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Chapter One

 

 

I ruined my life with macramé.

Yes.  Macramé.  

Someone else might have managed to go skydiving and break their neck.  Another unfortunate would have ended up in Burger Planet or Uncle Crap's Coney Island for rest of their lives.  Not me.  I had to manage a world first.  

I was in the fourth grade at the time, and it was Super Enrichment day at my school.  We all assembled in the gym, and I held hands with my best friend, Hannah.  

"Electro dance looks like fun!" she squealed.  "You should come and do that, Brie!"  She pointed to where a guy in a blue cape and black mask stood next to a boombox.  Other kids were lining up, ready to copy dance moves.

"I don't think I can dance," I shout over the other kids.  I was clumsy.  As clumsy as a drunken bear, Dad would always say (while holding a beer, by the way.)

"Sure, you can!  I'll show you.  I take ballet every weekend, and it's awesome.  You should take ballet, too."

"I don't like dance," I said.  Or tutus.  Or the color pink, for that matter.  I couldn’t imagine myself in that, then or now.  "I like art.  I'm going to do that.  I'll show you something cool when I get done.”

I eyed the table on the side of the gym, covered in clay, paints, and pastels.  Some of the colors had already managed to splatter on the floor.  

Oh, if only I had taken dance.

I left Hannah and wove my way over to the end of the table.  Colored wool cords sat there that no one else had touched.  I hadn't tried that yet.  I'd done some clay molding before in the first grade along with lots of finger painting.  This project was new.  Some kids were already weaving them into patterns.  The boombox started blaring out music and Hannah waved me over.  I waved back but didn't grant her wish.  I should have.

She frowned, turned away and began making moves along with the music.  I could never understand how that was entertaining.

A woman in a purple cape and another black mask walked up to me.  She smiled at me as I crammed in beside the other kids.  She handed me several cords of thick wool, red and yellow and blue and green.  

She smiled.  "Let me show you how to—“

But I got to work before she could finish, weaving the cords around each other.  My hands tingled.  They felt warm like something had ignited inside of them.  It wasn't a bad feeling— cool.  My fingers worked on their own, intertwining the colorful cords and forming a long rainbow braid that would make any My Little Pony proud.  I turned my creation around, not sure what I was doing, but a large square of knots began to form in front of me.  A wing.  I was making a butterfly.  I couldn’t believe this.  

The caped woman stood by, mouth falling open as I worked.  The tingling in my hands grew stronger, almost painful as I finished the second wing.  People gathered around to watch me.  Someone asked me how I was doing that.  I did the final knot and did the worst possible thing I could have done at that moment.

I held up my creation above my head, trying to hold it over the gathering students.

I shouted, "Hey, Hannah!" as loud as I could. 

A flash of golden light burst to life around my hands and my project.  A couple of girls screamed next to me, my heart leaped, and the light faded.

My project sagged in my grip, and I had to strain to keep its weight from hitting me in the head.  My butterfly had gained about twenty pounds in my grasp.  I struggled not to drop it but brought it down towards my chest, arms quaking.

And my butterfly was golden.

Not just yellow-golden, but shiny, metal golden.

Every thread.  Every knot and every weave had changed.  The thick wings even stood on end as if my butterfly perched on a flower.  This stuff looked like something I’d see in a jewelry store for kings.  

"Huh?" I asked and looked up, hoping the woman in the cape had an answer.  But her jaw was about to detach and land on the floor.

The man with the blue cape turned off the boombox.  

You could have heard a bug fart in that silence.

Mr. Connor, my teacher, stepped closer and squinted at my project.  "Where did you get this?" he asked.

"I don't know," I said.  I lifted the project with all my might.  It didn’t feel like cloth anymore.  It was metal now.  Solid metal.  

Solid gold.

"Let me see that." 

I handed it to him.  Maybe if I let this go, everyone would stop staring at me.

Mr. Connor studied it closer.  My project shined in the light, and he pressed on the wings, trying to make them bend.  They only gave a little.  I didn't understand.  

"I don't know how I did it," I said.  "I was weaving, and then there was this flash of light, and it turned into this.  It must be a trick someone played on me.  It’s a good one.”

He took off his glasses and squinted at the weave. "I could retire with this," he said.  "Brie, this looks like solid gold.  I've collected enough coins to know.  Where did you get this?"  The suspicion in his voice made a lump form in my throat.  Did he think I stole this?  

The gym went into an uproar, and everyone closed in on me.  Hannah tried to push through the crowd, but it was no use.  It had thickened even more than the time our teacher went to the bathroom and left the answer key to our fraction problems open.  

"Can you make one of those for me?"

"How did you do that?  I saw it.  That was cool!"

"Make me one!"

"Give me one of those!"

"I want a butterfly.  Make me a gold butterfly!"

Hands reached out.  Grasping.  Greedy.  I needed an escape.  Any escape.

I pushed through a small opening the crowd behind me and bolted.  Hannah yelled my name and kids lapped at my heels, but I cut out of the gym and down the hall towards the playground.  My heart raced.  I had gotten trapped in a dream.  Things like this could never be real.  Did I turn a bunch of cords into gold?  

The playground lady, Mrs. Vetch, wasn't there to yell "Walk!" as I pushed the door open and raced out into the rain.  The door closed behind me, cutting out the shouts from the gym and the whistle.  I searched around for a place to hide.  Anything.  I spotted the Dumpster by the side of the school with the side door ajar.  A smashed McDonald's bag sat next to it along with some stuff that might be puke, but it beat the horror inside.

I climbed into the Dumpster.

Then I closed the door.

Gagged on the stench.

I held my breath and waved a fly off me as the rain pummeled the lid.  

The school door opened with its familiar squeak.  "Brie!" Mrs. Smith, the teacher I had last year, called.  "Come back in here!  You have some explaining to do."

I didn't dare even to cough.  

"Are you out here?" she asked.  "Where did you go?"

I waited and waited until I heard the school door squeak open again and shut.   I slid open the door to the Dumpster.  All clear.  

I ran home.  It wasn't far, and I got soaked on the way.  Mom and Dad would yell at me for leaving my umbrella.  My homework.  For running out of school early, even though there was no work left for the rest of the day.  But when I climbed our crumbling concrete steps and opened the door, I ran right into my mother, still dressed in her waitress apron.  

She'd gotten home from work early.   The school had just called her to get me.  It was the last thing I needed.  

Dread filled my stomach, and I held the tears back.  

"Brie!" she shouted, taking my arm.  "Get in here.  We're going to have a little talk."

She dragged me back into the house, and I felt like running once more.  I wanted to be back in that Dumpster.  I had screwed up again.  Last week, I'd left my laundry on the floor.  The week before, I'd forgotten to twist the lid on the orange juice all the way and it dripped all over the inside of the fridge.  The week before that, I had dropped the newspaper in the gap between the house and the stairs, and Mom made sure to remind me of my idiot move for the rest of the day.  

No matter how hard I tried, I was a rotten kid.  

I always wondered why they'd chosen to adopt me.  I'd overheard Mom telling one of her friends one night that I was useful for tax breaks, whatever those were.  Otherwise, I was annoying.  

And now I'd done the worst thing ever.    

She made me sit on the couch.  I hated that couch.  It was always where I got sentenced.  

"Tell me exactly why you decided to run out of school today."  She waited.  "Tell!”

I swallowed.  My lunch burned the back of my throat.  I had ruined my life in the space of fifteen minutes.

And then I managed to make it even worse.  

I decided I had to do the right thing for once.  I told my mother the truth.

And she laughed, doubling over and grabbing the end table.  "You should be a writer, Brie.  It's about time you get to be good at something."

I clenched my fists and my face flushed with hate.  "Get me some yarn, and I'll show you."

My mother still laughed.  She left the room and returned, tossing a ball of multicolored yarn at me.  She slapped a crochet hook down on the coffee table.  I was the joke of the day.  Maybe that was better than a rotten kid.  "Spin me some gold, sweetheart," she said.  "Perhaps you can kiss a frog and get me a prince while you're at it."

"Fine!"  I seized the supplies.  I had never used either of these before.  I forced the tears back.  I was going to look stupid all over again.    

My hands tingled.  

Warmed.

Maybe I wasn't.

And I began to hook the yarn through the needle as the heat grew across my palms.  A row of woven fabric appeared before me, blending every color of the rainbow in soft tones.  Another row, and another.  A strange calm washed over me as Mom watched, trying to hold back a laugh.  I turned my square creation over and added another layer on top of that, thickening it into a kitchen potholder.  What was I doing?  I'd never done this before, and I was making something like a pro.  

"Done," I said, holding up the potholder.

The flash of golden light made my mother scream.  The heaviness returned to my grip, and I blinked, finding a shiny square of woven wealth in my hands, along with the crochet needle forever stuck through it.  

My mother reached out, paling and unbelieving.  Her eyes lit with wonder, and she reached out.  "Sweetie, how did you do this?"

"I don't know," I said as she took my creation.  "I don't know.  I've never done it before."  

The wonder morphed into something I'll never forget.  Hunger.  

And then, greed.  

Mom hugged me.  For the first time, she hugged me.  

"I'm not in trouble?" I asked.  I hugged her back, a sense of dread creeping under my stomach.    

"No, sweetie.  Of course not!  You've made me very, very happy today.  How about we move to a new house, a big one where we can have anything we want?"

She released me, and too late I realized I had made the biggest mistake of my life.


Chapter Two

 

 

Seven Years Later

 

I lifted my paintbrush and added another stroke onto the nobleman who strolled down the city street, his arm intertwined with a maiden's.  A flock of birds took off into flight from a wagon up ahead.   The sun descended on the scene, and the first stars appeared overhead.  I still needed to fill on the sky.  I grabbed my other paintbrush and went to work on the setting sun.

A pair of hands grasped my shoulders.  "Hey, Brie!"

I jumped and barely managed to avoid putting a line of red across my painting.  "Hardy!" 

He was standing there, smiling, puckering his lips and coming in for a kiss.  I caught my breath and accepted it.  It was habit by now.  His lips were cold today, almost like he had just walked out of a freezer.   Hardy's glasses were crooked like he'd been outside running.  He must have run home after last period and then back to the school in a major hurry.  I looked at the clock on the classroom wall.  Almost four-thirty.  Art Club let out a quarter to five.  He'd been hoping to catch me before I headed home to do my daily round of chores.  

Bad sign.

I straightened up, catching my breath.  It was more from the scare than the kiss.   Sadly.  "Hey."  I hoped it didn't happen again today.  That for once, Hardy had something else to talk about or something else planned.  

"What are you painting?" he asked.  

I faced my creation.  The other students kept painting away.  Cars.  Self-portraits.   Even a terrible picture of a cat with eyes that were way too big.  Mr. Crinkle walked up and down the room, admiring everyone's handiwork.  Maybe I'd get lucky, and he'd tell everyone to wrap it up for the evening.    

"A scene in a medieval town," I told him.  "No one else is doing something like that."  I liked painting castles and knights and peasants.  Painting was a safe activity.  Ultra safe.  

Crafts were a colossal nope.  

"It's cool," Hardy said.  He pushed his glasses up further on his face.  I checked out his shirt.  There was a guy in a space suit holding a gun on it today.  Yesterday, it had been a square zombie in some world made of blocks, and the day before, his shirt had a dinosaur and some triangle emblem with bright colors around its points.  I wondered what game the space suit guy inhabited.

I wished I had never opened my mouth to Hardy.

I wished I had let him go when he started getting obsessed with his live-action role-playing stuff and calling me less.  I regretted pulling him into an empty classroom two months ago, grabbed some of Mrs. Parrott's yarn, and showed him what I could do.  

I had reeled in a monster.    

Hardy shifted leg to leg.  He used to come to Art Club with me before Playstation 4 came into his life and replaced the larping thing.  And then the XBox followed, and then the WII, and then one old Nintendo system after the other.  Our dates had stopped in the past few weeks unless they included a drive to a retro gaming store.  

"So, what's with you?" I asked, tensing.  "I haven't heard from you since yesterday morning in class."  Guilt trip, guilt trip.  

"Well," Hardy said, stuffing his hands in his pockets.  "I was over at Mike's house the night before last.  I took my XBox over there, and we were up until two last night, playing Halo."

"Sounds like fun," I said, turning back to my painting.

"Come on, Brie.  You should try these games.  Don't you want to see what--" he lowered his voice--"what your ability is getting?  I can't believe you don't use it more."

"I use it enough at home," I muttered, giving Hardy a view of my back.    

"Huh?" Hardy asked.  

I should have never shown him what I could do.  

I had managed to keep him, all right, but at this rate, we'd never get past the kissing and hand-holding stage.  We could barely even do that anymore.  

I decided to give the maiden a red dress.  A long, flowing, angry red dress with sharp sleeves and bright highlights.   

"So, there's this sale going on with Steam right now."

Steam.  It was some website that Hardy liked to frequent.

You could buy games there.

"Up until the end of the week, you can get all these games for sixty percent off.  There's this one I'm looking at where you get stranded on an ocean planet, and you have to survive all alone.  It looks like a lot of fun, but I don't get my allowance money up until next week, and it's not going to cover the cost."

He ended it there, with a big, hanging question that he didn't need to speak out loud.  

When I didn't respond, he started telling me more about the game.

I painted another slash on the dress.  I changed brushes and worked towards molding the woman's mouth into a scowl.  I painted in her eyes, making her glare at the man.  Maybe then, Hardy would get the message.  

Or maybe not.  

I glanced down.  

Hardy's backpack was lying next to my feet.  It was open a little and wedged in between a math book, and a Literature volume was a ball of yarn, complete with a blue crochet hook sticking through it.  

I fought the urge to take out the hook and stab something else with it instead.  "Hardy," I said, interrupting his talk about crafting stations and giant sea monsters.  "If I do this for you--again--you have to buy me something, too."

"Sure.  I'll be able to do that.  What do you want?"  His voice lightened a bit, and his shoulders sagged in relief.  He was nervous about this today.  

"A shirt that said JP Morgan Chase on the front," I said.  

He molded his face in confusion.  

"Because if I'm your bank, I at least want to look the part."  I backed away from my painting and fluffed out my hoodie.  Then, I waved to my dragon leggings. 

Hardy let his forehead slap down to his open hand.  "Brie," he managed.  "This costs you nothing to do."

Mr. Crinkle moved on to my easel and stopped for a second.  He smiled and reached out towards my work.  His sleeve rolled back as he rubbed his hand down the side of my easel.  His tattoo showed a bit.  The bottom of a coat of arms stuck out from his shirt sleeve.  I caught the image of a castle and a goose before he moved again, taking it out of sight.  

"I like this, Brie," he said.  "You're always coming up with something different.  I love the detail you put here between the couple.  Very thought-provoking.  It makes you wonder what's going on between that couple in the middle." 

"Thanks," I said.  Would Hardy ever get it?

Apparently, I'd hoped for too much.  My boyfriend breathed a sigh of relief when Mr. Crinkle walked away.  "Just one more time," he said, drawing closer.  "I know you don't like...using your talent...but this is important.  It's the last time I'll ask you.  Then, we'll go out this weekend, and I'll take you to that ice cream place you've been asking for up in Badwater."

"Which is where that retro gaming store is," I reminded him, not that he needed that.

Hardy balked.  "I...I never said anything about going there."

Aimee wrapped up on the painting of her cat.  She moved it over to the side of the room, and I realized everyone else was wrapping up, too.  Great.  The club was almost over and then as soon as I did what Hardy wanted, he'd take off, never to see the light of day until tomorrow. I wondered where he sold all this gold.  How many times he'd told the clerks it had come from his dead grandmother.

Hardy moved over to the other side of the room and texted on his phone while everyone else cleared out.  Mr. Crinkle vanished somewhere--maybe to go rinse out some paintbrushes--and at last, the room had emptied except for Hardy and me.  

I sighed.  "Let's finish this.  If the janitor sees this, Mom and Dad will move me across the country again."  My heart ached as I studied the friendship ring on my right hand.  Hannah had given it to me before I'd moved the first time, so I would always remember her.  It was a flower with a smiley face in the middle.  

I missed Hannah.

She was the one person I could remember who didn't care whether or not I could spin gold.  

Hardy took the yarn out of his backpack and handed it to me.  It was red yarn today.  Fitting, given my mood.  I'd make a quick bracelet or something and shoo Hardy out of here so I could go home and get my studying and chores done.   

As soon as I grabbed the yarn and the hook, the tingling returned to my hands.  I worked, and Hardy stood there, waiting for the gold flash.  A bracelet appeared in my hands.  The heat grew, and I cursed it and my biological parents, whoever they were.  Hardy leaned across the big art table, eyes shining with something I had seen on my parents' faces too many times before.  

The tingling in my hands intensified, and the golden flash came.  It faded, and Hardy stared with his mouth gaping open.

"Brie, how am I supposed to tell the gold place this is from my grandmother?"

I glanced down.  

I held a golden chain.

A thick, humongous, swag gold chain with a dollar sign medallion.  It swung with the weight.  

"I can't control what comes out sometimes," I say.  "Oh, well.  It looks like you need to let your pants fall and show your tighty whities when you go sell this since you'll need to look the part.  Here you go."

And I tossed the medallion on the floor.    

“Brie!” Hardy turned his stare on me.  So much for laughing at my joke.  “What am I supposed to do with this?”

I grabbed my backpack and shoved my easel over to the other side of the room.  It banged up against the wall, and I headed for the door, brushing past Hardy.  “We’re over.”

“What?” Hardy’s voice filled with horror.  “Brie!  You can’t do this.  I love you!  I’m sorry I’ve been spending too much time on games.  I’ll make sure to spend more time with you."

I'd had enough.  I walked past all the art tables and knocked a stool against one as hard as I could.  Hardy trailed behind me.  “Come on, Brie.  Can’t we talk about this?”

“Over Steam again?” I asked, eyeing the door.  Only a few more feet and I could run.

“No.  Of course not over Steam.  Face to face.”

I noticed too late that the cabinet door by the exit was open.  

And Mr. Crinkle stood there, sifting through the cabinet.

He had just heard our entire conversation.  

And maybe seen way more than I hoped.  

“Have a great day, Brie,” he said to me, smiling and oblivious to the black look I must have had on my face.  

I nodded to him and stormed out, realizing too late that I had left the gold chain on the floor.  Hardy could tell Mr. Crinkle it was his.  That was more believable than the truth.  

“Brie!” Hardy’s shouts got more pathetic as I broke into a run.

I managed to push open the first exit door I found, the one at the end of the art hall. I came out next to a Dumpster.  Ironic.  I was doing this all over again.    

I decided to take a long way home.  I kept running, leaving Wolverton High behind.  My backpack weighed me down with its mountains of homework that there was no way I’d be able to do tonight.  

"Brie!" he yelled.  I glanced back to see that he was leaning out the doors.  Hardy was so out of shape that he'd never give chase.  

I flipped him off, turned away, and kept stalking across the grass.  I didn't slow until I had walked around the school.  Then I caught my breath and took the sidewalk that led to downtown.  Wolverton wasn’t the worst town in the world, but not the greatest, either.  It at least boasted a used CD store I could browse around in sometimes if I weren't stuck being used by Hardy.  I’d have more time for that now.

And I laughed.

I was free of him.

And he couldn’t blackmail me.  Who was going to believe him if he told someone that I could spin gold?  If he showed that medallion to anyone, they might think he stole it.  He might land in huge trouble.  

So would I.

My parents’ heads would explode if they knew I told anyone about my ability.

No, curse.

There was no better word for it.  Why did I have to sabotage myself with Hardy, anyway?  I could have come up with a better way to get us closer together.  

I turned my thoughts to better things as I jogged along the weed-choked sidewalk.  The nightmares Hardy would have tonight.  And best of all, the horrifying realization that he might have to get a job if he wants to continue his hobby.

I had a smile on my face by the time I crossed through the hole in the fence and left the school grounds.  It was a beautiful day, and the air was a bit cool with fall just starting.  Maybe next year would be better.  I could make more friends here.  Maybe even meet another guy, and this time I wouldn't screw up and reveal my ability.    

