.

“I am afraid I cannot,” Cook says. “There are rules to magic. And this spell, I fear, calls for love.”

“Love,” the Beast says. “Send me to my mother, then.”

Cook shakes her head. “It is not that kind of love,” she says. “It is the love of a woman who would want to be your queen.”

The Beast lifts his head to the sky, where the moon remains bright, though the sky continues to lighten. He roars loud and long. It is a wrenching sound that nearly brings Cook to her knees. But she remains tall, watching him. When he is finished the Beast looks at her, his eyes wild and pained. 

“What must I do?” he says.

“Wait,” she says.

“I must live in the woods, then?”

“No,” she says. “I shall make you a castle.”

Cook, in her bear form, touches the belt that rings her neck, and behind the Beast, a castle rises from the ground. It is dark and old, the best she can do. It is a castle that makes her shiver to look upon, for it is one where she once lived a surprising life that she does not miss at all. This castle was abandoned long ago, though she was not there to see it. And now it will house life once again, in an entirely different land. 

The Beast stares up at the castle’s leaning towers and then looks back at Cook. His gaze appears calculating, as though he is trying to decide whether or not he can trust her, a bear. She shifts into her old woman form for a moment, and then she shifts back into a bear. The Beast is caught off guard. “What are you?” he says.

“A shape shifter,” she says. 

“And that is what I am?” he says. The words have a bit of hope wrapped around them.

Cook shakes her bear head. “Alas, you are simply a Beast, until the spell is broken,” Cook says.

“And when will the spell be broken?” he says.

“When a woman falls in love with you and changes your fate forever,” Cook says.

“And I will not be permitted to see my family in the meantime?” he says. His eyes, for the first time, look human. They turn glassy. “I did not mean…” His voice cracks.

“It would be dangerous to venture into the village,” Cook says. “You must remain hidden in the woods. If anyone discovers your castle, you must hide yourself. There is an old trap door in the king’s room. You would do well to familiarize yourself with it.” She moves toward the castle. Rose bushes line its front. She plucks a red one and turns the branch of a tree into a glass case, curved at the top and level at the bottom. She places the red rose within it.

“Guard this rose with your life,” she says. “For when the last petal falls, you will die.”

“But—”

“I have extended your life as well as I could,” she says. “The girl did not know what she was doing. You would have died within three days. Now you have one hundred years to find your princess.” The Beast takes the glass case from her. She turns and begins to walk away.

“Thank you,” the Beast calls. The words wrap around her heart, but she does not turn back. She lopes into the trees, the leaves brushing against her cheeks and the top of her head and her massive back.

Her time has almost come. She will do what must be done, and then she will return for the boy turned Beast. She will give him a second chance.

As everyone deserves.
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Don’t miss out on the next Fairendale adventure!

Find out what happens when a wolf-boy meets a hooded girl in Book 10: The Boy Who Became a Wolf.


An Interview with Anna




Transcribed by L.R. Patton

Author




L.R.: Tell me, Anna, what it was like waking up in an unknown forest.

Anna: It was disorienting. Fortunately, I found myself close to a village that grew elaborate gardens. Though the gardens of Eastermoor are a bit confusing. They are not laid out as the gardens of Fairendale were.

L.R.: How do you mean?

Anna: There were no straight rows. These gardens were strangely haphazard. For example, the people of Eastermoor do not grow all their carrots in the same place. They grow them in multiple places, all throughout the gardens. This did not make sense to me until I had pillaged for a few nights.

L.R.: And your home—how did you choose it?

Anna: That was much harder. I chose a hollow tree and sat in it. It was the best I could do.

L.R.: You do have the gift of magic, though, do you not?

Anna: It is unpredictable. Unfortunately, I never much listened during my lessons. I was always distracted by the thoughts in my head and Maude’s wonderful cookies.

L.R.: Yes, the pumpkin spice sugar cookies. I have heard quite a lot about them.

Anna: They are the best cookies I have ever tasted.

L.R.: I bet you missed them in the woods.

Anna: I did. Very much so.

L.R.: And what did you think of your appearance?

Anna: I was an old woman.

L.R.: Yes, I know.

Anna: And old, bent woman. I wanted, more than anything, to be seen as the girl I was. Fortunately, Alfie could see it.

L.R.: And Bran as well.

Anna: Yes. Bran.