But could I trust anyone else with my secret?

I thought I could trust Hardy.  

My parents.

Both were Mount Everest sized mistakes.

I reached Main Street.  The traffic hummed and clunked as drivers played a game of Dodge the Pothole.  Downtown waited up ahead with its Victorian lights that I always thought looked like oil lamps.  I didn’t want to leave Wolverton, which we’d need to do if Hardy got anyone to believe him.  I’d found the place cute since I came here two years ago.  

“Would you like a ride, miss?”

I jumped.  A guy stood next to me on the grass, between the sidewalk and the road.  

The guy was kind of cute even though he was a few inches shorter than me.  He wore what must be a costume for a play.  Brown trousers.   A button-up blue tunic that was sun-faded hugged his chest.  His silver buttons shined in the sun and drew my attention up to his face.  The guy—who must have been about my age--had a reddish mole on the side of his nose that wrinkled a bit as he smiled at me.  His floppy brown hair hung down from a leather brimmed hat that any steam-punk fan would drool over.  He looked like someone who'd be showing up at one of Hardy's larping events when he still went.  He'd be the peasant trying to avoid all the orcs and wizards.  

And he had a weird inner glow, almost like there was a light coming from deep within.  It wasn't something I could see.  It was just...there.  I couldn't explain it.

“I’m—" I started.

There was a carriage parked right behind him.  On the curb.  In traffic.  

Complete with horses.

It was a wooden carriage with beautiful vines carved up and down the base.  The guy held the door open and smiled, revealing a similar interior and a wooden bench that looked like it had seen better days.  A driver in a black cloak and hood sat at the front with reins ready.  I made out a pair of hands, the hands of a young woman, but nothing else.  She had her face hidden.  

“—Good,” I finished.  The carriage wasn’t here before.  I would have seen it.  How did I not spot this a minute ago?

“Really, miss,” the guy said.  He gave me a little bow.  “You have a long walk ahead of you, and it might not be safe.  We can give you a ride.”

"Are you Hardy's friends?" I asked.  That was it.  Hardy called some of his old larping buddies and arranged this.  They must have been fast.  Very fast.  

"Hardy?"  The guy furrowed his brows at me and leaned on the open door.  "Who's Hardy?"

"Never mind," I said, backing towards the sidewalk.  

My stomach turned in warning.  This guy could be some weird pervert for all I knew, and I didn’t spot any signs on the back of the carriage saying it was Victorian Taxi Services or anything.  One of the horses snorted and stomped its hoof.  A car slowed, then moved around the wagon, hitting one of the potholes.  I heard a painful jolt that might have been its suspension going out.  

“Really,” the guy said.  He had a voice like smooth bark.  He adjusted his leather hat, pulling it down over his ears.  “It’s not safe for a young lady to be out walking by herself.”

I had to laugh.  This whole thing was weird.  These people were great role-players, at least.  “Let me get you caught up on the ways of this century.”

“World,” the guy corrected me.  “I forget sometimes.  Things are different here.  Please, let me take you home.  I promise the carriage is a smooth ride.”  He was so, so not talking like a sixteen-year-old.  As he spoke, he checked up and down the road as if waiting for someone to come along.  

One of the horses flicked its tail.

And then it took a crap.

The guy glanced at it and frowned back at me.  "Sorry."  His face flushed red.  

"I've got to go," I said, turning away.  "Thanks for the offer."

"Wait!"  The short guy wrapped his fingers around my wrist, and I flinched.  Ultra creepy.  

"Hey!" I shouted, facing him, but he still wouldn't let go.  The brim of his hat was eye level with me.  He had to look up to meet me. 

"Aren't you tired of running?" the guy asked, tightening his grip on my wrist.  

"Of running?" I asked.  His touch tingled.  It reminded me too much of my curse, and it took my breath away.  I should be yanking my arm from his grasp.  

"From your life here?"

His eyes were such a deep blue and his face, a perfect cream.  I struggled to find words, but a stupor came over me.  My mind went blank, and I stammered, "You're invading my personal space."

"Sorry," the guy said, releasing me.  His face flushed again, and he eyed the grass, flipping over a plastic candy bar wrapper with his leather boot.  "I won't do that again."

My head cleared.  He was right about that.  I had to get away.  I'd had enough of guys just then, and I needed a breather.  A long break.  I hiked my backpack up and walked down the sidewalk.

And I didn't like what he was saying.

Had Hardy told others about what I could do?  These were his larping buddies for sure.  He'd opened his fat mouth and explained to them I could create gold at some point.  There was no other explanation for the running comment.  

"Don't you want to go home?" the guy asked.  A horse snorted again. 

"I am."  I walked faster.  

"Wait.  I meant--never mind."

I kept walking.  I didn't even stop at the used CD store, but instead, I took out my earbuds and turned my iPod onto my classical playlist.  The soothing tones of violins and pianos filled my head.  I'd always liked traditional.  It let me escape from the crap of my life for a few blissful, peaceful moments.

I checked behind me to see if the carriage was following.

Nope.

It had vanished.  The horses, the driver, the guy--everything, gone in the space of a few seconds.  Instead, a leaf blew against the curb from where it had been before and another car rolled by, dodging the potholes.  I blinked just to make sure I was looking in the right spot.  Yes.  The candy bar wrapper still lay there, forgotten for the rest of time.

And there wasn't even any horse crap on the side of the road.  That had gone with everything else.  

The violins peaked in my earbuds, and I shook my head.

"Brie," I managed.  "Get this together.  Get home.  Close the door, and forget any of this ever happened."

I turned up my iPod louder, trying to drown out my thoughts, but the pressure of the guy's hand remained on my wrist.  I walked through downtown and kept checking behind me to make sure the horses and the carriage weren't following.  Check.  Nothing about that encounter made sense.  I couldn't have imagined it all, could I?

But the guy's words stuck in my mind.  

Was I tired of running?  

Of course, I was.  From Hardy.  From my curse.  He'd hit it on the head.

If I could spin gold, could other magical things happen, too?

I walked faster, leaving those thoughts behind me.  I was relieved when I got home, and my parents' car wasn't there.  Good.  It wasn't there that often anymore, anyway.  

Our house stood there, dejected and dark with its closed curtains and an overgrown lawn.  There was another notice on the door from the city telling us to mow it or else.  I groaned.  I knew why Mom wanted to do that.  And I knew what was waiting for me when I got in the door.

Emptiness.  I took out my earbuds.  Mom and Dad had discovered the Big Elk Casino about an hour away.  And since they no longer had to work, that was their daily destination.  They probably wouldn't come back until midnight or even later.  

I tore the notice off the door.  I faced the garage where I knew our rusty lawnmower waited and sighed.  The lawn could wait another day.  I'd had a bad enough day, and I didn't want to be out here in case that guy in the carriage came back, or worse--Hardy.  I entered the house.  I stepped around stacks of boxes and made my way to the kitchen.    

I dropped my backpack there in the doorway.  Opened the fridge and peeked inside.  Empty.  Rats.  It was time for another trip to the grocery store, and I noticed the hundred dollar bill Mom had left me on the table.  

And the yarn.

It sat next to my backpack, in fiery reds and moody blues and shocking yellows.  Mom had placed a crochet hook sticking straight up out of it.  Hint, hint. 

And a note.

 

Sweetie--

 

Your father and I had a hard night last night.  Could you be so kind to spin us a few gold bracelets or necklaces so we can visit the gold shop before this weekend?  

 

Love, Mom

 

I had homework. 

I let out a groan, snatched up my backpack, and stalked to my room.  I slammed the door, glad no one was here to see me like this.  I couldn't believe it.  I flopped down on my bed and put my earbuds back on, glad for the fact that I never got a cell phone.  At least Mom and Dad couldn't use that to bother me all the time. 

I turned over and held my Lit book above me, reading.  I had that paper to start, and I still needed to use Mom and Dad's computer before they got home.  And go grocery shopping.  And spin my parents their gold so we could pay our bills.  

My head pounded with a stress headache, and I gave up reading.  I closed my eyes and let the soft music of the composers sweep me away.


Chapter Three

 

 

A horse whinnied.

I woke.  I was still in my clothes, and my Lit book was lying on my chest, heavy.  I'd fallen asleep from a headache.  Crap.  I hadn't started my paper, and my stomach still growled from the lack of food.  

A man shouted outside.  The walls muffled his voice.  Metal clanked somewhere, and a wheel squeaked.  

I opened my eyes.  My iPod had run out of batteries, and I took the earbuds out.  Stuffed them back in my pocket.  My room was dark, and no light except for the full moon made it through the crack in my curtains.  The clock on my nightstand read eleven forty-five.  It was almost time for my parents to stagger through the door and collapse into bed.  Awesome.

My Lit book fell to the floor as I sat up.  I crammed that in my backpack, too.

Hooves tapped concrete.  

The carriage.

Had it come back?

I sighed.  "Hardy."  I crawled across my bed to the window and parted my curtains.

The street was empty, and the lights had all come on.  The houses across the street were dark.  Everyone was asleep.  

There was a carriage waiting next to the curb, all right, but it wasn't the same one I'd seen earlier.  The streetlight cast an eerie glow on it.  This one was complete with four horses hooked up in the front and a hooded driver in a red and black robe.  One of the horses tapped its foot in impatience as if it had to pee and didn't want to do it here.  All four horses wore humongous red tassels on their heads with golden headpieces that looked more uncomfortable than those dresses Southern belles used to wear.  I felt kind of sorry for them.  

And this carriage was painted solid black except for a red coat of arms on the side.

A pumpkin.  A castle tower.  A goose.

And a spinning wheel.  

A shudder ran up my spine.  I squinted and slapped myself, trying to dismiss the image.  It looked just like the tattoo that Mr. Crinkle wore.  

And then two men came out from behind the carriage.

No.  Two knights.

They stood in the glow of the streetlight and conversed with one another.  Both had metal visors down on their faces, and their armor looked shiny and new.  They had the same red tassels as the horses, making the entire crew a matching set.  

If this was larping, they were doing the best job ever.  Hardy had gone to some lengths here to get me back.  

Or this might be some Renaissance club or something that just came to town.  The guy I passed on the street was just the kid who got the crappiest role because he didn't get his name on the sign-up sheet until the very end.  These people must have been the ones who knew the club leader.    

Then I spotted something that blew my theory out of the water.

Both knights held swords.

They were complete with jeweled hilts and very, very sharp points.

One of the knights adjusted his helmet and waved the other one into my yard.

Towards the front door.  

My chest constricted and I backed away from my window, shutting the curtains.  A loud knock rang out on the door, and I froze, not sure what to do.  Hardy had to be pulling some joke.  

Those swords looked too real.

Another knock.  "Open up!" a man shouted.  "On penalty of death, open up!"

Okay.  Hardy had taken this too far, or something strange and scary was going on here.

At that moment, I would have loved to see Mom and Dad pull up in that crappy little Saturn and run over those knights, turning them into hubcaps.  But I couldn't count on that.  A knock came again.  Those guys were serious.  

For the first time, I regretted not having a cell phone. 

I bolted out into the kitchen, not sure what I was doing.  I grabbed for the knife block and pulled out the sharpest one.  Wait.  That wouldn't do good against armor.  I was better off going out the back door and vaulting over the fence to the neighbors' yard.  I could run faster than a couple of knights bogged down in kitchenware.  The carriage would never fit into my backyard.  I backed towards the other door and prayed no one had thought to go around.

A hand wrapped around my mouth and squeezed.

I froze for a second, waiting for the feel of a blade on my throat, but nothing came.  I breathed out, and my hot breath blew back up my nose.  Someone had gotten into my house.  The arm wrapped around me had no armor.  And my flesh tingled where it touched.  

"Quiet," the guy from earlier said.  "You don't want to get caught by those knights.  Follow me, and I can get you out of here."

Another loud knock followed.  "By order of King Henrik, open up!"

The guy kept his grip as tight as ever on my mouth.  I could make out his floppy hair next to my face and the mole on his nose.  Even an ear that looked pointed on the top.  Elf cosplay.  That was it.  I'd landed in some cosplay thing, and maybe they were filming this.  It was the least scary explanation.  Or perhaps they were a band of serial killers that no one knew about yet.  Cosplay Killers Attack Again, the headline would read.  

"What's this?" I managed.  The loudest knock came yet.  The door sounded ready to come down.  Those knights knew I was in here.

"Ask later," the elf guy said.  "They might get the battering ram."  He loosened his grip on my mouth so I could breathe.

"The what?"

Bam!

I jumped.  The noise came again, along with some splintering noises.

Okay.  I'd go with this guy.  He didn't have a sword, at least.  That was a plus.  A small plus.

I opened my back door, shocked that the knights hadn't thought to go around.  Either this was an act, or they'd come right out of the middle ages and didn't know what back entrance was.  Maybe this was a play after all, and they wanted me to get away.  Fine.  I'd play along and wait until someone pointed out the camera to me, then have a laugh and explain to Mom and Dad why the door got broken down.  I knew how they'd make me pay for that, but at the moment I didn't care.

I opened the back door as another splintering crash came, along with a loud thud.

They had knocked the door down.

And heavy, metallic footsteps entered the house.

"Miss," a man called from under his mask.  "We are to take you to--"

The elf guy pulled me out of the house before I could hear him finish.  I closed the back door to slow them down on the off chance they didn't know how to use doorknobs.  We bolted across the porch just as another shout rang from inside.  They had detected us.

"Don't stop," the elf guy said.  "Get over the fence.  Now."

We bolted down the deck steps and across the grass.  The elf guy shoved Dad's new grill out of the way.  One of the men shouted, and the back door burst open.  A metal blade scraped something.  One of the knights.  Or both of them.  We had to go.

There was a chain link fence dividing us from the neighbors behind us.  My heart sank.  

These neighbors had one of those junkyard dogs that really should be on a chain.  They also had signs posted around their property that read Is there life after death?  Jump the fence to find out.

I glanced back.  The two knights ran towards us, armor clanking, swords swinging.  They meant business.  A small, terrified part of me screamed.  

We reached the fence.

"Over!" Elf Guy said.  

Blind panic took over, and I vaulted over the fence.  The chains grabbed at my jeans and tore at my legs, but I landed on the other side and right on a barren patch of ground where that dog usually stood to bark at us.  I just hoped the dog was in a coma.

"Hey!" one of the knights shouted.  "Young maiden!  There is a sign that reads--"

I grabbed Elf Guy's wrist, and we bolted around the ragged house of the neighbors.  There was a white kennel up ahead and a dark form stirring inside of it.  The dog.  Awesome.  

A low growl sounded as we bolted past.  If we could get over the fence in the front, we'd be fine.  I ran ahead, pulling Elf Guy away from the beast that dwelled here.  

And then I heard metal squealing and clanking.

One of the knights was climbing over.

The dog growled at us again.  I reached the front yard fence in the front just as a drunken-sounding guy shouted from inside the house.  We both jumped the next wall at the same time.  Chain link dug into the inside of my thigh, and I bit in a scream.  Elf Guy got the pant leg of his shin stuck as the dog emerged from the kennel behind him.  I landed on the sidewalk, and I grabbed his hand, helping him over.  He grimaced as I did.  "Thanks."

Now we both stood outside the fence.  The knight ran through the yard at us, sword raised.  I could see nothing but darkness behind that visor.  He lifted the sword.  

A black and brown form leaped on the guy, knocking him backward with the force of the blow.  The dog growled and snapped at the knight, all teeth and slobber.  Metal boots kicked.  The knight dropped his sword and claws scraped against metal, making a horrible screeching sound.  The second knight waited way back in my yard, watching and not daring to climb over.  

"Let's go," Elf Guy said, catching his breath.  "What kind of beast is that?  It could rival any dragon I've seen."

"You're taking this larping thing too far," I told him.

"Larping?"  He sounded clueless.

We ran down the sidewalk.  Either way, I wanted away from this.  I knew I should thank the elf guy, but this was getting too weird for me.  I had to be dreaming.

And then I spotted the first carriage I'd seen that day.  The two horses waited on the corner.  The horses shifted like they were nervous.  The hooded driver waited.

Nervous.  So was I.  I didn’t care if those horses had the runs.  I was getting on that carriage and getting the heck out of here.

“Miss!” the first knight shouted from behind.  There was a rage in his voice now.

Elf Guy opened the cabin door for me.  I hopped in.  Metallic squeals sounded.  The knight had gotten away from the dog.  Elf Guy got in behind me and closed the door.  “Go!” he shouted at the driver.  "Straight!"

The driver whipped the reins and shouted a command at the horses.  It was a woman, all right.  

With a jolt, the carriage took off. 

It wasn’t a smooth ride like Elf Guy had promised, either.  But I didn’t care.  I glanced back through the back window, which had no glass, and spotted the knight getting stuck over the chain link fence in the neighbor’s yard.  The dog snarled and grabbed at his leg, and he held the sword in the other hand.  I was amazed the dog wasn’t cut in half yet.  And then the neighbor guy came roaring out of his house, holding a beer can in one hand and a shotgun in the other.  

The carriage turned the corner before I could see what happened.  Not that I wanted to.

“Are you okay?” Elf Guy asked.  

“Yeah,” I managed.  “I just almost died, but yeah, I guess I’m okay.”  I caught my breath.  Where were the cameras?  I checked the inside of the carriage, but this was what a peasant’s ride would have looked like back in the day.  There was even some dried mud on the floor.  At least, I hoped it was mud.  

I bounced again on the bench.  Even in a carriage, the potholes were horrible.  

“I’m sorry we couldn’t secure better transportation for you,” Elf Guy said.  He took off his leather hat and set it on his lap.  His hair was messy.  And yes, his ears were pointed.  He stuck out his hand.  “I’m Stilt.  Don’t worry.  I’m not with your pursuers.  I’m here to get you away from them.  Someone sold you out earlier."

I figured I might as well go along with it.  There was nothing else I could do right now.  “Brie.”  The tingling ran up my hand and my forearm.  This guy felt like pure magic.  I let go, but the sensation remained.  It was too much like what I felt every time I spun gold for Mom and Dad.  I felt as if fairy dust were creeping into my skin.

Fairy dust.

No.

Of course not.

But I could weave things into gold.  There was no place in nature for that, either.

I turn away and curse.

“I’m sorry if I offended you,” Stilt said, alarmed.  “You see, I’m not too well versed in the ways of this world, and—“

More horses snorted.

Galloped.

I stopped my cursing and turned to check out the back window again.  

I cursed again.

The black carriage was turning the street corner and roaring up the road towards us.  All four horses charged, red tassels quivering.  The driver in the red and black robe held a whip and kept cracking it above the animals, terrifying them into compliance.  The driver’s hood covered darkness.  

Our driver didn't need instruction.  She cracked the reins, and our horses sprang forward.  

Stilt swore too.  “Brie, you have to tell us any shortcuts you know through this village.  Now.  We need to get to Tate’s Farm outside of town by midnight.  It's the closest portal.”

“Tate’s farm?”  I’d gone there last year to pick up a pumpkin for Halloween.  

“Now!”

We rolled over a huge pothole, and I came off my seat.  The two horses ran in front of us while our driver cracked his reins.  Stilt and I managed to balance and get to the front of the carriage.  

We were racing down Maple Street now.  I could make out downtown.  Tate’s Farm was on the other side of that.  I had no idea why Stilt wanted to go there, or why I was here, or why any of this was happening, but once glance at the carriage behind us told me that it might be a good idea to get us there.  

“Go right!” I shouted to the driver.  

She cracked one rein.  The horses turned.  A single car slowed in the opposite lane and honked its horn.  The driver—probably some kid going home from the closing Burger Planet shift—would have questions for days.  

No one else was on the road.  Stilt slapped my arm.  “We have only a few more minutes!"

My mind had gone blank.  Then I remembered.  There was a trail that led to the farm that cut behind the library.  It was down the next street—and there was another car coming out of the Seven Eleven.  It looked like we were going to collide with it, but the driver stopped and waited for us to pass.

“Left!” I shouted.  "Turn left in ten more seconds.  Down that dirt road."

The driver held up one hand to say she got it.  These role players sure got into it--if they were role players. They had to be.  I had to hold onto that thought.  

They couldn’t be here for my ability—could they?  Only my parents and Harvey knew about it unless Hardy had opened his mouth.

The carriage made another sharp turn, and I crashed right into Stilt.  We tumbled into the door of the carriage, which squeaked open.  Air blew against my face.  Stilt grunted and grabbed for the bench.  The sound of galloping horses overtook everything.  There was nothing but movement behind us.  

Stilt's eyes widened, and he fell back, head going for the pavement.  His hat flew out and slapped down to the concrete.  If he fell, the road would scalp him.

I reached out and seized his hand.  His energy was wild now, scared and racing up my arm like it was trying to flee.  His eyes, wide.  

"Don't let go!" I pulled with all my might.  The carriage righted itself and ran over another pothole.  I could hear the gallop of the four horses behind us.  They were catching up.  One snorted.    

Stilt grabbed my wrist so hard that my hand went numb.  Stilt leaned forward, putting his abs into it, and at last, I managed to pull him up to safety.  He stood and closed the carriage door.  A traffic light turned way behind us.

"Thank you," he breathed.  Then his gaze flew to the back window, and he uttered something that might be a larping swear word.

My heart fluttered.  The four horses had closed a lot of distance between us.  I could make out their eyes, even in the dark.  Behind the black carriage and the hooded driver, the traffic light turned from yellow to red.  I blinked, and the red glow reappeared in the horses' eyes.  I could make out no traits of the driver.  The hood remained in place, and a pair of male hands kept a hold of the reins.  And a whip.  He still had that.  I wondered if he could reach us with it.  

"This needs to stop now," I managed.  "I get it.  I'm the joke here."  I was begging more than anything for this not to be real.

"I can't keep this up much longer!" the driver shouted.  She was a woman not much older than me. 

"This isn't a joke," Stilt said.  He took my arm and pulled me closer to the front of the carriage.  We didn't have much room to stand.  "I see Tate's Farm.  Hold onto the wall or something."  Then he shouted to the driver, "Turn left in five seconds!"

He was right.  Darkness closed in as we left the lights of town behind us.  We passed one final house, and the faded sign to Tate's Farm waited up ahead with its dirt driveway and its advertisement for pumpkins.  Three for ten dollars.  My senses sharpened.  We had to make it.  To what, I didn't know.  

The whip behind us cracked.  I jumped but grabbed onto the wall.  There was nothing else to hold onto but Stilt, and I wasn't that out of my mind with terror.  If I survived this, he had a lot of explaining to do.

The carriage turned into the farm and bounced even worse than it did on the regular road.  Scores of pumpkins rolled past, and the black wagon pulled up right behind us.  They were going to mow us down.  Why didn't I have a cell phone?  I cursed myself for not getting one.  

"Hold on," Stilt reminded me.  He faced the driver.  "Turn!"

We turned again, this time onto a path between twin pumpkin patches.  There were still lots of them as the kids hadn't picked through them too much yet.  A thud sounded, and our carriage lurched.  I fell right into Stilt again, and his arm brushed my back.  He grabbed onto my shoulder and pulled me close to him.  I didn't care anymore.  I hoped that whatever he had planned, it worked or I was going to die in this pumpkin patch.

Golden light, like the light of noon, exploded around us.  

I cried out and closed my eyes.  Stilt yelled something.  The carriage bounced again and then met the smoother ground.  The light remained behind my eyelids.  The wheels underneath us slowed from a squeal to a squeak.  Stilt's breathing slowed and blew against my ear, and the galloping of the horses slowed.  Maybe I was dead.  The black carriage had killed us.  I didn't realize it yet.

"Brie," Stilt said.  "You can open your eyes.  We're safe."

I did.

And I beheld a new world.

 


Chapter Four

 

 

"What the--" I started, but the rest died in my throat.

It was daytime, for starters.

Just a couple of seconds ago we'd been speeding through a pumpkin patch with some evil hooded guy trying to make us turn over, and now we were rolling on a dirt road and surrounded by forest, grass, and flowers on all sides.  Bugs buzzed, and birds sang and white, puffy clouds floated overhead.  I blinked, trying to adjust my eyes to the light.  It was daytime, all right, and this wasn’t Tate’s Farm.  In fact, I didn’t spot any buildings anywhere.  When my eyes stopped stinging I spotted another carriage, this one pulled by a single horse, far up the dirt road.  

Our driver sat there, catching her breath, as our horses panted with exhaustion.  We were out in the middle of the boondocks.

I searched behind me.  Maybe I hit my head, and I was just now waking up.  We must have been on some trail behind Tate’s Farm.  

But the trees here were too green.  There were no traces of the yellows and oranges that were there before.  It was supposed to be early fall.  This place looked like summer.  Okay.  Maybe I got in an accident and landed in a coma, and I was just now coming out of it.

But if that were true, I’d be in a hospital bed.  

A fox, complete with a puffy red tail, darted across the road and disappeared into the trees.  I felt as if I’d landed in a world of soft magic.  

"Brie, thank you.  We wouldn't have made it if you hadn't done that."

I turned to Stilt.  The guy was still there, straightening himself out on the bench.  And yes.  His ears were both pointed, and his inner glow was bright as ever.   I was growing more and more convinced that I hadn't landed in some larping act.  "Done what?" I managed.  I caught my breath, and something started to replace my shock and growing terror.  

"Showed us that shortcut."  Stilt smiled.  He had perfect teeth.  The guy didn’t even look human, and not just because of those pointed ears. 

For the first time, I wondered if he was something else.

After all, I could spin gold.  Now we seemed to be in some other part of the world or a new world altogether.  The carriage—no, it was a wagon—drew closer and the driver drove the horses to the side of the road to make room.  

It was something about Stilt’s eyes.  They were bright, the bluest I had ever seen.  He didn’t even have any clogged pores or blackheads.  How was that possible for a sixteen-year-old?  Color rushed to my neck, and I looked away.  

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes.  As okay as I can be after that.”  I swallowed, keeping my gaze on the approaching wagon out front.  Stilt made me uncomfortable in a way I couldn’t describe.  He seemed perfect and familiar at the same time.  

He'd saved my life.  But what got me into this mess?

"Okay," I said.  Worry fluttered up inside of me.  Mom and Dad might have been home by then, finding me missing.  If this whole thing were something that Hardy had planned, I'd kill him.  "This all started when you met me on the street and offered me that ride."

Stilt frowned.  "I heard that King Henrik had found you.  I had to take the risk and appear in the street like that.  There was no time." 

"Thank you for helping me get away from those knights.  Really," I said.  "I appreciate it.  Why were they--and this King Henrik--after me, and why is it daytime all of a sudden?  It's like Plan Nine From Outer Space."

Stilt looked at me as if I had antlers growing out of my head.  I felt to make sure that I didn't, with the kind of night--or day--I was having.  Check.

"What's Plan Nine From Outer Space?"

"A horrible movie," I explained.  "It switched between night and day about eight times in every scene--wait.  We were discussing this.  What's going on?"  I tried to lower my voice.  I didn't know who was listening.  "I need to get home."

Stilt ran his fingers through his hair.  It had the texture of a baby duck.  I wanted to touch it.  "You are home.  Welcome back to Fable."

"To what?" I exploded.  "Welcome back?"

"Fable.  This world."  Stilt sat down on the bench and motioned for me to sit with him.  I did.  I felt dizzy.  Could it be true?  My parents never told me where I came from originally.  The hospital I got left at when I was a baby didn't know who my birth parents even were.  And I could spin gold.  Maybe this was another world.

“So…” I said.  “This isn’t larping.”

“What’s larping?” Stilt asked.

I checked to make sure the black carriage wasn’t behind us.  “Larping,” I explain, “is short for live action role-playing.  It’s this thing where people get together and dress up as fantasy characters, like elves and fairies and knights and act out a role-playing game.  Hardy liked to do that before he got into the video games.”  I never went, even though I thought about it for a while.  

“Video games?” Stilt asked.  “Oh.  It’s something from the other world."

“Correct," I said.  I shook my head.  I was in another world.  Period.  I glanced down at my dragon leggings and my hoodie.  The wire of my iPod still stuck out from the pocket.  I was going to fit in here like a Goth at a cheerleader meet.  

Stilt checked the road behind us.  “Don’t worry,” he said.  “This is the light part of Fable.  We Legends come to the side the resonates best with us whenever we come through portals.  King Henrik’s men must have ended up in the dark region when they went through.  It always works that way.  We’re safe for now.”

“King Henrik?” I was a newborn here.  “Sorry,” I said.  “I don’t know anything about this place.  And Legends?"

Stilt glowed as much as ever as if there was magic stuffed into every one of his cells.  He smiled at me.  I was getting dizzy.  “This world's called Fable," he told me as if I were a two-year-old.  It was super irritating.  "This is the home of humankind's fairy tales and stories.  Their imaginations feed this place.  And we're Legends, the characters in those stories.  We've all been here for a long time.  We live out our stories, die, and get reborn again, over and over.  I have.  And you have.  We just don't remember it under normal circumstances."  Stilt nodded, begging me to get it.

"We're...characters in stories?" I managed.  Wow.  Stupid question.  

"Most of us are minor characters," he continued.  "Extras, you might say, or from more obscure tales.  Just the Grimms collection of tales has two hundred stories alone.  I'm an elf, one of many, many elves here.  But you, Brie, are a major character in a very famous fairy tale."

My pulse raced, trying to escape.  

This.  Wasn't.  Happening.

If what Stilt was telling me were right, it explained way too much.  

He checked out my pants.  "I see that you like fairy tales.  Your story always follows you.  It doesn't matter how far you go."

I stood up in the carriage, about smacking my head on the ceiling.  "I want off."

Stilt stood, too.  We faced each other.  I had to tilt my head down to look him in the eyes.  

"You can't," he said. "Not until you find something to wear that won't draw attention to you.  Henrik is bent on finding you, and he has Watchers everywhere, even in the other world.  They're his eyes, and they alwayss wear his coat of arms.  One must have spotted you a short time ago."

I let out a breath.

Mr. Crinkle.

He had a coat of arms tattoo.  

I cursed and sat back down.  I put my face in my hands.  This whole thing had to be a dream.  A nightmare.  But this place did seem familiar, like a faint memory tickling at the edge of my mind, one I couldn't quite catch before it flew away again.  It was something about the sky.  The flowers.  Even the way the carriage bench felt under me.  It felt right, and that scared me.  

 I was sitting next to an elf.  And I hadn't even seen the driver's face yet.  She hunched over, keeping the horses on the road.  Another driver approached.  I recognized a bunch of eggs in the back of his wagon.  

I took one more breath and sat back up.  Stilt still sat next to me, and he was close.  Maybe elves didn't have a sense of personal space.  My skin tingled at his proximity.  "So this is the land of happily ever afters and glass slippers and poison apples?  All the fairy tales are here, playing out over and over again?  So if I kiss a frog here, I get a prince?”  

"Yes.  Well, if it's the right frog."

I bit in a scream.  My mother asked me to do that on the day my life changed for the worse.  It’s about time you’re good at something.

Stilt continued.  "Sometimes, there are no happily ever afters.  Some of the tales are dark.  Most of those have gathered in the dark region.  Even the lighter tales have their dark sides."  Stilt stared straight ahead, and his inner glow died down a bit.  A heavy thought seemed to be plaguing him.

The driver flinched.  I could tell even through her black robe.  What was she hiding, anyway?  

"And others just seem to have happily ever afters," Stilt finished.  "Your story is one of them."

The other cart rolled past us.  The man driving it looked tired and saggy.  His hat hung over his face, and I found myself checking his arms to see if he had a red coat of arms tattooed on him.  He didn't, at least not on his exposed skin.  

I could spin gold.

A King was after me.

I must be--

"The girl who's supposed to spin straw into gold," I said.  "That's me, right?"  I laughed.  I was losing it. "And this Henrik guy is the one who's heard about me and plans to lock me in a room and make me do it."

Stilt swallowed.  "You're right."

My stomach wound up in knots, and I leaned over.  "Man."  It was the understatement of the year.

Stilt shifted on the bench and watched the grasses and flowers roll past as if he couldn't stand to look at me.  

"Wait," I said.  "If I'm that girl, I'm not supposed to be able to spin straw into gold."  I remembered the story a little bit.  Mom never read to me much, so I must have heard about it at school.  "This ugly dwarf guy had to come in and do it for her.  Or me.  Then he asked for her--or my--firstborn when she'd given him everything she had."

Then he faced me.  His eyes were big.  Scared.  "That's how it's always gone for you, Brie.  Every single life.  Henrik sent for you and ordered you to spin gold or die.  And you never could.  But for some reason, things are different for you this life.  You can spin gold now, and it looks like King Henrik knows.  It's only made him want to find you more than ever."

A long pause hung heavy between us.

"King Henrik?" I asked at last.

Stilt turned away from me again.  "He's the most powerful and most evil King in the dark region.  Greedy.  Selfish, and always seeking more power.  You know the gold he got by kidnapping you?  The stuff that the little guy spun?"

"Yeah."  I wanted to jump out of the carriage and run into the trees.  Hide.  Stick my head under a rock.  But at the same time, I couldn't stop listening to Stilt.  

"Gold is full of magic here.  In Fable, it's almost the same thing."  Stilt glanced down at my hands like he wanted to hold them.  I didn't want him to, but at the same time, I did.  I wondered what it would feel like to have such a being intertwine his fingers with mine.  "Like all the rest of us, King Henrik used to die and be reborn so he could act out his story over and over.  But each time he died, his gold never disappeared, and it's been accumulating for a long time in his keep.  His stores of it got larger each time he kidnapped you, and now he has so much gold and magic that he's stopped aging and dying as he should."

"So he's like, immortal?" I asked.  The carriage rolled over a small bump.  "And now he's cheating the system?"

"Almost," Stilt said.  "He's become more powerful than any of the magic users in Fable.  And it was he who discovered that how life in Fable works.  Since he stopped aging, he was able to witness us other Legends being reborn again and again.  That gave him an advantage.  He could learn our stories.  Learn all the secrets of them.  He could start to play God.  He's getting so powerful that soon, he might rule all of Fable and bring it to darkness."

A shudder raced through me.  

And then Stilt finished with the worst possible thing.  

"And he's also your husband."


Chapter Five

 

 

"What?" I exploded, rising again.  I reached for the door and pushed it open.

"Don't go!"  Stilt grabbed my wrist and the tingling shot up my arm again.  

"Let go of me."  I pulled against him, but he kept his grip.  I had to run from this.  

"I'm sorry," Stilt said.  "He was your husband before you died last time.   But he will be again if he finds you.  He wants his Queen back more than ever now that you have the ability your father always bragged that you had."

I stopped pulling and whirled around to face him again.  "I am not his Queen."

"You have been, more than once.  Many times.  And every time, it ends the same way."

I remembered him saying something about how some fairy tales seemed to have a good ending.  "So my story...didn't end well."  I made myself sit down again.  Stilt was trying to help me, after all.  He'd proven that, even if I didn't know who he was yet.  I had to at least listen to him.  

I took a deep breath.  Calm down, Brie.

"Yes."

"How does it end?  My story, anyway?"  My mouth was dry.  My throat, painful.  

Stilt studied his leather boots.  “Do you think that Henrik never once asked you to spin more gold for him after you had married?  Your secret never stayed safe from him, Brie.  He asked you to repeat your feat some time after you had gotten rid of that little man, and you couldn’t."

“And then?” I asked.  I knew I shouldn't ask this question.  I really, really shouldn't.

“He had you beheaded.  That’s the part of the story that no one ever tells.  That no one ever thinks about.”

I jumped in my seat.  I couldn’t say anything.  Ice stabbed through my veins, and a scream rose in my throat.  

“Well, now you know the truth,” Stilt said.  He went silent like he was waiting for me to say something else.  "And now everyone else knows, too.  Henrik was happy to tell your story to others once he learned the truth about all of us.  His subjects all know, and word has spread through Fable that you were the girl who deceived him.  And now, for some reason, you've been born again with the ability to spin gold.  You can't tell anyone who you are or what you can do."

"I wasn't planning on it."  My words came out in a croak.  "How did I get this curse, and how did I end up in the other world, anyway?  Did Henrik give me this ability so I could be his good little wife and make him richer when he found me again?"  He must have.  It made sense.  But it still didn't answer the question of how I got in the other world if I was born here.  

"It does sound like something he would have liked to do," Stilt said.  "He knows you can spin gold.  He must.  Otherwise, he wouldn't have sent for you again, knowing that you tricked him in all your past lives."

"And if he finds me, he gets enough gold and gets more powerful and takes down this world," I said.  "Great.  I need to get back.  Hide."  I searched around the landscape for any buildings.  Any magical gateways that led back.  There was nothing but lush green forest.  An occasional field.  

"Your story is hard to escape," Stilt said.  "Now that I know that we all live the same lives over and over, it just seems...pointless."  He let his hand slap to his trousers.  "We've got to fight back.  Somehow."  His glow faded a bit, and he sat back, saddened.  He didn't have much hope.  That made me feel a lot better.  

"I agree."  At least I had someone on my side here.  "And the little guy who spun gold for me?  Shouldn't the King just go after him if he knows how the story goes?"

"That would make sense," Stilt said.  "A lot of sense.  But he wants a Queen."

"He can look somewhere else," I said.  My stomach turned.  I imagined what Henrik could look like and I shuddered.  "Someone can tell him how dating sites work.  I do not have anything to do with a guy who's had me killed in all of my past lives, even if he wants to keep me alive in this one.  It sounds like Hardy all over again, times ten."

And I pushed the door open and jumped out this time.  

"Brie!" Stilt yelled.  "You don't remember anything about this world.  You can't just go wandering out there by yourself."

"Sure, I can," I snapped.  "I'm going home.  If I walk back that way, I'll come out in that pumpkin patch, right?"

The carriage stopped, and one of the horses snorted like it was impatient.

"It's not that simple," Stilt said.  "There are places back in the other world that can lead to Fable, yes, but only at the stroke of midnight.  They're always places that make people think of magic and fairytales, which connect them to the old stories.  It might be an old cottage in a forest, or a castle, or--"

"Disney World?" I asked.  I took another step away from Stilt, who leaned out of the open door.  

He made a face.  "Maybe."

I laugh.  "That would be hilarious.  Disney World employee gets sucked into a magical realm.  That would be a headline.  Anyway, how do these things work?"  I meant to say, how do I get back?  "If what you're saying is true, I must have found a way out of here before.   Maybe my parents thought I was cursed and wanted to get me away from Henrik."

"They might have."  Stilt waved me back into the carriage, but I refused to budge.  "But it's not easy getting back to the other world.  You need some magical artifact capable of transporting you.  Like a magic mirror.  I had to sneak into Henrik's castle and use his to get over."

My heart sank.  I wondered how Stilt had done that.  "Does anyone else have one?"

Stilt shook his head.  "Henrik has been gathering magical items for a long time.  He wants to have them all eventually.  The mirror came from an evil queen in the dark region.  He had his knights steal it from her."  Stilt held out his perfect hand.  Well, it was almost blemish-free.  I caught a glimpse of a reddish line on the top of his wrist, almost like a scar, but he shook out his arm a bit, and the sleeve fell over it again.    

"So why did you bring me here?  To where King Henrik lives?" I asked.  

"He was right behind us.  We had no choice at the time."  Stilt glanced at the driver, who kept her black hood lowered over her eyes.  How could she see what she was doing?  "You must have been miserable in the other world.  I'm sorry."

I flinched.

Stilt had hit it right on the head.  

"How did you know?" I asked.

"It's your story.  It always follows you and catches up," Stilt said.  "People used you, didn't they?"

"Can we talk about something else?"

"So does that mean you're getting back in the carriage?" Stilt asked.

I turn away and stare at the green glow underneath all the trees.  The forest went on forever, with rays of sun poking down through openings and illuminating wildflowers of every color.  This place was beautiful, way more magical than the park I used to play in with Hannah before my parents moved me away and never let me talk to her again.  