L.R.: What did you think of Bran?

Anna: He was quite beastly. 

L.R.: And that is why you turned him into a beast?

Anna: I did not mean to turn him into a beast.

L.R.: What do you mean you did not mean to turn him into a beast?

Anna: I intended to turn him into a frog. Instead, he became a fearsome beast.

L.R.: I suppose that would be a lesson in paying attention to your magic instructions, would it not? 

Anna: Yes, I suppose it would. [laughter]

L.R.: [laughter] And I have been asking all of the other lost children of Fairendale one last very important question: How did you escape from the Enchantress and the Hunstman?

Anna: I do not actually know if I did.

L.R.: But you are here with me right now.

Anna: Magic is unpredictable. I might not be real.

L.R.: I have heard that before, from another lost child.

Anna:

L.R.: Anna?

Anna: 

L.R.: She, too, is gone. Well, I suppose we shall have to get used to this kind of ending to our interviews. The lost children of Fairendale will not yet tell us whether they have escaped from the Enchantress and the Huntsman. But do not worry. I will not stop asking.

If you would like to read more Fairendale extras like this, be sure to visit www.lrpatton.com/fairendale.


How to Survive an Encounter With Were People 




By the Honorable Edward 

Head Regent of Eastermoor




It has long been established in the kingdom of Eastermoor that every man, woman, and child is to avoid the Were Woods upon the rising of a full moon. In fact, even the days preceding and succeeding a full moon are considered slightly dangerous, as one cannot always be completely sure whether the moon is full or not.

Folklore tells us that the woods around our kingdom is full of frightening Were creatures that, for a brief twenty-four hours, are given reign as ferocious animals rather than men or vice versa. Were people become bears, wolves, panthers, foxes, snakes, spiders, and other creatures that cannot be named. 

There was once a man in our village who studied the Were creatures, but he was lost years ago, and no one stepped up to continue his studies. His book of records was found torn apart and half eaten in the woods. We have never been able to find his body, however. We suspect he may be one of them now.

Because his work was so violently lost, we do not know much about the Were creatures. But from what we understand of the folklore around them, there exists a method of protection. As long as one is inside a house, a Were creature cannot touch you. This is due to an ancient spell that was put on all the houses of the village wherein those living here would be safe from the Were creatures. Fortunately, the children of Eastermoor are very good at listening to their elders, and we have not yet had a child lost in all the years since the Were creatures were discovered, which dates back to when Explorer Dale Enderling traveled through Eastermoor and named our woods and village. To have a child lost would be disastrous, for the ancient spell of protection does not guard us against Were children, only those fully grown.

Should you happen to accidentally find yourself in the woods on a full moon, here is the step-by-step plan all children of Eastermoor are taught to memorize, practice, and never, ever use.

Step 1: Keep your wits about you.

This is, perhaps, the most important step of them all. It is true that the Were creatures are quite frightening to see, and upon facing one, you might understandably freeze up in horror. But you must, at all costs, keep your mind clear of fear and trembling. You cannot stand and gape at them or you will not escape. And once you are bitten by a Were creature, we do not know what will happen. The stories say you will turn into a Were creature, but we are not entirely certain. You might simply die, which, to some people, would be preferable.

Step 2: Run as fast as you can.

A Were creature will likely chase you once he or she recovers from the shock of seeing a human in the woods on the night of a full moon. If you are with a friend, however, the Were creature might opt to chase him or her, if you prove you are faster. So it is vitally important that you run as fast as you can and leave your friend to his or her fate. You must not go back at any cost. Retracing your steps will likely end in two people becoming new Were creatures, rather than one. Which is worse?

This advice does not apply to children, however. If two children are lost in the woods on the night of a full moon, they must both escape, or the ancient spell of protection will be revoked and the entire village will be in grave danger. Turning back to help a friend is imperative if you are not fully grown.

Step 3: Find a shelter.

It is known by all in the village of Eastermoor that Were creatures are not permitted to venture inside a shelter. This means that they must stay out of doors. They can pound and scratch on doors all they want, but unless a person within the shelter comes out, they will not succeed at their desirable outcome. And you will remain safe.

Because of this, there are many strategically placed shelters throughout the land of Eastermoor, along the edges of the forest. So if you happen to venture inside the forest of Eastermoor on a full moon (and, to be completely clear, you should not), you must not venture too far. The closer you are to a shelter, the more likely it is that you will succeed in outrunning whatever Were creature chases you.