Used.

That was my life back there.  

And here wouldn't be any better.  

"Come on," Stilt said.  

I'd ask him what he wanted out of me later.  That would come soon enough.  There was nothing but forest up and down the dirt path.  No Mickey D's and no Wal-Marts.  I didn't miss either one.  I climbed back into the carriage and sat down.  Stranding myself in the woods wouldn't help me much.  It might even get me killed.  Didn't wolves exist in fairytales?  

And Stilt knew this world.  Maybe the elves had magical artifacts.  They had to be magic themselves.  Were elves good or bad in fairytales?  

I also wasn't in the mood to meet any talking animals.  Especially ones that wanted to eat me.  Even if this was the lighter region of the fairytale world, there still had to be some bad parts--right?

"Okay," I said.  "Let's go."  I got back in and sat down.  It was better than letting Henrik find me.  How old was King Henrik, anyway?  I was afraid to ask.  

And even more determined not to find out.  "I take it that if this King finds me, he's not going to give me much choice about the wedding, right?"

"None at all.  Often, choices don't exist here," Stilt said.  "Arranged marriages are the norm, especially among the wealthy."

"What's the farthest point from the darker part of this world?"

"I'm not sure," Stilt said.  "None of the Kings even know."

"There's more than one King?"

"There were a lot of Kings in the old fairytales," Stilt said, "and a lot of Kings here.  There's one in a village up ahead."

"He's not like Henrik, is he?"  The driver cracked the reins and horses walked again.  

"No.  Of course not."  Stilt dodged my gaze.  "He's a kind ruler."

We rode for a long time.  I kept checking to make sure the forest wasn't getting darker, and we weren't going any closer to King Henrik after all.  The forest began to thin, and the trees grew farther apart.  A few rabbits ran across the dirt path and vanished into the weeds.  Mom and Dad would be home in the other world right about now.  I wondered how long it would take them to realize I was missing.  If it had been a bad night at the casino, it wouldn't take them long at all.  If they'd had a good night and brought home some winnings, it might be a couple more days.  Mom and Dad were rarely up when I got ready to go to school.

School, where Hardy would be waiting for me first thing in the morning.  He'd notice my absence, especially with that Steam sale going on.

I chuckled.  

Things were going to hit the fan for everybody as soon as the bomb dropped.  

Maybe being here was a good thing after all.

"What are you laughing about?" Stilt asked.  

"Nothing," I told him.  

"The ones you're leaving behind?"

"Hey," I said.  The laugh died in my throat.  "How do you know so much about me, anyway?  And who are you?"

"Stilt."

"Very funny.  I know that.  But who are you?"

"I'm an elf.  Some of us do not want to see Henrik rule.  Keeping you away from him is the only thing that will stop him from reaching the tipping point."

He was frustrating me.  "I thought elves were aloof and didn't meddle in the affairs of humans."  When Hardy used to do his larping stuff on the weekends, the elves were always the guys who hung out in the woods and thought they were better than everyone else.  It was hard to convince them to join any battles.  Hardy used to tell me all about it.

"Sometimes we do," Stilt said.  He grinned.  "We only do the changeling thing once in a while.  And most of us don't agree with the practice, anyway."

"The what?"

"It's where they switch a human baby for one of theirs," the driver said.  She didn't even face us.  "I smell farms.  We had better keep this conversation quiet."

We rolled and squeaked closer to a small hamlet.  Little houses with straw roofs gathered together in the middle of a field, surrounded by grazing cows and sheep.  Another carriage with oxen waited in front of a building with a couple of barrels sitting out front.  A woman in a dress and a bonnet walked in and out, a basket full of vegetables in her arms.  She talked to a man in overalls and a leather hat for a moment before disappearing into the town.

I glanced down at my dragon leggings and my T-shirt.  

"Um, Stilt?" I asked.

"Yes?"  He sounded patient.  

"They're not going to burn me at the stake for wearing these?" 

Stilt studied my leggings.  "I don't think they will," he said.  "But we should get you different clothing, so you don't stand out here.  Henrik will have people searching for a girl in leggings for certain."

"I agree," I said, as much as I didn't like the thought of putting on some plain dress.  If these people saw a girl with dragon leggings walking around, the story would spread.  King Henrik would be here with that black carriage before I got the chance to find my way back home.  

I did not want to see how old or creepy he was.

"Do you have any money?" I asked Stilt.  "Or can you steal a dress?"

"I don't want to have to steal," Stilt said, studying the town.  Smoke rose from a chimney.  "This isn't the village with the King, but if someone sees you in the stolen dress, you might get punished.  Punishments are not lenient here."

"I can imagine."  

Stilt muttered something to the driver, and the carriage stopped.  The horses snorted again as if glad for the break.  The poor things must be tired from the epic run through town.  

Then I had an idea.  "Can you buy me a dress?" 

"With what?" Stilt asked.  He turned his pockets out.  

"I can weave gold," I reminded him.  

"You need something to spin.  And I'm an elf.  The townspeople will spot me as soon as I set foot in town.  We don't appear to your kind very often unless we're offering some good shoemaking services.  And then we usually only come at night."  He studied the town and scooted away from me.  "This town won't have any dresses for sale.  The next village does.  But we still need to find some twine or fabric."

"Then what about your driver?" I asked.  "Can't she go into town?"

"No," Stilt said.  Ahead, she shifted.  

I had the feeling I shouldn't push it.  "I'm sure there's something in this town."  The man vanished inside the building.  The town was quiet this time of day.  Lazy, almost.  I searched the field and spotted some sheep grazing, but no one else.  Everyone was inside right now.  "We can look," I said, pushing my door open.  "What about the sheep over there?  No one's over there right now.  We can steal some wool."

I knew I was taking a considerable risk.  But I couldn't stay in this carriage forever.  Not if I was going to get back home.

"With what?" Stilt asked.

"We'll have to find something," I said.  "Some shears.  They've got to have those here."

"I can probably sneak off with some of those.  I'll return in a bit."  Stilt got out of the other side of the carriage and walked over towards town.  The air around me got a little less tingly.  I swallowed.  The sheep continued to graze out in the field.  Getting shears was only Step One.  We still had to sneak off with the wool.

I watched Stilt walk behind the shop the woman had just used. Didn't elves have magic they could use or something?  Stilt wasn't doing any of that.  I stood there, waiting while he took his time.  At last, he returned with something that looked like a big pair of scissors.  

"Here," he said, handing them to me.  "These were easy to find.  Most people are eating lunch right now.  We can't linger here for long.  We don't want to be here when the huntsmen get back in the evening.  At least, we had better return these shears by then."

"You were fast," I said.  

I checked the field with the sheep.  All clear.  The forest stayed still around them, and they continued to eat grass, oblivious to everything else around them.    

Stilt and I headed out into the field, hugging the edge of the forest and staying out of view as much as we could.  The shade cooled me off a bit, and the sweat disappeared from around my brow.  The air here was so pure and clean, and for the first time, I realized my sinuses weren't clogging up like normal.  So this was my home universe, the one where I had spent many, many short lifetimes.

The one I might die in.  Again. 

I'd think about other things for now.  

The sheep continued grazing as if we weren't there.  I walked up to the first one.  The sheep back in the other world were usually dirty and dingy looking.  These looked like little puffy clouds which clung to the ground.  Their wool came in perfect white and gray and even brown.  I spotted a sheep that appeared to be pink in the distance, but it might have been the light.  There wasn't a trace of dirt on any of them.  

I figured the imaginations of humankind might have something to do with it.  Who pictured dirty sheep in fairytales?

I took the shears and lowered them to the first sheep, a brown one busy munching on a dandelion.

"Have you ever done this before?" Stilt asked.

"No.  Wish me luck," I said and snipped.

The sheep didn't even notice as a thick curl of brown wool fell off and landed on the ground.  Stilt picked it up and ran his hand through it.  "This might work."  

I snipped off another piece and another.  I moved on the to the next sheep, a white one, and went to work.  I didn't want to make one sheep balder than the others.  I just hoped when the farmer or shepherd got back or whatever, that he wouldn't notice all the weird haircuts his flock was getting.

I glanced at the four sheep I had snipped.  Yeah.  The farmer was going to notice.  The gray one over there looked like it sported a Mohawk.  The white one appeared to have lost a wrestling match with a lawnmower.  Stilt carried a whole armload of wool.  It was enough to make a decent amount of gold.  We needed to go.

"I think that's enough," Stilt said.  "We should get back to the carriage.  Sylvia can't leave without us."

Sylvia.  It must be her name.  

Stilt had so much wool in his hands that it looked like he was carrying a baby sheep.  I kept the shears close to me, and we headed back towards the trees.

"My father's going to take you to the judge."

The voice made me stop.  Stilt cursed, almost dropping the armload of perfect wool.  

A boy stood on the edge of the trees.  He held a bow in one hand and an arrow in the other.  He scowled, and his cheeks flushed red.  He stepped into the sun, revealing hair like straw.  My heart froze, and I wondered how long it would take him to use that bow and arrow.  Punishments were harsh here.  I could believe that.  These people might practice vigilante justice.  

"Move, please," Stilt said to the boy.

I glanced at Stilt with a silent question.  Did he have any magic up his sleeves?  But either he didn't understand me, or he didn't have anything for this occasion.  

"The judge is going to sentence you to starve in the tower," the boy threatened.  He took the arrow and brought it closer to the bow.  We were hostages.  Stilt shook his head at me.  I wasn't sure what that meant.  "That's what he did to the thieves who came through here two years ago.  He had them sealed in, and I'm sure their skeletons are still up there, begging for food.  The two of you are going to join them soon enough."

The boy pointed with his free hand.  

He was right.  A short, stubby tower made of cobblestone rose above the houses like a silent warning.  I could see no window, entrance or exit.  

A wave of ice ran through me.  I had no reason to believe that this boy was lying.  If this was the lighter part of Fable, what was the darker one?

"Drop the wool," the boy ordered.  He put the arrow in his bow and pointed it at Stilt.  He was the worst threat, being the guy.  

Stilt dropped the wool and held up both hands.  The boy cocked the arrow back.  My feet turned to lead.  He was going to pierce Stilt's heart.  Judging from the way Stilt backed up, that could kill even elves.  But couldn't he do something?  The guy radiated magic.  

I knew what I had to do, stupid as it was.  

"Boy," I said.  "I can pay you if you let us go and shut up."

He turned the bow and arrow on me.  The point was very, very sharp.  "Pay me?  With what?"  He stared at my leggings.  "Are you a witch?  My father told me to stay away from witches."

"Which sounds like a smart choice," I told him.  I couldn't stop staring at the arrow.  It could go all the way through my body.  "I can give you gold.  You can buy whatever it is you like to buy.  A new deadly weapon, maybe."

The boy's face remained hard.  I'd never seen such a serious kid.  This kid should have been at Super Enrichment day, getting paint splattered on the floor.  

"Let me pick up this wool, and I can make you some gold.  Right here.  Right now.  If I fail, you can shoot me."

"Brie," Stilt said in a tone that meant no.

I moved to the side a bit.  Every muscle tightened.  Then Stilt dove down, scooping up some wool and flinging it at me.  I caught it, and the boy pulled the arrow back, ready to let go.  

"You're up to some trick," he said.

"Do you know what?" I asked.  "If I fail to get you gold in five minutes, you can shoot us both.  Got it?"

Stilt grimaced at me.  I nodded at my partner in crime.  I could do this.  I always could.

"Then do it," he ordered.

I took the brown wool in my hands and separated the fibers.  My hands tingled and warmed.  It was working.  I took a thread and twisted it into a cord, struggling to make it stay together.  I had nothing to work with here.  The wool was crude.  

Then I twisted the second piece of wool into a cord, and another.  I sat on the grass and brought both of the sloppy lengths together.  I was making a huge mistake here, but the other option was to take an arrow through the heart or starve to death in the tower.  

"Four minutes," the boy said.

"Calm down," Stilt told him.  "You'll benefit from this."

I bound the two fibers together, making another braid.  The heat intensified in my hands, getting uncomfortable, but I had reached the point where I couldn't stop.  I wound the braid into a ring, tied it together, and squinted as the light flashed in my hands.

And faded.

I held a golden coin with a castle carved on the front.  

"Here," I told the boy, handing it to him.  "Here's your gold.  Now you have to honor your end of the bargain and let us go without a word."

And I dropped the coin on the ground and stood.

The boy lowered his bow for a second, staring at it.  

"Wow," he said.  Wonder had overtaken him.  "That's a farthing.  A real farthing!"

"Your end of the bargain," Stilt reminded him.

The boy left the coin on the ground.  Then he glared at all the sheep.  The one with the Mohawk wandered over to the one that lost the lawnmower battle and sunk to the ground, ready for a nap.

"How do I explain to my father why our sheep are missing so much wool?" he asked.  "He'll birch me for sure for not watching them more closely."

I deflated inside.  I could see where this was going.

"Birch?" I asked, facing Stilt.

He grinned.  "It's punishment.  It involves a birch stick and bare buttocks."

I sighed.  "Will a few more coins make your birching worth it?"

The boy smiled, devilish.  "Maybe."

I eyed our carriage, still waiting on the side of the distant road.  One of the horses went to lie down.  They were getting bored, and someone was bound to come by sooner or later.  I was digging myself into a deeper and deeper hole here.  How long would this boy keep his mouth shut?  

"And you're going to be extra, extra quiet after I do this?" I asked.

"Maybe."

"Stilt," I said.  I needed some backup here.

He thought for a second.  "If you are not extra, extra, extra quiet, I just may peddle you to the other elves.  They could always use a slave to guard their herds."

The boy raised his bow again, and Stilt held up his hands.  

"How many coins?" I asked.

"A dozen!" he shouts at me.  "A dozen, and I'll stay quiet for as long as I live."

"Then don't hurt him."  The thought of that sent panic through me.  Stilt helped me get away from those knights, even if he was frustrating.  He didn't deserve an arrow through the chest.  

I got to work, and my hands burned more and more with each new coin I made and dropped to the ground.  They clinked against each other.  We were running out of wool for ourselves, and we might not have enough left for me to buy a blend-in period costume.  I should have raided the drama club's storeroom before I came here.  

I flung the last coin down on the pile, glad to be rid of it.  "There you go.  Now the two of us are leaving." I gathered the last of the wool--there might be enough for six or seven more coins--and slid the shears towards the boy with my foot.  I'd be pushing it if I took them with me.  

"Go," he said.  "If I need gold, I will find you."

I didn't like the sound of that.  I walked quickly along the trees, clutching the soft wool as hard as I could between my hands.  I waited for the zing of the arrow, but it never came.  

"That was good back there," Stilt said, "but we need to hurry to the next village.  We can't stay here with him knowing your secret.  But at least we will have gold by the time we get there."

I knew what my job was going to be on the way.  Both horses were lying down now and the driver hunched low, trying to shield herself from the heat of the sun.   It was mid-afternoon.  I glanced back to see the boy standing there in front of his herd, bow still in hand as if daring us to go back and challenge him.

Yes.  We needed to go, or that kid was going to blackmail us to death.

My hands ached.  If it hadn't been for my ability, I would have been dead.  

I had died lots of times because I couldn't spin gold if Stilt were right.  

What was I without my ability?  

Stilt and I climbed back into the carriage.  I wrung my hands out, and the ache faded a bit.  Stilt whispered something to Sylvia, and she cracked the reins.  The horses dragged themselves off the ground and started walking again.  I felt terrible for the poor things.  They couldn't catch a break.

Like me.

I just got used all over again.  

I had to ask the question.  "Stilt, how much do you want me to pay you for this?"

He held up a hand and watched the village pass.  "Nothing."

"Nothing?  You're kidding, right?"

"I don't like gold.  It causes more trouble than it's worth.  It's true in the other world, and it's even truer here.  Haven't you heard of the golden goose and the golden children?  Or the golden apples and the golden bird?"

"I've had enough of gold, too," I said.  "You're right.  Life sucks because of it."

Stilt looked at me, begging me to believe him.  He must have wanted something.  If I knew anything about fae, it was that they did nothing for free, ever, and they usually tried to screw you over in the worst possible ways.  Stilt was an elf.  

If that didn't fall under the fae category, I wasn't sure what did.

"Are you sure you don't want anything?" 

He nodded.  "I'm certain, Brie."  He glanced down at my hand, then back up to me.  "If I ventured into the dark region, I might.  The different regions have effects on our natures.  Elves in the light region are usually kind and love to help out.  But put one of us in the dark region, and we change in a matter of days.  It brings out all of our worst traits."

"That's nice to know," I said.  "So you don't have any free will?"

Stilt shook his head.  "Well, we can decide what region we want to inhabit.  After that, it's history."  He smiled.  "At least we didn't end up shut in that tower."

"I agree."  I was starting to relax around Stilt.  We were leaving the small hamlet behind along with that boy, but I was sure he was watching us go.  

"So...how many people in the other world knew about what you can do?" he asked.

"My adoptive parents.  Unfortunately.  Until they found out I could spin gold, they kept me for tax reasons."  I knew I shouldn't be telling all this to some elf, but at the same time, it felt good to get it out.  

Stilt's gaze fell to the floor.  "I'm sorry.  I really, truly am."

"Sorry?  It's not your fault my parents are greedy jerks."

He said nothing to that.  

"What about you?  Where are you from?" I asked.

"Fable."  There he was again, dodging my questions.  "Until Henrik found out the truth about this place, I didn't think there was another world."

"What I want to know is how I got over there in the first place if I was born here."  I watched the town vanish behind us to be blocked by another small forest.  The world stayed as bright as ever, but the sun was starting to creep towards the horizon.  Night in Fable must be full of scary things.  Didn't people have to stop and stay with strangers for the night?  There had to be thieves who would cut your throat for your money or beasts that came out at night and tried to drag you away.  This carriage wouldn't protect us with its open window in the back.

Stilt leaned back in the seat.  "Maybe your parents wanted to protect you from getting stolen by the king again.  They wanted you to have a chance, even if you weren't here."

"My real ones, you mean?"

"Well, your father.  He's a miller over on the border between the light region and the dark region.  Had you stayed with him, King Henrik would have you in his prison already.  You have the same father every time you're born, Brie.  He's always the same poor man, leading the same life over and over again.  And you have the same mother, too, but she always dies when you're very young."

My heart ached.  "That's sad."  I wondered if my father looked anything like me, or if he was just like the parents I had back in the other world.  Had.  I was already thinking of them in the past.  

"But you can't go and see him," Stilt told me.  His glow faded.  It was like a mood ring.  "King Henrik will expect that.  Your father is scared of Henrik.  If you're with him and he asks for you, he will send you."

I sighed and joined Stilt in leaning back on the bench.  The driver stopped the carriage at a stream so the horses could drink and then took us over a bridge.  Another wagon passed us, this one full of pigs.  We were reaching a more populated area, with more people.  

The light got longer, and we fell into silence.  My biological father was no better than my adoptive parents if Stilt was telling me the truth.  Maybe if I found him and showed him what I could do this time around, he would accept me and want to keep me.  But if Henrik showed up--  

I wasn't going back there.  I was tired of that sort of thing.  

He could continue to be poor, and I had no desire to see him.  

And Stilt must have wanted something.  

We rolled through a bit more forest, and the shadows grew long and scary under the trees.  Yes.  We had to get somewhere before nightfall.  I worked at the wool, making coin after coin and dropping them on the floor.  My gold spinning abilities wouldn't get us through the night.  At best, it might get us captured.  We had to find an inn or something.

The trees cleared once again, and another town spread out in front of us.  This one was a lot bigger than the last one.  A giant wheel spun on the side of a building, and some cows grazed outside the city limits.  Two men in leather hats and overalls chatted it up outside of a low stone building.  A small castle stood in the distance on a hill, surrounded by majestic trees, and I tensed.  

Stilt wrapped his fingers around my arm, and the zing of energy made me jump and made heat rush to my face.  "Don't worry," Stilt said.  "That castle belongs to the kind King.  He's not a terrible man."  He sounded nervous.  Why, if this King was supposed to be a good ruler?

Stilt still held my arm.  His energy radiated underneath my skin and down to my fingers.  My hand heated like I was ready to create more gold.  Stilt had some magic in him, all right.  

My breath caught.  Some of this I was feeling might not be magic.  

He let go, and I could breathe again.  Stilt stood up, facing the outside.  

I didn't know Stilt.  Not really.  I couldn't be getting close to him.  I had to keep a safe distance and promise him nothing.  What if he was enchanting me?  I needed safer space, then.  I couldn't afford to get hurt again.  Stilt might not have liked gold, but there had to be something he wanted.  Something he was hiding.  

"I need to go pick up your dress," Stilt said.  He sounded absent and lost.  

I handed the gold coins to Stilt, and he vanished, leaving the carriage and me behind with Sylvia.  She hadn't spoken in hours.  I wondered what she was thinking under that hood and why she had to wear it.  Her hands were those of a young woman.  

I crept closer to the front of the carriage, making sure Stilt was gone.  

"Sylvia," I said.  

She ignored me.  

"Sylvia.  Who's Stilt?"

She reached up, silent, and pulled her hood farther down over her face.  I caught a glimpse of red trim that matched the same bloody shade of the tassels on King Henrik's horses.   

I felt stupid, prodding her, but something was very off here.  I checked to make sure Stilt hadn't come back from town.  He hadn't, and wouldn't until he had found me a dress.  

The woman leaned over as if begging me to leave her alone.  She became a mass of black cloth, huddling down against the night to come.  

These people couldn't be with King Henrik unless there were some elaborate trick going on.  But Henrik was a king.  He didn't need to trick me.  All the guy had to do was send an order.  He answered to no one.  

I'd need to be very, very careful then.

I was tempted to get out of the carriage and walk through town to find Stilt myself, but I remembered my dragon leggings and the fact that it might get me jailed here, or worse.  I probably fit these people's definition of a witch, and if I knew anything about fairytales, it was that witches were always the villains.  But weren't witches old and ugly, too?  I had one thing on my side, at least.  

Stilt returned just as I'd resolved to go out searching for him.  He held a beautiful yellow dress in his hands, and he cradled it, careful to keep its fibers off the ground.  It was the color of straw sitting in the sun.  

I opened the carriage door for him, and he handed it to me.  "Put this on," he said.  "The tailor wanted to get home, so I couldn't get it hemmed for you, so I had to take a risk and use some magic to get it down to your size."

"This is like, a noblewoman's dress or something," I said.  It wasn't a peasant dress at all.  "Thanks.  Am I expected at a ball or something?"

Stilt muttered something and turned away, closing the door behind him.  

I was excited to put it on.  The door closed and I made sure no one was looking.  Stilt hadn't walked around to the back window, and even if he had, he was too short to take a peek.  And Sylvia wouldn't face anybody.  I set my leggings down on the bottom of the carriage and my shirt as well and managed to slip on the dress.  Something about it felt familiar and the memory tickled at the back of my mind for a moment before vanishing in a puff of smoke.  All my past lives here.  Was it possible for them to rise back up to the surface of my mind, or did they vanish each time I died and was born again?

At last, I got the dress adjusted.  Stilt hadn't done a bad job estimating my size.  I wondered how much he'd been checking me out on the carriage ride.  

It was a gorgeous dress, like nothing I had seen someone at the prom wear.  It was as if someone had spun the sun right into its fibers.  Fitting.  I just hoped that this town wasn't so impoverished that I stood out and someone tried to steal from us.  But this was better than wandering around with dragons on my legs.  The boy back in the other town would eventually tell someone about the dragon girl who spun gold.  People in these stories never stayed quiet about what they had seen.  It was Story Rule Number Thirty-Seven or something like that.

Dusk deepened outside.  I stepped out of the carriage and Stilt smiled as he took me in.  "Come on," he said.  "Let's go find an inn."

Sylvia jumped down from the carriage and started to untie the horses.  There had to be a stable around here where they could stay for the night.  We stood there and watched her work, and I opened my mouth to offer her some help, but Stilt put his hand on my shoulder.  Another zing of magic ran through me.  Now my whole body was tingling.  My muscles tensed and I flinched, and Stilt removed his hand.  

And then he leaned close.  

"She prefers to do the work herself.  Let her."

His breath blew hot on my ear, and then he backed away.  Relief and disappointment washed over me.  

Careful, Brie.

There were too many secrets here to let my guard down.  And I had just gotten rid of Hardy.  I didn't need any more problems this early in the game.

Sylvia continued to untie the horses, and she fiddled with the reins.  I considered asking her one more time if she needed help, but she turned her back on me and pulled her hood down farther on her face.  I didn't get it.  I turned away and walked with Stilt towards the center of town.

We passed a woman out dumping a bucket of water on a small garden of veggies.  She watched us as we passed.  Her dress was a white apron covered in food stains over a black skirt.  She wore a bonnet that was cleaner than the rest of her.  Her face was hard and her hands rough from years of work.  This town wasn't a place for people who were lazy and sipped tea all day.  It was a bunch of extras, the nameless townspeople in all the stories.   

I hurried past her.  I could feel the woman's gaze on the back of my neck.

I didn't fit here.  How had Stilt found this dress in the middle of this town?  

At last, we arrived at a long, low building with a thatch roof.  Stilt knocked on the door, and a plump older woman answered.  She smiled.  Her teeth were yellow and black, but she seemed kind enough.

"May we rent a room for the evening?" Stilt asked.  "My bride and I need a place to sleep, so we're not robbed in the middle of the night.  My driver is taking our horses back to your stables."

The woman nodded and waved us in without a word.  I followed Stilt.  

His bride?  

He winked at me.  It was a cover story, but heat rushed to my face all over again.  

Would we be sharing a room?  

A bed?

My heart hammered.  Stilt wasn't even human, but he looked almost human.  I couldn't spend the night with him.  Just him touching me about sent me through the roof.  

Stilt spoke to the woman in a low voice.  My eyes adjusted.  We were in a lobby of some sort.  My shoes made the floorboards underneath me creak, and a pair of candles lit the tiny space.  The woman nodded to Stilt and waved us deeper into the inn.  I could hear drunken snoring coming out of one closed door.  There was another closed door at the end of the hall and Stilt opened it up and waved me in as soon as the old woman was gone.  

"Are you kidding?" I asked.

His smile made me want to slap him.  "Does it look like I'm not serious?  You need a bed for the night."

I wasn't sure what that meant.

My heart pounded.  The memory of Stilt's fingers around my arm rose back up again.  The magic.  The tingling.  Did Stilt have more planned than just staying here for the night?  Maybe this was what he wanted in return after all.  I couldn't deliver that.  Not to him.  Hardy and I had never even gotten to the stage where we did anything.  I wanted to, but then the video games and the gold swayed him instead.  

"I...I think I'll go back in the carriage and sleep for tonight."

Stilt's face fell, and then understanding came over his features.  "Brie, if we did anything intimate, it might kill you.  Elves are too magical for most humans."  He thought for a second and grinned again.  "Or maybe not.  You have some magic yourself and might be able to withstand--"

"I get it," I said, holding up a hand.  My ears must have been crimson.  

"This isn't what this is about," Stilt said.  "I was just having some fun.  You know, a jest."

"You said you weren't joking."  I wasn't sure whether to feel relieved, disappointed or embarrassed.

"I wasn't joking about staying here for the night," Stilt said.  He moved around me.  Closer to the lobby.  He was leaving.  "I can head underground or into the forest for the night.  It's where we elves dwell much of the time.  I'll be at home there.  You, on the other hand, need shelter."

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding.  

Stilt wasn't staying the night after all.  

That was a good thing.  I told myself that.  

I entered the room and Stilt remained at the doorway.  He flashed one more grin at me and nodded.  "Good night, Brie.  I'll see you in the morning."

Was that dread in his voice?  

He closed the door.

There was a straw bed in the middle of the room and a small table with a candle.  I picked it up and checked the room, making sure nothing was hiding in the corners and nothing waiting to come out and snatch me.  All clear.  It was a small room, just enough to keep me safe for the night.

I flopped down on the straw and stared at the thatch ceiling for a long time.  I'd stepped into another world.  My iPod poked at me from the dress pocket, and I twirled Hannah's friendship ring.  Only silence and the sound of drunken laughter outside floated in once in a while.  The darkness deepened and I let out a breath.  Stilt might try to come back in any second.

But the door never creaked.  

He had gone for the night.

Was he even interested in me at all?

He had to be, in one way or another.  Stilt had a motive behind this.  You didn't take a risky trip into another world and face down knights for no reason.  

I had to find out what it was.

I wasn't going to lie here and wonder about it all night.  I was going to find Sylvia and demand some answers out of her.  Where was she?  She must not have gone too far, unless she was an elf, also, and had gone underground with Stilt.

The thought made worry creep up.  Jealousy, but I waved it away.  I had to know where I stood, even if it had nothing to do with whether Stilt was into me.  

I got back up and grabbed the candle.  Thankfully, it had a metal candleholder, and it didn't burn me to carry it around.  I opened the door and peeked down the hall of the inn.  No one was here.  It was dark, darker than the scariest alleys I'd heard of back in the other world.  

Why did Stilt have to be so frustrating?

I crept down the hall, careful not to make the wooden planks creak too much.  Someone had stuffed some of them with mud and straw, muffling the noise.  I was glad for that.  These people used what they could, but it worked.

The old woman had vanished from the front lobby if you could call it that.  The fire had burned low in the fireplace, and the wooden table and chairs stood empty and sad.  

There were two other closed doors on the other side of the room.  I put my ear to the first one and heard a guy grunt and roll over.  A drunk, maybe, or a tired traveler.  No.  That wasn't Stilt.  Stilt wasn't capable of emitting sounds like that.  At least, I didn't think he was.  

Next door.  It was open, and no one rested on the bed.  

I checked behind me to make sure the old woman wasn't coming to throw me out.  My dress swished as I turned.  The stables had to be close to the inn and now I had to go out there and search for them.  Maybe it was fruitless.  Sylvia might have gone with Stilt.  

I opened the front door and the night air blew against my face.  The moon rose overhead.  It looked just like the moon back in the other world.  Of course.  It made sense that Fable would mirror Earth.  

The stars were bright here, very bright, and the ground very black.  A dim light poked between houses from far away, maybe from a fireplace, and a man yelled somewhere.  I hoped it wasn't Fable's version of an abusive relationship.

The yells stopped.  

I felt vulnerable out here. 

I could smell the horses or their business.  It had to be close.  

The crickets masked my footsteps and went silent as I approached.  I could make out the outline of a long, low building and I blew the candle out, regretting it right away.  Darkness closed in.  I had to feel along the stone wall of the inn and past a  lump that might be the innkeeper's house.  The smell intensified.

And along with it, low voices.

Stilt's low voice, and a woman's.

He hadn't gone underground after all.  

I crept closer, holding my breath.  The two stopped talking.  A light flickered inside the stable, and a horse snorted.  Even the animals were settling down to sleep.  

I could make out the building now.  It was a long, low building with a door open a bit on the side.  The light inside flickered.  Another candle burned.  I got closer and dared to peek inside.

The flame made me squint at first, but then I could make out the inside of the stable.  The two brown horses had settled in side by side in twin stables, and there was another horse, a spotted gray one, in the very back.  My nose got numb to the smell, and I made out piles of clean hay on the floor of each stable.

And Stilt stood inside a clean stable along with Sylvia.

My heart sank.  

Stilt was removing his shirt.  He tossed it down on the straw and stretched out his muscles.  Every line was perfect.  Every muscle in his chest, defined.  Stilt was like a statue come to life, filled with blood and life and magic.  His skin was perfect.  Unblemished.  

Then he turned around.  

His back faced me now, and then I saw the horror. 

Scars.

Lots and lots of them, crisscrossing Stilt's back like lines on a map.  Many were red.  Angry.  Others were more white, faded and old.  It was as if someone had taken a whip to Stilt on more than one occasion and beat him within an inch of his life.  

The backs of his arms had them, too.  Stilt had tried to shield himself from the blows, but it hadn't done any good.  

Stilt flopped down on the straw, hiding the horror from view.  And then Sylvia reached up and went to pull off her robe.  She muttered something long and tired and Stilt said something back that I couldn't hear over my heartbeat.

Sylvia wore a blue dress with a white apron like a servant girl.  I didn't get why she was hiding it.  

Then I saw the real reason she wore that hood all the time.

Sylvia had no eyes.

There were sunken, black holes where her eyes should have been.  Her eyelids hung ragged as if something had eaten them out and left tatters in their place.  Only darkness remained where eyes had been.  The skin had healed, but I couldn't stop the sickness from rising inside of me.

And then Sylvia walked over to lie down beside Stilt. 

I turned away from the stable and ran back towards the inn, not looking back.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

Terror filled my sleep.

I ran down a corridor in a castle, trying to escape, trying to get away from the man chasing me.  His heavy footfalls fell on the stone, and I ran under wooden supports, searching for an exit.  The man insulted me in every way possible.  He called me a trickster.  A liar and a thief.  

I bolted into a room.  

It was full of straw, piled high up to the ceiling and ready to collapse on me.  

I woke with a start.  

Tiny slivers of sunlight poked through the thatch roof above me. 

They made strange patterns on the floor and the walls of my room.  The straw bed poked into me at odd angles, and I made myself get up.  My limbs ached, and my head felt heavy from the day before.

I was in Fable.  Stilt had scars on his back, and Sylvia had no eyes.  

And they were lying down together in the stable.

Well, at least I knew where I stood.  That made things a little less complicated.  Now all I had to do was find out what Stilt wanted and find a way to get back to the other world. 

There was a knock on the door.  "Brie, are you decent?"

"Not yet."  I got up and put on the dress.  "Am now."

The door opened, and Stilt stood there, holding a loaf of bread.  "I thought I would bring you breakfast," he said, smiling.  "Maybe even breakfast in bed."  

"Thanks," I said, taking the bread.  I tried not to look Stilt in the eyes.  If he found out I'd been spying on him...that would have been bad.  Very bad.  "Where are we going today?"

"We can't keep traveling forever," Stilt said.  His inner glow faded, and he cleared his throat.  "You need to find a place to blend in.  Maybe a King's court.  One that could keep you away from Henrik."

"Excuse me?" I asked.  I cracked the bread in half and thrust one half out to him.  Did elves like bread?  Maybe they just liked breaking hearts.  "It's my life, Stilt.  I'll do what I want with it.  And if that's getting back to the other world and making a life there, I'll do it.  I can change my name.  Get away from my adoptive parents.  I was planning on doing that anyway."

"It's not that easy," Stilt said.  "Your story always follows you.  It's hard to break away from it, and if you try--the punishments are severe."

I think of his scars.  He's talking like he knows all about it.

"Even back on Earth, your story followed you.  Instead of being a prisoner of Henrik, you were a prisoner of your parents.  It's not right.  I think the best way to fight it is to find a way to live your story in the best way you can."

"People are trying to use me, you mean," I said, taking a bitter bite of the bread.  I chewed.  It was plain, but a sense of the familiar rose inside me.  I'd eaten bread like this before, in all my past lives, many times.  "You're saying I should accept my fate, then.  Be that girl that everyone wants to use for something."  

"Things might be harder for you if you don't."

"What are you hiding?" I asked.  "You seem to know a lot more than you're letting on."

Stilt closed the door, shutting us both in the room.  "Brie, have I done something to offend you?" 

"You know something you're not telling me," I said.  “I want your story.  I want to know who you are and why you’ve taken an interest in me.  I want to know what you’re getting out of this.  I think that’s fair.”  I didn’t mention Sylvia.  He had her already.  I was in this for some other purpose.

Stilt jumped back, hair flopping in his face.  The faint glow coming from his form wavered.  The nerves had returned.  But then he got his composure and stabilized, turning his face into a mask.  

“Look, Brie.  I’m here because I got tired of my story, just like you have.  I used to reside in the dark part of Fable.”

“You?” I asked.  I felt as if someone had punched me in the solar plexus.  “You?  In the dark region?”  Stilt might be frustrating, but evil?  Unless he was hiding it well, I couldn’t imagine it.  

And weren’t the villains in fairy tales always ugly?  The evil stepsisters.  The witch from Hansel and Gretel.  None of them were lookers, ever.  

Stilt was none of that unless the tales were wrong.

Stilt faced the floor.  “Evil is never rewarded here.  It only took me dozens of lifetimes and Henrik's discovery to notice that.”

“And?” I prodded.  I was getting some answers at last.  I couldn’t trust Stilt, even if the lighter region had turned him good...for now.  But he was between the door and me.  I couldn’t run around him.

“I wanted to take a stab at King Henrik,” he continued.  “I always die horribly in my story, and he let me know.  He taunted me about it.  I wanted a stab at him.  I wanted revenge."

 “And you ticked him off by doing what?”  Oops.  I couldn't let Stilt know I'd seen the scars.  

Stilt swallowed and his glow faded.  “Because sixteen years ago, I took you to the other world after I found out you could spin gold."

"What?" I exploded.  "You were the one who took me there?"

Stilt's eyes were full of shame.  "I was dark at the time.  I did it out of revenge.  I wanted to take the one thing that King Henrik would seek all over again.  Don’t worry.  The changeling I left in your place grew into an evil girl who spurned everyone.  They always do.  King Henrik sent for her, but instead of spinning gold, she could only spin copper.  He beheaded her.”

“A girl had to die because of me?  Because of what you did?”  Someone lost her head in my place.  My throat locked up at the thought.  Changeling or not, the girl didn’t deserve it.

“She was not kind,” Stilt said.  “Changelings are never kind, even if they end up in the lighter region.  King Henrik discovered the deception and…he found me again and had me punished.  He forced me to talk.  The king forced me to tell him that you could spin gold, and now he wants you more than ever.  Then he began his search for you.  I didn't want to speak.  He whipped me until I did.  And after I spent some time in the dark region again, I became capable of nothing more than thinking of myself.  After years of being imprisoned there again, Sylvia helped me to escape."

I knew I should be furious at Stilt.  But how many times had he been whipped?  Many.  Some of the scars were fresh.  Henrik must have kept him for a long time.  And what was the horrible death Stilt mentioned?  I had a feeling he didn't want to talk about that.  "Why have you brought me to this town?  Something doesn't feel right about this."

Stilt cleared his throat.  "It...It was a promise I made a long time ago, while you were still in the other world.  In case you had to come back here, I wanted a backup plan to keep you away from Henrik.  I made the King here--King Franz--a bargain.  He's a kind man who will make sure that Henrik never bothers you again.  He lost his Queen several years ago to a witch's curse.  You'll be safe with him."

I stood there for a few seconds as Stilt's words hit me.

Then I understood the fancy dress.

Stilt promised this King me.  He wanted me to look the part.

"Excuse me?" I advanced on Stilt, and he backed into the door.  "You want just to dump me here and have me married to a guy I've never even met?  I'm sixteen, Stilt.  Don't you think I need a bit more time to live before I settle down?  Don't you think I deserve a choice?  Oh, wait.  I don't.  It's my story to get married to a King.  And let me guess.  You told this King I could spin gold.  Why else would he want me?"

"Well, yes."  He opened the door just a bit.  "I had to.  He won't use you, Brie.  It was a long time ago before I started getting to know you.  I didn't know what else to do at the time.  We elves have to keep our promises and our deals.  It's our nature, light or dark."

"Then why is he so interested in a girl he's never met?"  Stilt didn't have an answer for that one.  I looked for something in the room to throw, but there was nothing but the candle holder, so I seized that, the melted blob of wax included.  "What did you get out of the deal?"

"Asylum here.  Away from the dark region, forever.  Away from my story.  It was all about me at first.  I didn't want to be dark or be Henrik's slave anymore.  But I regret this deal now.  I really, truly do.  I have no choice but to deliver you to King Franz."  His inner glow died.  Stilt was hating this.  

"How old is King Franz?" I asked.

Stilt paused, and his gaze flicked around the room.  I wondered if he could shrink and vanish through the walls.

"Well?"

"Forty-two."