If you find that you are unable to avoid being out in the woods on a full moon (and I do not know why you would not be able to avoid it; it is foolishness to try to observe the Were creatures in their habitat), you must ensure that you wear armor across every available surface of your body. If a Were creature does not bite through the armor, he will not be able to kill or transform you.

It is rumored about the village that some of the houses in our streets are homes to Were creatures, who are ejected violently on the full moon and must spend their twenty-four hour transformation prowling the forest. We do not know which houses belong to Were creatures and which ones do not, as the people of Eastermoor are one big happy family. But we lock our doors on the night of the full moon, and we huddle in our beds, glad for the protection of the houses that keep Were creatures out and keep us in.

Do not ever forget to thank your house for the protection it offers, for if you forget to thank it, the ancient spell will begin to dissipate, and you will find yourself at the mercy of Were creatures.


The Established Order of the Kingdom of Eastermoor




Powers of the King




The throne of Eastermoor is a crowned republic, which is simply a fancy way of saying it is purely symbolic. The king does not have many powers outside of his Congress and House of Representatives, which have twenty-eight and fifty-six members, respectively.

If the king of Eastermoor decides he would like to enact a new law, he must sign it into being, after which it will pass through both his Congress and his House. In order for the law to become a new law, it must pass with a two-thirds vote in the Congress and the House. Not many new laws have been added in the Book of Governing Laws kept in a large glass case in the middle of the entryway of Eastermoor castle, where any can freely enter and conduct a short refresher on what is expected of them as residents of Eastermoor.




Transfers of Power




Transfers of power become necessary if the king is unable or unfit to rule. The king of Eastermoor is required to appoint twelve regents, including a head, who will then be presented to the Congress and the House, should the king find himself indisposed, for a vote of temporary power. The regent only rules until a new king is set upon the throne, which generally happens within a couple of days.




Order of Succession




The throne of Eastermoor is passed to the firstborn son of the king. If the firstborn son dies before he has produced a male heir, the throne will pass to his next-in-line brother. If the next-in-line brother dies before he has produced a male heir, the throne will continue to pass down the line until a suitable and live king can be found.

The prince marks his official inheritance of the throne at twenty-one years of age, at which point there will be two kings presiding over the kingdom. The kingdom celebrates the day of the prince’s twenty-first birthday with a coronation ceremony that includes streamers, dancers, music, and plenty of raw food.




Presiding King




Eastermoor is currently under the rule of King Luca. Prince Oliver, his firstborn son, is set to inherit the throne in another year. He has been training for the kingship for the last year, under the direction of his father and both the Congress and the House of Representatives.


A Short History of the Woods Near Eastermoor 




From the journals of Dale Enderling 

Explorer




I have reached the woods surrounding the land I have quite accidentally named Eastermoor, because it lies to the east of Fairendale and appears to be one long moor. I mistakenly wrote “east” in the place I intended to write “moor” on my map, and so the land became Eastermoor. I believe I was quite exhausted by my travels through White Wind and Rosehaven, and my attention was not as focused as it likely should have been. At any rate, the woods are quite lovely.

I have found some interesting plants deep within the forest—flowers as large as a person that bear blooms in every color imaginable. I suspect that they might actually be plant people, though they did not open their eyes or sing to me as I passed. This sentiment makes me laugh even as I write it, for I have brought a great many fancies into my travels that are irrational for a rational explorer such as me.

On my first night inside the woods, I saw something extraordinary. It was a massive spider, quite frightening in its immense width and girth. I thought momentarily that it might have seen me, but it was on its way somewhere else entirely, and it did not pay me any mind. The strangest part of this story, however, is that as I watched, this spider became a man, hunched with long tangled hair that hung about his shoulders. He wore only a shirt of vines that looked very much like his large spider legs. Before I could get a good look at his face to see what happened to his other six eyes, he vanished.

I remained hidden all that night and only moved when the sun blinked on the horizon. I named the woods the Were Woods. I believe they might be home to the elusive Were creatures, and I do not know if they are the kind of Were creatures that transform every night or those that can only transform on a full moon. I believe that last night was a full moon.

I do not intend to prove either theory.

So I have not studied these trees quite as meticulously as I have the ones in other lands, for I wanted to remove myself from the woods before another night had passed. On my limited study, however, I have found three species of trees.

Greech tree: These are the least frequently seen trees in the forest. They are almost as large as the Sequecas I found in Rosehaven. They would require many men to circle their girth—I estimate about ten or fifteen. What is unusual about these trees, however, and what alerted me to the fact that they must be a different species entirely, is that their trunks are covered in a thick green moss. When I tried to scrape off the moss on one tree, the tree withered a bit. It is as though the moss sustains the tree. The moss reached all the way across the branches, too, which leads me to believe it is necessary to the life of the tree. 

The leaves are large and look as though they are sparkling when their bright green tops catch the sun or the wind. 

Blessed Nut tree: These trees are the most populous trees in the woods, and I know them by their fruit, which is a small brown nut of some sort. Not all of them bear fruit, but the ones that do carry on their limbs spiky yellow-green or golden pouches from which peek what looks like small, round brown balls, lined up in a neat row. They have a nutty sort of taste, which leads me to believe this is some sort of nut tree, one that I have never found in my travels. 

The Blessed Nut tree has a wide, wrinkled trunk and wrinkled limbs that span out from it in varying directions, like the tails of serpents twisting this way and that. Some of them touch low enough to the ground for a good climb. They look as though they would be great fun for children, but since I am a man alone, and there would be no one but Were people to find me in these woods if I were to fall, I have abstained from the age-old urge to climb.

Sash trees: The Sash trees are very much like the Blessed Nut trees, except Sash trees tend to grow up and then out. I could not even reach the lowest limbs of these trees, because they were many heads above my own. Only very large giants would be able to climb the Sash tree. 

My eyesight is not so keen anymore, but from what I could tell, the leaves of the Sash tree are shaped like regular leaves and bear a lighter green color. These trees are quite populous in the woods and provide such a thick canopy that I could hardly tell if it was day or night. 

Now, I must hurry on, before the Were creatures find me. I have no way of knowing if the legends about them are true, and, to tell the truth, I would not like to find out.


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

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




Though she has never turned a prince into a beast, L.R. has encountered Were creatures in her time. Nearly every morning, at 6 a.m., her sons are still undergoing their transformation from sleepy beasts into polite princes, bombarding her, as soon as she walks out of her room, with questions about when breakfast will be ready and where did they put their socks and how much longer do they have to go to school, will it be forever? She believes, as a result of her experience, that the best way to handle Were creatures is to feed them. Food always appeals to their sensibilities—and better that food be wild strawberries or carrots from the haphazard garden of Eastermoor than one of her limbs.

Indeed, often her magic is slightly off in the kitchen, and she will occasionally burn a lunch or a breakfast, but it usually does not matter to the hungry Were creatures. If their bellies are filled, they are happy. She accomplishes this filling-of-the-bellies every day at 6:30 a.m., 11 a.m. and 5:30 p.m.

L.R. is the residing queen of her castle in San Antonio, Texas. She lives with her king and her six young princes, who transform back into frightening Were creatures every evening between the hours of 8:30 p.m. and 6 a.m. No full moon necessary.

www.lrpatton.com


A Note From L.R.




Dear Reader,

I sincerely hope that you have enjoyed this story about how the Beast became the Beast—and, more importantly, why an old crone would turn a prince into a Beast. I am sure you will find it much changed from the stories you have heard in your past. The Beast was always a selfish figure in old fairy tales, but a murderous former prince? A leader of Were people?  The crone in the old stories was a waspish, vengeful sorceress. But a child seeking to protect herself and her friend? Who would have expected?

Recently one of you asked me how I come up with all the stories I write. So I must tell you this: I remain always open to what the universe and my imagination want to tell me. This looks like carrying a notebook around, recording thoughts and feelings and observations, jotting down little story ideas that may or may not make it into future books. I am constantly collecting, which is to say my eyes are always open. It is not always an easy way to live, but I have discovered that it is immensely rewarding. 

And why do I find it necessary to tell my stories? Love.

It is love that compels me, every day, to stand in front of my computer and write. Love is also what compels me to do something bigger with my life, so every book I write 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.

And now I must bid you farewell (the Were creatures have stirred, and they are dangerously famished), but before I go I must tell you to 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 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
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