Stilt earned the metal candle holder to the head.  It banged into the border of his scalp, and he doubled over, cursing.  "Brie!" he shouted.  "I thought you would be a little older before you had to come home."

"There are laws in my world about forty-two-year-olds and sixteen-year-olds, well, being together, and trust me, the penalties aren't good," I shouted, letting the holder fall to the floor.  

"This is your world," Stilt said.  "Arranged marriages are the norm here among royalty.  You never had a problem marrying Henrik in your past lives, and he's much older now than Franz is."  Stilt took a breath and straightened up.  "I just have to deliver you, but you can still escape.  You're right.  You shouldn't have to do this."  His expression softened, though he kept his hand to his forehead.  "What's the point of your freedom if you can't even do what you want, right?"

I tried to find some words, but they all stuck in my throat.  A red welt rose up on Stilt's skin. 

Stilt's skin.

It hit me.  

"You're Rumpelstiltskin," I managed.  My voice came out as a croak.  "You're the one who spun the gold for me and wanted my firstborn."  No wonder he came from the dark region and knew King Henrik.  "King Henrik figured out you could spin gold instead of me, so he made you work for him, didn't he?  That's why you wanted revenge."

He jerked.  His eyes got big, and he reached up to cover his ears.

"Yes," he said.  "Don't speak my name!"  

"Well, that's what it is!  You didn't even do a good job of hiding it.  Did you think I wasn't going to figure it out?  I have every time if the story's right, and it was your downfall every time.  Going to tear yourself in half now?"

"Not again," he said.  He dug into his hair, and for a horrifying second, I thought he was going to rip himself down the middle and that I'd have guts and blood to step over.  That, and I didn’t want to see that.  Stilt’s face turned scarlet, and he gritted his teeth in rage.  “Don't make me do it again!"

I froze.

Could I make him rip himself in half?

"Hold on," I said.  "I'm not going to make you do that.  Get your hands off your head, please."

He obeyed.  Stilt's eyes were wide with horror.  

“So much for escaping your story.”  I was livid.  I almost fell for this guy.  Maybe he just wanted me to marry this other King so he could steal my firstborn from that instead of Henrik.  It was safer for him.  Easier for him.  “You know what?  Get out of here!”

Stilt managed to let go of his hair.  He breathed a sigh of relief as if he'd expected something else.  He opened the door, almost as if he were a robot, and left the room.  His footsteps squeaked back at me as he departed.  "Brie, you don't realize--"

“And don’t talk to me!” I shouted.

Stilt said nothing to that.  I heard the front door of the inn open and close.  

I stood there, catching my breath, and let my arms fall to my sides.  I couldn’t believe Stilt just got up and gave up the fight like that.  Did it have something to do with my guessing his real name?  I knew that real names had power in the fantasy world.  Hardy told me that once.  What if they did here, too?

“I can’t believe it,” I managed.  I had to get out of this village before King Franz found me and tried to sweep me off my feet.  I checked out my dress.  It was silky and beautiful as ever.  Ready for a wedding.  Ready for a celebration.  

I almost trusted Stilt.

A big lump grew in my throat, and I had to hold back a sob of rage.  Once again, I had a use.  Nothing else.  As long as I had this curse—wherever it came from--I would never be free of this.  Would never be free of my story.  

I had to get rid of it, then.  Go back to the other world and live where there were no kings and fae.  I couldn’t imagine my story creeping up on me again if I did that.  There would be no reason to.

I opened the door to the room and stormed out.  I would ask around.  Find a way to remove this curse.  There had to be one.  This world was full of magic, both apparent and not.

There was one thing I still didn’t understand.

And that was why I could spin gold, and Stilt couldn’t.  Or wouldn't.  If King Henrik had Stilt in his court at one point, wouldn't he have forced Stilt to spin for him?  It might be why Henrik had kept Stilt prisoner at first.  He wouldn't even need me.  

Maybe Stilt would only spin gold in exchange for things?  A guy like Henrik wouldn't have paid up.  All Stilt had to do was ask for the kingdom or something, and he would have been safe.  It was clout I didn't have.  

And now he was gone.  I couldn't ask him about it.  Not that I could trust him, of course.  

I burst outside into the sun. The village was much busier this morning.  Two women walked together, holding baskets of eggs.  They talked in low voices.  A tired, ragged man walked the gray horse out from the stable area.

I headed that way.

Sylvia stood there, holding both of the brown horses by the reins.  They were getting ready to take off and leave me here.  

“Sylvia,” I said.

She jumped and pulled her hood down over her missing eyes.  I wondered how the poor woman got around.

I had to get the answers I needed.

She kept her back turned as I approached.  I couldn’t blame her now.  “Do you know how I can remove this curse?  And how I got it?”  Stilt might have confided everything in her.  They were an item, after all.

She spoke in a low voice.  “I’m not sure.  Stilt never revealed that to me.  I don't even know if the elf has any knowledge of how it happened.  You could ask him, but you told him to get out of here.  You learned his real name.  He can’t refuse your requests when you do that.  You’ll have to go and find him.”

I searched around.  Stilt was nowhere.

“He didn’t tell you where he went?” I asked.  

Sylvia kept her back turned.  “He was very distressed.  Stilt didn’t tell me.  I hope he doesn't go far.  I'm not sure how I will navigate my way out of here without his help."

Her words hung in the air.  She didn't plan on taking me out of here.  So she knew about Stilt's plan to deliver me to the King.  

“I can help you get out of here.  I'm not staying.  I'm going to go out and find someone to remove my curse."

“You don’t want to associate with the witches and magic users here,” Sylvia warned me.  She tugged on the reins of the horses, and they stepped forward.  “Or even many of the animals.  The birds can be quite vicious.”

“The birds?”

“Yes!”  She pulled the horses along the side of the building, taking great pains to keep from facing me.  “And stepsisters.”  She walks faster.  “If you want to find something that might help remove your affliction, there’s a mountain close to the dark region that contains treasures of all kinds.  It should be farther down this road, but it's dangerous.  A group of bandits has been stealing magical treasures for a long time, and they come and go and deposit things there.  The mountain is supposed to stand out from the rest of the forest.  I’ve only heard stories about it, but as King Henrik has been having trouble finding Fable’s magical treasures, I believe it might exist.”

She walks off, taking the horses with her.  Sylvia strains and walks with one hand brushing the outer wall of the inn.  

“Wait.  Can I help you with that?” I asked. 

She stopped.

"You seem to have some idea of where this mountain is," I said.  "Maybe it can help you with--with whatever your problem is.  There might be something there that can solve it."

"You don't know who I am," she said, but Sylvia had quieted.

"I know I don't," I told her.  I took a step towards her, and she reached for her hood like she was going to pull it off.  I braced myself not to look disgusted.  But she lowered her hand and turned a bit towards me.  We were making progress.  

"But I can tell something bad's happened to you," I said.  "Maybe there's some magic item in that mountain that can help you, too."  Could I make an ally here?  

But I knew even less about this young woman than I did about Stilt.  

"I don't deserve it," Sylvia told me.  

"Don't say that."  I searched around for Stilt again, but he was gone, unable to resist what I'd told him, to do.  Maybe I'd banished him and he couldn't come back into this village.  I should have felt relieved.  Glad that my tormentor for many lifetimes was gone.  He liked to steal firstborns, after all--or he did.  Maybe he tore himself in half all those other lives because he didn't want to spend his existence doing my laundry.  

But he was upset about my order to leave.

Distressed, even.

"I don't deserve to have my vision returned," Sylvia continued.  Her voice grew heavy with a sob.  "I was cruel to my stepsister.  The birds loved her and helped her.  And they took out my eyes on her wedding day to the prince.  Mine, and my sister Clara's."

I thought of the empty sockets I saw last night, of the tattered eyelids.

Birds did that?

"You're one of the stepsisters from Cinderella," I say.  "I didn't know that...the birds..."  It sure wasn't in the Disney version.  

"Is that what my story's called?" she asked, dropping the leads.  The horses stood there, not sure what to do.  "My story's even named after her?"  Hatred seeped into her voice.  

"Mine got named after Stilt," I told her.  That wasn't as bad as having your eyes pecked out.  Those happy birds from the movie had done this.  "So...you want to go out and look for this mountain?  I can help you if you just tell me where I need to go."

"Clara went searching for it once," Sylvia told me.  "She didn't return but sent me a letter saying that she'd spotted the mountain near the border of the dark region.  If we follow this road the way we've been going, we'll get there by sundown."

We.  It was a yes, then.

I did one more Stilt check.  The elf was still gone.  "Is he coming back?"

"Stilt can't return here, ever.  Where he is, we might not know for a while."

An ache crept up in my chest.

Maybe Stilt hadn't been willing to stick with his fate after all--but it sure seemed like he did, with the King deal and all.  But what if he was right and it was just a past mistake that he couldn't leave behind?  "Is Stilt good?"

"He is, now.  And he wants to stay that way," Sylvia told me, words heavy with a guilt trip.  "He's not the same Stilt you met in your past lives, Brie.  When he sought revenge on Henrik, he came to the lighter region and felt what it was like to be good.  I think he liked you."

Her words spun around in my head.  

Stilt liked me.  

I followed Sylvia to the carriage.  I walked fast before King Franz or anyone from the castle noticed me.  I had enough problems.  I didn't need anymore.  

She tied the horses up, and I didn't even have to help her all that much.  I wondered why she traveled with Stilt, knowing who he was.  "Are you from the dark region?" I asked.

"My sister and I went there after we lost our eyes.  We thought that we would have asylum there."

I bound the second horse to the carriage.  Sylvia kept her hood down over her missing eyes.  The woman functioned pretty well.  "I wanted to see if I could get into King Henrik's favor and get some revenge on my stepsister," she continued, "but he rejected me.  He knew I wasn't the girl who could spin gold.  So I wound up in Henrik's kitchen, working for scraps."

"I'm not supposed to be able to do it, either," I said.  "In my story, Stilt's supposed to be the one who can do it.  But he didn't back there when that little boy threatened to blackmail us.  He just looked at me and--"

I froze. 

That same boy was walking up the dirt trail, pulling a few sheep by the leads.  An intimidating bull walked beside him, and he said something to it.  He was so absorbed in talking to the animal that he hadn't noticed us yet.

I grabbed Sylvia's arm and pulled her behind the carriage.  

"What's--" she began.

"Quiet.  The subject of my last sentence?  He's here."

Sylvia quieted.  Stilt must have told her all about the boy who blackmailed me to get more gold out of us.  I ducked and looked under the carriage.  The kid must have wanted me.  I wasn't in the mood right now, and besides, the bull was something I didn't want to meet.  I could hear him already.  Spin me gold, or I have my giant, vicious animal here run you down.  

The footsteps all approached.  The bull stayed quiet.  I expected a snort or something, but it never came.  

"There's the carriage," the boy said.  "I don't see them.  They must be in the village.  We'll go and look for them there.  They've got to be here."

Was he talking to the animal?  It didn't make any sense.  It snorted, and it sounded angry like it was chastising the boy.  

There was more silence, as he was listening.  Sylvia tensed next to me and grabbed my arm.  She was shaking.  Maybe she could hear something that I couldn't.  Weren't the blind supposed to have other senses that were better than those of other people?

I held my breath.  

"Okay," the boy said.  "We'll look in the village for them.  Just let me go home tonight."

And then his footfalls scraped against dirt and grass.  He was heading into the village, leaving the bull here.  But then the beast snorted and decided to follow.  A shadow crept along the ground and away from us, leaving only the sheep.

Something was very, very wrong here.

We waited until the bull had gone before we said anything.

Sylvia leaned close to me.  "We need to depart.  Now."

"What's going on here?" I asked, climbing into the back of the carriage.  Then I decided against it and climbed up onto the front to sit next to Sylvia.  She might need some help with the navigating.  "So there are talking animals here?"

"Once in a while."  She cracked the reins of the carriage, the horses grunted, and we took off.  The carriage started out slow, but then she cracked the reins again, and we sped up.  The wheels squeaked.  "I could hear that one."

I checked the village to make sure the boy and the bull weren't coming back.  We passed a dwelling.  My stomach rolled over.  "Is that bull from the dark region?"

"Yes.  And he's not a bull.  He's a man named Alric.  He's a sorcerer that King Henrik has brought into his court.  He's ruined entire kingdoms."

My heart leaped into panic mode, and I went to grab the reins, to make the horses go even faster, but Sylvia already had them.

"Your friend couldn't stay quiet about your gold," Sylvia told me.  "He must have attracted the attention of this man.  He usually disguises himself as a bull, so no one messes with him.  You do not want to meet him.  He likely threatened to turn that boy into a cloud of vapor or to shut him up in a glass coffin, or to shrink him down and put him in a jar, if he didn't cooperate and bring him to you.  We left just in time."

"Okay.  It's official.  These horses need to start rehearsing for a race."  I couldn't even feel satisfied that the boy was getting a bit of justice.  When we didn't turn up, Alric would probably turn him into a snake, or something.  I didn't want to be around to see that.

"The noise will attract him."  Sylvia's words were a tense piano string.

We approached the cover of the forest.  I held my breath, eyeing the village, and two houses parted, and I caught a glimpse of the bull standing next to the boy.  They were talking to the old woman, the one who let me into the inn last night.  The innkeeper.  Of course, they'd go for her first.

She waved her arms, animated, but she was too far away for me to hear her words.  The bull took a bold step towards her, and she backed away.  

There was a flash of golden light around the animal.

I watched as the bull changed shape before her eyes, shrinking and elongating into the form of a human in a matter of two seconds.  The light faded and there stood a man in a black and red cloak and hood--the man who was driving King Henrik's black carriage the night I left the other world.  It was him.  I knew it.  And now he'd almost found us.  

The woman backed away, searching for an escape, but it was too late.  The boy tried to run.

Another flash of golden light appeared around them both.  Their forms shrunk.  It cleared and--were those jars of fog sitting on the ground by Alric's feet?

I was not watching this. 

"What's happening?" Sylvia asked.  We were almost to the trees.

"You don't want to know," I told her.  These people were getting punished because of me.  

And then a rumble tore through the ground. 

Everything quaked, and our horses hurried in panic.  The shaking masked their footfalls, and the dirt shifted underneath, trying to carry us closer to the village.  Screams cut through everything.  The people were in a panic.  And they should have been.  

"Go!  Straight."

She flicked the reins again, and the horses went into a full sprint.

We charged down the path and into the cover of the trees.  The ground stabilized here, and I craned my neck to look back.  Alric stood there in the middle of the quake like a blood-streaked shadow while the buildings around him shrunk and drew closer together.  It was if a black hole had opened in the ground and started sucking them all in.  He was shrinking the entire town right along with the boy and the innkeeper.  Even the castle shrunk and slid down the hill, turning from a grand tower to a chess piece in a matter of seconds.

The screams faded as the inhabitants either got too small to be heard or got crushed.  The rumbling slowed and stopped as the trees blocked the last of the horror from view.

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

I didn't let out my breath until we were well down the trail.  The trees grew thicker around us now, and the air, darker.  

"What was that?" I managed.

"I'm not sure.  I don't think I saw it."

I was glad for Sylvia's sarcasm.  It made the nerves inside calm down a bit.

"Well, the entire town just shrunk."  I wondered if Stilt had been there, but no.  Not if Sylvia was right.  He'd already left the village.  But the elf might have seen it happen.  What if he thought Sylvia and I were still in the town?

"He might have imprisoned the village inside a glass box," Sylvia told me.  "It's word in the dark region that Alric has done that before.  He must think it'll make it easier to search for us that way."

"What a monster," I said.  If this was what a subject of King Henrik liked to do, how did the king himself act?   It was a good thing that I argued with Stilt and sent him away and didn't go to meet King Franz.  What if he had gotten trapped inside a jar or a glass box with the rest of his kingdom?  I'd never met the guy, but I felt awful for him.

The horses slowed a bit.  I could no longer make out where the clearing began.  There was no sign of Alric coming in bull form or otherwise.  I knew he couldn't be too far behind us.  He'd give chase as soon as he realized we weren't clouds of vapor inside jars or teeny tiny people inside that village.   If we were lucky, he'd have to go through each jar and check.   

"What are we going to do about that village?" I asked.

"There's nothing we can do.  Maybe some prince will come by years from now and free them all.  There is a princess back there, after all.  Franz has a daughter."

"Maybe there's something in the mountain that will help them," I said.

"Maybe."  Sylvia didn't sound too hopeful.

"Your sister might be imprisoned there."

"We might end up imprisoned there."

"Fair enough point."

Sylvia drove for another hour, and then two.  I let her know whenever the trail curved so she could steer.  The forest stayed quiet and once, I spotted the gray form of a wolf standing between the trees and watching us.  The wolf didn't approach but headed back into the trees.  I got tense again.  The air was getting thicker and the canopy above us, darker.

"We're getting closer to the dark region, aren't we?" I asked.

"Yes.  We're not there yet, I can feel it in the air.  It's a heavy feeling, like dread, hanging everywhere."

I agreed.  This place made a tingle of fear rise up from the bottom of my stomach.  It got worse and worse the farther we went, and I fought down an urge to tell Sylvia to turn back after a while.  The rays of sunlight cutting down through the trees got farther and farther apart as if they didn't dare get any closer to King Henrik's lair.

We were getting closer to him, too.  

 I didn't like this one bit.  But I didn't have any other good options.  

"Does Stilt know where we're going?"  I couldn't stop thinking about him.  I wasn't supposed to want him to come back.  

"I don't know.  Stilt wanted to vanish into the forest after we had dropped you off.  I wanted to go and find a trade.  Making baskets, maybe.”

A low hoot echoed through the woods, and the path narrowed.  The dirt got more grassy and overgrown.  The horses slowed as if scared to move on any further.  I didn’t blame them.

“How close are we to the border?” I asked.

“There is no real border.  Just a transition.”

“Well, it’s getting worse.”  I saw one final shaft of sunlight up ahead, illuminating a patch of dried leaves on the forest floor, but nothing else.  I wondered what time of the day it was.  “And all this is so close to the other village where Stilt wanted to leave me.”

“Distance doesn’t matter here,” Sylvia said.  “In Fable, you’re never far from the dark region.  Even the lightest stories have dark sides to them.”

I thought of her eyes.  “True.”  I wondered how many other stories had gross things in them.  How many stories there were.  Weren’t there two hundred or so in the Grimm collection alone?

And what was I doing, traveling with one of the evil stepsisters?

Maybe she wanted to change her story, too.  

I hoped.  

The final shaft of sunlight vanished behind us.  I couldn’t believe that we’d left that bright village behind only hours ago.  This place was a whole new world and one I didn’t like.

I scanned the trees as we passed.  We had reached an old forest, complete with tall trees that stood close together.  Thicker.  I swore a pair of yellow eyes peeked out at me from one as we passed.  Even the horses drew closer together. 

“Are you sure this is the way to the mountain?” I asked.  

"Do you hear that?" Sylvia asked.

"No."  I strained my ears, waited, and then I did. 

Galloping horses, somewhere ahead and distant.  The path curved so I couldn’t see who was coming, and it was getting so dark that I couldn’t tell anyway.

My insides curled up.  “I think we need to leave this path.”

“I think you’re right,” Sylvia said.  “Do you see any places we could hide?”

I searched around.  There was an area of forest that was thinner, that might be able to fit the carriage.  We couldn't leave it out here.  Whoever was coming might be searching for us.  These people might even be heading out to back up Alric.  “Right,” I told her.

Sylvia cracked the reins, and the horses followed her orders.  They walked right into the trees, and one of the trunks scraped against the outside of the carriage.  Branches slapped at my arms, but I bit in a cry.  The galloping sound got louder and louder, and a male shout echoed through the trees.  

Sylvia cracked the reins again.  The underbrush got thicker and thicker around us.  What if those riders came this way?  We seemed to be on some hidden trail.

“Right,” I said again, spotting a space between a few trees.

The carriage turned.  Sylvia’s breaths got heavy, then quiet again.  We had to stay as silent as we could.  

The grass grew up around us as we veered off the smaller trail.  The trees closed in around us.  Anything could jump out of here.  I could barely see in this thick brush.  I tensed, wishing that I was inside the carriage instead of out here, but I couldn’t leave Sylvia alone.  She needed me to tell her where to go.

We walked further into the brush.  I stood up, balancing on the bench the best I could, and checked behind us.  I could no longer see the smaller trail.  We were sitting in these dark woods, surrounded by who knew what.

“Stop,” I said.  

Sylvia shook the reins again, and the horses followed the order.

The galloping sound grew louder, so loud that I felt like someone was going to burst through the shrubs at any moment.  But then the noise stopped.  Whoever was coming had stopped out on the road.  

“Is the trail clear up ahead?” a man asked.

“Yes,” another told him.  “All clear.  I see no travelers.”

“Few dare to come this way,” the first man said.  “Come on.  Let’s dump our loot and leave before Henrik’s men learn what’s missing.”

And then the horses’ hooves grew louder again.  They turned down the small trail and walked right past our hiding place.  These were the bandits Sylvia mentioned, all right.  I hunched down, grabbing the roof of the carriage as tight as I could, hoping that one of our horses didn't snort a greeting to the others.  

Large shadows walked past us.  There was a laugh.  I counted four men and four horses.  Something metallic clinked together.  They had some treasure. 

But even if we were both trying to avoid Henrik, I didn't want to ask these men if they have any magical artifacts that could help me remove this curse.  

The hooves vanished, leaving nothing but the sound of bugs chirping around us and more owl hoots.  “They’re taking some of Henrik’s gold somewhere,” Sylvia whispered.  “They might be taking it to that mountain.”

“Maybe.”  I didn’t like what was about to come out of my mouth next.  “There’s only one way to find that out.”

Sylvia grabbed my arm.  “You’re going to follow them?”

“Well, you can come if you want.”  I was hoping she would.  I could use her ears.  They were probably better than my eyes out in these dark woods.  

“Those bandits will kill us.”  She pulled her hood down, hiding her missing eyes.  “I still think it’s a bad idea to go against our stories.  Stilt regretted going against his."

I thought of his scars.  “Look,” I told Sylvia.  “My story is to get married to an evil guy and get killed, over and over.  Stilt’s was to rip himself in half, over and over.  Can you blame either one of us for going against our fates?  There’s got to be another way.”  I was going to pull a low blow here.  “What do you think you have to look forward to if you don’t fight back?”

Sylvia raised one hand like she wanted to slap me.  

Then she dropped it.

“As you wish,” she said.  “I will accompany you after the bandits.”

“We’re a lot easier to hide than the horses,” I said.  "If they come back, we can duck down in the trees.  Easy as that."  If they caught us, I could use my ability to get them to spare our lives.  Maybe Sylvia was better off with me after all.  

We found our way back to the smaller trail, and Sylvia kept her arm intertwined with mine.  I got over the awkward sensation after a minute or so.  

"You hear anything?" I asked her.  The gloom had only deepened.  What time of the day was it?  Late afternoon?  Evening?  Nightfall?  We had to hurry.  Once night fell here, we'd get stuck in the same spot all night or risk getting lost.  We couldn't risk lighting anything or starting a fire--not that I knew how to do that, anyway.

"No," she said.  "I'll tell you if I do."

"Thanks."  At least we were a team here.

The smaller trail stretched into the trees and seemed to form some arching hallway through the dark green.  It was magical but in some dark, creepy way.  This place reminded me of the dark forest from Snow White, the one where all the eyes were peeking at her, and the branches were grabbing at her clothes.  I hated that scene in the movie when I was little.

The dread feeling grew even stronger in my gut, almost to the point where it was screaming.  "Do you think we're in the dark region yet?" I asked.  

"Maybe.  Maybe not.  The border's always fuzzy."

An owl hooted again.  Day or night, it was dim enough here for them to come out.  Bad news.  I looked around and up, and a pair of yellow eyes stared down at me.  What was with the owls here?  Were they all supposed to be creepy and follow you around?  

"I hear something," Sylvia said.

"What?" I whispered, trying not to stare at the owl overhead.  My skirt caught on some prickly bush growing at the side of the little trail, and I about tripped on a spot where a hoof had dug into the ground.  

"A growl.  Somewhere to our left."

I tensed.  We had no weapons out here.  No wolf would care about my ability to spin gold.  Or maybe this world had werewolves in it, to conform with the imaginations of modern day society.  I didn't know.  

"How close?" I whispered.

Then I heard something grunt in pain, and some footfalls heading away from us.  I searched and caught some underbrush thrashing about a hundred feet away, and caught a glimpse of something gray and brown chasing something with a white, bobbing tail.  A deer.  And a wolf, right on its heels.  

Sylvia gripped my arm tighter.  "Is it going away?"

"Yes."  I swallowed.  I think of the wolf from Little Red Riding Hood.  Was that a tale from the Grimm volume?  If it was, that wolf is around here somewhere, and it's probably a denizen of the dark region.  

"I hear voices," Sylvia said after another few minutes.

I couldn't hear them yet.  I led Sylvia along, farther and farther down the natural hallway.  The trees around us got so thick that I could barely see through the leaves to the rest of the forest.  Branches poked through the green walls and some them looked like skeleton hands, reaching for us.  

Then I heard what Sylvia had mentioned.

Voices.  All men.  They echoed up the trail ahead.

I searched the edges of the trail.  Could we hide in this if they came back?  We were running out of options.  Sylvia faced me, and her hood slid back a bit.  I caught a glimpse of her missing eyes and had to stop myself from recoiling.  We had entered some nightmare world.  I was asleep, and any moment I'd wake up.

Then the sound of galloping overtook them all.

"In!" I hissed, pulling Sylvia towards the green wall and the stick hands poking out of it.  We went tumbling into the underbrush.  The branches grasped at my dress, and it caught, but I shoved through, regretting the fact that I had changed into this thing in the first place.  I wanted my dragon leggings back.  I wanted my life back.  

We got into the underbrush, and Sylvia pushed close to me.  The hooves grew louder and passed us.  It was just one of the bandits.  A lookout, maybe.  Money clinked together.  The guy could be off to some nasty gambling place to lose it.  

"That's one bandit gone," Sylvia said.  "Let's go see where the loot is."  

I could hear the nerves in her voice.  She matched the way I felt.  I almost wished Stilt were here, that he could use some magic to aid us here.

I felt my way back to the trail, Sylvia in tow.  She lost grip on my arm and caught it again.  

The voices floated down the trail now, which curved up ahead.  That was good.  I didn't want the bandits to see us coming.  My heart threatened to pound out of my chest.  We were doing something stupid here, but I needed to do something, anything, to keep King Henrik from taking over this entire world.  To keep me from falling into his trap again and again.  

Another pillar of sunlight came down from above.  Sylvia and I stepped into it, and I stopped for a second.  We were on a crude bridge, and a stream gurgled underneath.  The light was warm, hopeful.  I looked up to see blue sky above us.  Still daylight, but getting close to evening.  A bit of orange had crept in.  We had to hurry.

The voices rose, and at last, I made out one shout that cut above the others.  

"Semsi Mountain, Semsi Mountain, shut thyself."

A groaning sound echoed through the forest.  Rocks creaked and rubbed against each other, and I fought the urge to reach up and cover my ears.  At last, after a long, drawn-out minute, the noise dulled and stopped.

I looked at Sylvia, mouth falling open, forgetting that she couldn't see my expression.

"What was that?" I asked.  

"The mountain must have some magical door," she whispered.  "It sounds like they are about to leave.  We must wait until they're long gone before we open it back up and look inside."

We ducked off the trail again, and this time three more horses galloped past, free of clinking treasure and gold.  There had better be something besides the treasure in there for us to find.  Something that would help us stop all of this.

I held my breath until the horses had vanished, and pulled us out onto the trail again.  Keeping our arms locked together, we rounded the curve and came out to an opening.

Orange sunlight made me squint as we stepped into it.  We'd come to a vast clearing in the dark forest, and standing before us was a tall, bare mountain made of gray stone and nothing else.  Its jagged face showed no signs of any caves or doors, and it towered towards the puffy clouds overhead.  It must be about a mile high, and I couldn't imagine that anyone could have found a way to hide treasure here.  Anyone passing by would just think this was some ordinary mountain, except for the fact that there were no other mountains around it.  The dark forest surrounded us in all directions, and other trails split off everywhere through the trees.  We were standing in some forest hub, maybe some big meeting hall for Bandits Anonymous.  

This mountain was a dangerous place.  The dread feeling in my stomach grew, but I felt something else, too.  A tingling, washing across my skin.  Magic.  It seemed to fill the air here, and it reminded me of something.

Stilt's touch.

I remembered Stilt's words that magic and gold were the same things here.  One always came with the other in Fable.  There had to be a lot of coins here.  A lot inside of that mountain.

"Well," I said, taking a step closer to the rock face.  "This is it."

"We know the name of the mountain now," Sylvia said.  "But we should wait before we open it.  The bandits will hear this a mile away."

"I agree," I said.  "Are you still picking up any voices?"

Sylvia turned her head, pulling her hood down again.  "Yes.  They're getting farther away.  We should wait a little while before we do anything."

"And hope nothing finds us here," I said.  I looked up the mountain.  It was tall, foreboding.  I didn't want to entertain the thought of having to climb that if a pack of wolves showed up or something.

A lone owl hooted.  At least it wouldn't come out here and stare at us.  It was too bright in the clearing.  

At last, after the light had grown to a deep orange and the sun had vanished behind the trees, Sylvia said, "I can't hear them anymore.  They must be miles away by now.  I think we're safe."

I faced the mountain.  I felt incredibly stupid standing here, searching for a door that wasn't here.  I stepped towards it, leaving Sylvia behind me.  The tingling sensation intensified.  Magic.  It was here, all right.

"Simli Mountain, open thyself."

Nothing.  The rock remained as solid as ever.

"It was Semsi Mountain," Sylvia reminded me.  "Like this.  Semsi Mountain, open thyself!"

And then the ground quaked.

I jumped, afraid that Alric was back, but no one else had entered the clearing.  Sylvia turned in a circle, not sure what to do.  

A dark line formed down the front of the entire mountain.  Birds took off into flight all around us, spooked.  Rocks tumbled.  I jumped back.  A groan filled the air again, and I was sure that whoever was out there would hear it and come looking, but we had no choice.  We'd come this far, and I wasn't going to go back now.  Not until this curse got lifted and I could go back home.

The crack widened.  The world trembled as the fissure grew into a gigantic mouth.  I had the sense that I was looking into the gateway into some underground region where things worse than the elves and the bandits and the wolves lived.  

And at last, the groaning stopped.  A sphere of yellow light ignited deep inside the mountain, floating well above the ground.  It hung there, waiting.  Somewhere, the owl hooted again.

I looked at Sylvia.  "Let's go," I said.

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

I led the way again, leading Sylvia into the mountain.  The sun got blotted out as we entered and I blinked several times, letting my eyes adjust to the dim light.  The orb overhead continued to shine.  It was like stepping into a room lit with a dim light bulb.

"Whoa," I managed.

The room--no, the inside of the mountain--was full of treasure.

And I mean full.

Gold coins lay in stacks and towers everywhere.  Silver ones, too.  I felt as if I'd stepped into some pirates' hideout.  Sylvia and I walked through a trail in the middle of the mountain, and the stone ceiling hung way overhead.  I had to crane my neck to look at one pile of treasure, a huge stack of gold bars that had to be about ten feet tall.  If it toppled on us, we might die from it.  The dirt was worn under our feet like the bandits had come through here many, many times.  I craned my neck to see around the piles of treasure ahead.  We had to hurry.  I couldn't sit here and marvel at this all day.  It wasn't like I couldn't produce this stuff myself.

"What's in here?" Sylvia asked.

"We had better hope Henrik doesn't find this," I said.  "It might make him powerful enough to rule Fable.  He might not need me after all."  Some of this might have belonged to him in the first place.  Maybe some of this Stilt had spun in his past lives.  

Sylvia reached out, trying to feel her way through.  I kept her arm locked with mine.  "Careful," I told her.  "We don't want this stuff falling on us.  It could.  I don't think we should touch anything if we don't think it could help us."  I think of Sylvia's desire to start a new life.  She could, with this.  Only a few gold bars could set her for a while.  But if Sylvia knew that Fable's treasure surrounded her, she might ditch me as soon as she could find Stilt.  What use would I be then?

"What's here?" she asked again.  "There's a lot of magic in this place."

"Treasure," I told her.  "Nothing useful that can help us,  If we need money, we have me."

"I thought you wanted to get rid of your curse."

"I do."  What would I be once it was gone?    

What would I do?  Paint pictures?    

Could I manage on my own without it?  

We walked deeper into the mountain.  The ceiling got higher above us as we headed towards the center, the heart.  I glanced up, and the yellow orb seemed almost blinding.  I wondered what created it or if the magic here just kept it lit.  I couldn't imagine bandits doing magic here.  If they could, why would they steal?

I didn't like this.

The piles of gold grew monotonous after a while, and at last, I started to see some different stuff.  Jewels lay in piles everywhere, and rubies shone like enchanted blood.  Emeralds and sapphires reflected the pale light, and I had to resist grabbing a handful of the gems just to see how they felt toppling out of my hands.  This place might be like that cave in Aladdin where you couldn't touch anything.  I glanced back to make sure the mountain was still open.  Yes.  If it closed, could we command it again?

"I hear a goose," Sylvia said.  "And wings flapping.  There's a goose in here."

"A goose?" I asked, not sure why any animal would want to live in here with those bandits going in and out.

But she was right.  The trail curved.  There was a wooden picket fence up ahead, one that looked crude and put together in a hurry.  

And animals.  

A horse had its head down, chewing.  And it was gold.  Every single hair shone yellow.  The horse stopped grazing to look up at me with big, sorrowful eyes.  I about melted into them.  I was never into horses or anything, but I wanted to reach out and pet this one and tell it we would get it out of here.  

Next to it stood a goose as if it were trying to hide.  It took shelter under the horse.  And it was gold, too.

Every feather.  The goose took a couple of steps as if it wasn't sure about us.  And then I saw the damage.

The goose had had feathers plucked from it.  Often.  The unfortunate thing had a bare spot near its tail and another one on its wing.  I spotted a bit of blood staining one of the feathers.  The goose decided we were a threat and huddled more under the horse.  The horse stood over it, protecting it.  

"Hey," I said.  "We're not going to hurt you."  My heart ached for the animals.  These bandits had all this other treasure in here.  I searched the fence for a gate.  Why didn't the goose try to fly?  It could get out of here.

"What's going on?" Sylvia asked.  "I hear a horse."

The horse raised one hoof and pawed at the ground.  "I'm letting these guys go," I said, letting go of Sylvia.  "Let me find the fence."

"Is there something I can do?" she asked.

"Watch the--listen for anyone who might be coming."

I found the front of the gate and unhooked it.  "You're free!" I told the animals.  "Get out of here!"  I thought of the wolves and the other things that must be living out in the woods, including other people.  But these creatures would be better off than they were in here.  "Go on!"

The horse stood there like it wasn't sure, then bolted for the exit.  The goose waddled after it, trying to stay under the shelter of its friend.  I knew how those animals felt.  Why they wanted to run.  I had an urge to run right along with them.  

I wondered how they'd suffered this fate.

Like me.

I watched the horse and the goose run past Sylvia, who backed into a pile of gold.  Coins toppled onto the trail.  The orb flickered above like it wasn't sure about us.  The full dread hit me again.  "We need to hurry," I said.  

"I can't help you with the searching part," Sylvia said.  "I'm beginning to feel ill from the magic in here."

"I'll be quick," I said.  "Just listen.  You can hear those bandits coming from miles away."

I checked one more time to make sure the mountain wasn't closing.  I caught a glimpse of the goose waddling out.  I circled the now-empty animal pen.  I glimpsed a fiddle sitting up against another pile of gold, and the tingly feeling that radiated from it was so powerful that I had to resist the urge to pick it up and start playing it.  The thing was dangerous, somehow.  I moved past it as fast as I could and moved on.  

"Hello."

The soft voice radiated through my head, and I stopped.

"What was that?" Sylvia asked.  She'd heard it, too.

"I'm over here.  If you can free me, I would much appreciate it."

I searched around, but the voice wasn't coming from anywhere.  It echoed inside my head, and I started to get freaked out.  

"I'm in the bowl."

Then I spotted it.

A fishbowl sat on top of a table with a cloth on it.  And inside it was a small golden fish, swimming around in circles like it was going stir crazy.  I wondered how it was alive in there.  How it had managed to stay alive.  It didn't seem to have anything to eat, and it looked like no one had changed the water in its bowl in the last century.    

"Yes.  That's me.  Can you get me out of here and to the stream?  There's one near one of the trails if I remember right."

The manly voice echoed through my head again.  

It was the fish.  It was talking to me.

"Who's there?" Sylvia asked.

"You don't want to know," I told her.  I picked up the fishbowl, not sure what was going to happen.  The creature swam in circles, excited.

"Now carry me outside."   I didn't see a mouth move, but its voice echoed in my mind.  If I had, I would have dropped the bowl right there, run out, and forgot I ever found this place.  I wondered what story this came from, which fairytale.  We seemed to have walked through several by now.  At least the fairytales usually served justice.  If I helped this fish, nothing horrible would come out of it, right?

And I saw nothing else here that could help.  

I took one more search around the inside of the mountain but saw nothing else besides more heaps of treasure and the scary fiddle which still lay there on the ground.  I wove around it and back to where Sylvia was waiting.  

"I can take that," she said.  "I hear water sloshing."

"It's a fish.  Talking to us," I said.  The fish said nothing in my head, and I handed it to Sylvia, relieved to be free of it.  

I took her arm and led her outside of the mountain.  I'd close it up after we dropped the fish in the stream.  My heart hammered.  Something would happen when we did this.  The fish muttered something in my head, but I couldn't make it out, and we entered the forest again, following the same trail we came through.  We entered the arched, living tunnel and darkness swallowed us except for the one ray of dying sunlight.  We approached the bridge, and the water gurgled underneath.  

"Now," the fish said, "place me into the stream, so I can be free to swim back to the sea."

Sylvia handed me the bowl.  "You'll need to do it.  Then we need to go and find something else in there."

I trembled and leaned down next to the water.  I poured the contents of the fishbowl into the stream, and the little golden fish flopped in as well.  It swam around in a big circle, celebrating its freedom, and lingered there.  It splashed me with its tail.  

"What now?" Sylvia asked, leaning closer to the fish.  "Do you have something to tell us?"

"Yes," the fish said, its voice echoing through my mind again.  I couldn't get over how weird this was.  "I will grant the two of you one desire.  Tell me what it is that you seek, and I will grant it to thee."

My heart leaped.

I had my chance.  

"I..." I couldn't form the words.  "I want to...can you..."  Could I just throw away my ability when it might be the only thing that would keep me alive if Henrik found me?  I had no other talents here.  I could wish to go home, but that wouldn't solve my problem, either.  Henrik might still find me, and Mom and Dad waited for me to spin them some more gold.  

They wouldn't tolerate me under their roof if I returned without that. 

My chest hurt.  I should get rid of this.  I wanted to get rid of this.  It had caused me much misery.    

"What are you waiting for?" Sylvia asked.  "Night's falling!" 

I swallowed.  "I...I wish for Sylvia to have her eyesight back."

"Very well," the fish said, and swam off into the deepening dusk.

Sylvia stood up.  Gasped.  She reached up towards her eyes and covered them with her hands.  "Oh..." she managed.  "Oh...Brie, this feels strange!"  She turned in a circle.  There was a weird sound coming from her face, some faint sucking sound that made me want to hurl.  

"Sylvia!"  I reached for her, and she trembled.  I grabbed onto the back of her black cloak, and she turned to face me, letting out a breath.  The noise had stopped.  

And then she reached up, lowering her hood.

I faced her for the first time.  Sylvia's eyelids were whole.  Closed.  Round instead of sunken.  

And then she opened them, revealing a pair of brown eyes.

"I can see," she managed.  She turned around, taking in the dark forest.  "I can see."

"That should help," I managed, scanning the stream for the fish.  But it was gone, nowhere to be found.  I had used my one wish.

And yet, I felt relieved.  

"I can see!" Sylvia leaped back to the bridge, waving her arms in joy.  "I forgot how beautiful the world is.  Quick, Brie.  Wish to have your curse taken off."

"I used our one wish," I told her.  "The fish is gone."

"You what?" Sylvia asked.  She whirled around to face me as the sun above her faded off and died, leaving only a bluish glow.  "You shouldn't have.  You should have cured yourself and stopped King Henrik from using you to get more gold."  She didn't sound angry.  I could tell she was trying to look angry.  If I'd been blind for years and just gotten my eyes back, I'd be doing the same thing.  

"He'll kill me if he finds me and I can't spin the gold!"  Wow, that was selfish. Sacrifice the safety of all of Fable just to stay alive.  It wasn't what I had meant to say at all.  I wanted Sylvia to have her eyes back.  

What I had meant was, I'm useless without it.

The owl above hooted again and took off into flight.  Our yells had finally scared it away.  

"I can't believe you, Brie," Sylvia said.  "We need to get back to the carriage.  We're too close to the dark region, and we need to get away before one of Henrik's subjects notices us.  It will be worse when full night falls."

She was right.  

What would I have done if Sylvia wasn't here?

I could have gone home.  I could have washed off this curse once and for all.

But I didn't.  Why did I want to hold on?

Sylvia and I walked back to the carriage in silence.  I realized I had left the mountain open, but it was getting too late to go in and close it.  There was nothing else in there I needed.  I could barely make out the trail ahead.  The branches poking through the leaves looked more menacing than ever.  

"Ladies."

I jumped.

Stilt stood on the edge of the trail, arms crossed.  The elf almost blended right into the leaves.  I wondered how we hadn't heard him coming.  

He nodded to Sylvia and me.  "I saw what happened," he told her.  

My heart fluttered at the sight of him.  So he wasn't in the village when Alric shrunk the place and stuck the inhabitants in jars.  Part of me tensed, ready to run.  Another part longed to reach out and touch him.  

No, Brie.  He was the little man who wanted my firstborn in all my past lives.  He'd even admitted to stealing babies.  I'd driven him away for a good reason.  

But elves changed when they crossed over into the lighter region of Fable--right?  Stilt sure didn't seem evil.  But he could have lied about fae changing their natures.  Sylvia could be lying, too, or she believed him.  

But Stilt had also saved my life.

"How long were you watching us?" Sylvia asked.  

"For a bit," he said to her.  He glanced at me, and his mouth wrinkled like he wanted to say something, but he didn't.  Why wouldn't he talk to me?  I saw no trace of anger in his eyes--only hurt.  I had hurt Stilt.  He deserved that, too--or did he?  I couldn't tell what I was dealing with here.

"I followed you," he said to Sylvia.  "I'm glad to know what color your eyes are."

And then Sylvia embraced Stilt.

He hugged her back as she sobbed with relief and joy.  I backed up into a tree, jealousy burning deep inside.  I had to stop feeling like this.  Stilt was off limits, even if he and Sylvia weren't a thing.  He wasn't even human.  

But he had come back.

They released each other at last, and Stilt managed another look at me.  He waved me down the trail and walked away before I had the chance to say anything.  He moved fast like he was scared I was going to reach out and hit him.  Like I was going to use his real name again and make him rip himself apart.

A shudder stole over me, and for some reason, I felt awful for even thinking that.  Stilt led us through the dark archway and towards the carriage.  I could barely see a thing now, but thankfully the annoying owl had vanished.  Bugs chirped, and we felt our way back to the wagon as leaves crunched underneath.  I got into the back and waited for Stilt to board behind me.

But instead, he got into the front with Sylvia, and she cracked the reins, leaving me alone in the cabin.

The pain returned to my chest.  It took a long time for the horses to turn around and get us out of the thicket.  I focused on the struggle they were having.  The outline of the road up ahead.  Anything but what had just happened.

I should have wished away my curse.  

But I helped Sylvia.  She deserved it after risking her life to help me.  It was only fair.  I'd find a way to remove it later.

The carriage burst onto the road, and I swallowed.  "You two," I said, hating those words.  "Let me pay you for this.  For trying to help me out.  As soon as we find some more fabric, I'll spin some--"

"Brie," Sylvia said.  "You don't have to do that."

They'd be looking for a place to leave me soon enough.  I knew it.  

"No, really," I said.  As much as I didn't trust Stilt, I didn't want to be left alone here or worse--left with that other king.  Or any king.  "I can make sure the two of you can start a good life wherever you're going."

"We're not after you for your gold," Sylvia told me.  She looked back.  Her eyes shone.   Her eyes.  "You're our friend.  That's all that matters here.  I don't care that you can spin gold.  Stilt doesn't."  She glanced at him.

Their friend.  

Stilt sighed and faced Sylvia.  "Tell her I can't--"

"Stop!" a man shouted from outside.  

Stilt cursed.  Sylvia drew in a sharp breath and cracked the reins again.  The horses whinnied and picked up speed.  The world bounced and groaned and creaked.  I caught a glimpse of a dark form emerging from the trees, one with a cape and red and black cloak, but we managed to get around it and keep going.  

It was Alric.  The magic user.

"Get down!" Sylvia yelled at me.  

I did.  Alric shouted something from outside, and an owl hooted.  The owl.  Was it the same one that was following us?  It might have gone and gotten him.  

"He's found us," Stilt said.  "I saw what he did to that village.  Go!"

Sylvia cracked the reins again, and I searched the inside of the carriage for anything I could use as a weapon.  Nothing.  I sure couldn’t pry the bench off and throw it at him.  

There was a jolt, and the carriage lurched.  Stilt swore.  I tried to stand, to see if there was anything I can do, but we were going off the trail.  Branches slapped at the outside of the carriage, and we slowed.  Alric had done something.  Wings flapped, and the owl shot through the back window and past me, going for Sylvia.  It hit me as it did.  Sylvia screamed, holding her hands over her new eyes.  The owl clawed at her hair, pecked at her scalp.  Stilt tried to pry it off.  The creature was trying to peck out her eyes.  Trying to force her back into her story, and all because she was the driver. 

"Hey!" I yelled, jumping to the front of the car.  "Get off her!" 

I ducked through the window.  The horses were in a panic and stuck between a couple of trees.  We were only two feet off the trail. The owl thrashed at Sylvia, and she screamed again.  Stilt had blood running down his arm.

I grabbed at the owl and seized its wing, only to have it pull from my grasp.  The owl turned and pecked at me.  Sharp pain burned through my hand and its eyes were black pits rimmed with yellow.  Blood bubbled across my palm.  I swung at the owl again.  I hit this time, and blood spread on its wings.  The owl turned all its attention on me, and Sylvia managed to buck it off.  

It flew right at my face.  The world became brown feathers and huge eyes and talons.  I ducked.  Clawed feet scraped at the top of my head, and a body fell over mine. Tense magic washed over me.  Stilt.  He had crawled in and was now struggling with the owl.  Drops of blood flew.  I couldn’t breathe.  Sylvia sobbed in the front of the carriage.  The horses screamed in panic.  Where was Alric?  

"Stop."

The owl lifted up and left Stilt with his hands over his face.  He rolled away, seething.  Blood seeped between his fingers.  Did he still have his eyes?  

Did the owl peck out Stilt’s eyes?

Alric stood in the doorway of the carriage.  He held out one arm and the owl landed on it, ruffling its feathers like attacking three people was no big deal.  Blood still stained its wings, matching the red on Alric’s robe.  

I had never seen Alric up close in human form.  He still had his hood on, casting his face in shadow. 

"Thank you for leading me right to Semsi Mountain," he said.  He had a voice like echoing darkness.  "King Henrik has been looking for the bandits' hideout for a very long time.  They've taken a lot of treasure from his kingdom and decreased his power over the years.  He will be joyous to have it back.  And, of course, to have you returned."

"I'm not his wife," I tell him.  "And what a great thank you.”  I glared at the owl.  I couldn’t show fear to this man.  

"Her name is Peggy," he said.  "She's quite a sweet girl once you get to know her."

I glanced down.  I wore a red glove of blood on my right hand.  As if trying to remind me of my injury, pain throbbed and exploded.  Stilt dropped his hands from his face.   Peggy had taken a strip of flesh from his forehead and blood flowed down to his eyebrow—but he had his eyes.  He wiped much of it away and sat up, stunned.  Sylvia continued to sob in the front of the carriage, and the horses shifted.  

Every sense sharpened.  The pain on the top of my hand screamed louder and louder now that the shock had worn off.  "Those bandits will be put to death when I find them," Alric explained.  "And you will return home to your rightful King.  From what he has told me, you have been blessed with a gift this life.  Fear not.  King Henrik will not have you beheaded.  You will be of use to him."

Use.  There was that word again.  

"That makes me feel better," I said.

"Don't take her," Stilt told him.  He managed to stand and wipe the blood away, but new blood seeped out of the wound.  "Kidnap me again."

“I think not,” Alric said.  “You’ve already proven that you’re useless now.  You can’t even spin gold anymore.  You’re not needed.”  Then he stands there, and Peggy ruffles her feathers again.  “Or maybe you will be.  You were quite protective of this young lady here.  Henrik will be interested in hearing about that.”


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Alric faced the night, and Peggy hooted again.  She seemed serene now, so peaceful, but I knew better.  She was a killing machine.  "We need to go before the night gets too deep," he said.  He stepped out of the carriage and closed the door behind him.  How gentlemanly.

And then my insides felt like they were closing in on themselves.

I grabbed my stomach, smearing blood all over my dress.  Stilt did the same next to me.  Sylvia muttered something, and the horses went into panic again.  The entire world creaked and the night shifted outside.  Alric was doing something to us.  Something terrible, and I had the feeling I knew what.

The sensation only got worse.  I staggered over to the door, feeling like I was going to throw up.  I tossed open the door.  The trail seemed larger than before.  The trees, much taller.  

And I faced Alric's knees.  

We were shrinking.  

I slammed the door on the carriage as I wasn't sure what else I could do.  Stilt grabbed onto my arm, and the tingle of his touch returned.  Right then, I didn't care who he was.  We huddled together as darkness crept in on my vision and blacked everything out.

 

* * * * *

 

I found myself lying on the floor when I awakened.

Cold, merciless stone pushed into my cheek, sucking the heat out of me.  The inside of my cheek was chilled, and I shivered.  This place needed a space heater or something.  

The dread feeling crept up into my stomach, and I forced myself to sit up.  

I sat in a small stone room made of cobblestone.  A single oil lamp hung from the ceiling, casting a yellow glow over everything.  I was still in the yellow dress, but the blood had vanished.  I checked my hand.  It had healed.  There was no trace of the wound Peggy had inflicted on me. 

And then I remembered.

The carriage.  The dark forest growing around us as we shrunk.  Where was I now?

In a dungeon.  

The floor was made of cobblestone, too, and dark moss grew in the cracks, giving the stone a sickly green glow.  I searched around for any straw on the floor, but there was none.  Was I in King Henrik's castle?  I couldn't think of what else this could be.

"Stilt?" I asked, shocked that I wanted to call his name.  I hated him, didn't I?  He wanted my firstborn in all my past lives.  But that was when he was dark.  "Stilt?"  I thought of the owl attacking Sylvia before anyone else.  Did she still have her new eyes?  Her story didn't want to let her keep them.  I saw the whole horrible theory in action.  

I sat up.  The room was damp, and it smelled like mold, a sickness waiting to happen.  I remembered the smell from my parents' house back in the other world, the one we had before we moved the first time.  The basement reeked like this.  

They held me as a prisoner.

King Henrik would show up any minute and demand that I start spinning gold or die.  Or maybe he'd have me tortured if I refused.  I thought of the scars on Stilt's back.  

Where were Stilt and Sylvia now?

They might not even still be alive for trying to defy King Henrik.

My chest tightened, and I held down a sob.  I should have gotten rid of my ability while I still had the chance.  Now I was going to end up helping Henrik rule all of Fable and everything here would sink into darkness.  All the residents in the lighter region.  My birth parents, whoever they were.  All gone.  Darkness would spread over everything, and I would never see anyone I cared about again.  Sylvia was becoming my friend.  No.  She was my friend.  And Stilt--

"Stop thinking about him, Brie," I said, mostly just to calm myself down.  I had to get out of here.  My eyes adjusted to the dungeon and more came into focus.  The room I was in had nothing but a hole in the corner for doing business and a straw mattress on the side.  It was the size of a small bedroom.  The wooden door looked thick, and a tiny window on the other side of the room looked out into a gray, cloudy expanse.  Daylight.  

And there was another window up near the ceiling, too.  I breathed in.  Fresh air came down from it, but with it came a black blossom of dread under my stomach.   It was even worse than what I'd felt in the dark forest near the border.  I was in the crappy region for sure.  

I grabbed the crude straw mattress and pulled it over to the window.  I stood on it and peered out.  

Dark grass grew in front of the window.  The light filtering through the hazy clouds was pale like it was early morning.  I looked out on a courtyard surrounded by castle walls, one with a huge apple tree in the middle.  The reddest apples I had ever seen hung from its branches, which sagged from the weight.  Something about the apples looked dangerous.  They were too red.  Like fresh blood.   

I spotted no one in the courtyard as if the tree had managed to scare them off.  Somewhere, a raven cawed.  This castle was large.  Check.  Even if I got out through this window, I might not find a way out of the courtyard.  Check.  And I knew without trying that the door would be hopeless.

A key turned in a lock, and I panicked, sliding the mattress back into its corner.  I stood there and waited as it swung open.  

I caught a flash of red and then the door came open all the way, framing King Henrik.

It was the first time I'd seen him, and it didn't feel like the first, either.  He stood a few inches over me and his golden crown, encrusted with red, bloody jewels, shined in the yellow light.  I stood there, trying not to back up and let him intimidate me.  He took one step into the dungeon and the lamp's glow.  He had a clean-shaven face, and he appeared to be in his early twenties, but I knew better.  His eyes were dark, like a hawk's, and his nose, sharp.  He even had a golden sword on his belt, and his clothes were all red and black.

If Stilt was right, this man had found a way to stop aging and had even seen me die at the end of my last life.  I wondered if the memory was playing on his mind right now.    

"Brie," he said, his smile turning upward and showing his top row of teeth.  "Pleased to meet you again."  He even sounded like a guy in his early twenties.  

"And you," I said, injecting as much sarcasm into my voice as I could.  

"I know our relationship has been...rocky in the past," he continued.  He moved aside a bit and let me see the form of a knight standing in the hall behind him.  Don't try anything, it meant.  Don't even think about it.  "I hear that things are different now, and you don't need to fear the chopping block."

He took another step towards me. 

I held my breath.  Henrik wouldn't kill me now that I could spin gold--right?  The dread feeling crept up on me, screaming louder and louder the closer he got.  A cold feeling washed over me.  Was I seriously married to this guy in all my past lives?  Did I manage to have a child with him?  I wondered whatever happened to that child.  I didn't want to know.  

Henrik reached under my chin, lifting my face up, so I had to look right at him.  His touch was cold.  Electric.  Full of dark magic.  Now that he was close, I could see his eyes better.  They were deep.  As green as poison.  I shuddered at his touch.  Stilt had been right about Henrik having a lot of power.  My whole body was going cold.  

"You're beautiful," he said.  "As always.  I am glad Alric fixed your hand before I came by."  He lets me go and backs away.  "And now you can even do the thing you were said to be able to do.  Your elf mentioned that when I tortured him for answers."

My skin crawled, and I struggled not to wipe my skin off where he touched me.  This magic wasn't like Stilt's.  It felt more like tiny snakes trying to crawl under my skin.  I forced myself to keep my expression neutral.  King Henrik could kill me at any second.  That knight standing there told me that.  What kind of temper did he have?  With this place being the dark region, it was probably a pretty quick one.  

"My elf?" I asked.  Play stupid, Brie.

"Your elf," he repeated, smiling again.  "He thought he could change the story.  But I outsmarted the story by extending my life.  Do you think that I liked the way my story went before?"

I stood there, not knowing what to say.

"Well, do you think I liked being lied to over and over, and not getting the real prize I was after?"

I shook my head.   My heart hammered and I took a step back.  That only made Henrik's grin widen.  

"No one does," he said.  "So I decided to capture the elf who could spin gold.  He's always reborn right after you guess his true name and make him tear himself in half."

"I what?" I managed.  I thought of Stilt's horror when I guessed his real name back in the inn.  

"I don't blame you for ordering him to do that in all your past lives," Henrik told me.  "He wanted our firstborn.  I would have done the same thing.  It was quite fun to watch.  Oh, you didn't know about that part of the tale?"

I shook my head.

Did I order Stilt to tear himself in half?  I knew it had happened, but I hadn't realized I had done the deed.

My stomach turned at the thought.  I suppose a mother would do anything to protect her kids...but yikes.  It was no wonder he was nervous around me. 

This time, I only told him to go away.  

"I couldn't have punished him better myself," Henrik said.  "Only I did punish him.  I captured him when he was reborn and made him spin gold for me.  When he found out my grand ambitions, he escaped.  My knights searched the land for him, but when they brought him back, he wouldn't do the feat anymore.  Either he had lost the ability or his will to live.  Sneaky little elf, always trying to pull us mortals over the coals."

I thought of the scars again.  Henrik had inflicted them.  Stilt must have taken me to the other world right after his first escape but before his second capture.  

"And then what did you do to him?" I asked.  Anger rose in me.

Henrik smiled.  His face was too sharp.  Too smooth.  His teeth, too perfect.  What kind of magic had he used for this?  "I had him whipped daily, but he wouldn't comply.  And then my blind kitchen girl took pity on him and helped him escape.  They have evaded me ever since."

Hope rose inside of me.  Did Stilt and Sylvia somehow escape?

"But not anymore," he said.  "I have them both locked away, and unless you want something terrible to befall the two of them, you'll spin gold for me, won't you?"

I was speechless.

He had Stilt.  And Sylvia.

That made sure I was going to spin the last of his gold for him.

"Now that you've led me to Semsi Mountain, I only need a few more rooms of gold to gain the power I need to extend my reign over all of Fable," Henrik said.  His power radiated off him, and I could feel it from here.  It was cold and sharp and dark.  "You can do that for me.  Your friends will live, too, and we'll enjoy a long, eternal life together.  I'm almost immortal, Brie, and soon I will share this with you, too.  We will live together for the rest of time, ruling over this world.  I have set the wedding for three days from now."

Revulsion rose up inside me, and my skin tightened at the thought of Henrik touching me, kissing me.  This man didn't love me.  He only valued what I could do.

It was my worst nightmare.

Henrik backed towards the door.  "We will move you to the spinning room shortly," he told me.  "This is not a proper place for my past and future Queen."

And then he closed the door, leaving me alone.

 

 * * * * *

 

Thirty minutes later, the dungeon door came open again, and instead of Henrik, a young girl stood there, clothed in a blue dress and an apron.  She managed a smile at me, but underneath it was sadness, a deep sadness that matched the color of her dress.  

“I’m Lavine,” she told me.  “I’m a serving girl for Henrik."  She nodded to me.  “Come with me.  I’m supposed to take you to the spinning room.”

I searched.  No guards.  No anything.  This girl had come alone, and I knew why.  Henrik didn’t need guards to keep me here.  He had Stilt and Sylvia somewhere, and that was enough.  

“Hurry,” she said.  “The knights are waiting at the end of the hall.”

Scratch that.  They were here after all.  I could tell from the way Lavine was glancing out of the corner of her eye.  Maybe she’d been sent to fetch me on penalty of death, the same way I was supposed to open my front door for the knights.

She motioned me out of the dungeon, and I followed.  The air thinned as soon as I stepped out.  I could still feel the dread pulsing through my gut from the dark region, but I was getting used to it now, and it was turning into background noise.  I scanned the hallway, standing next to Lavine.  She was right.  A knight waited at each end, sword in hand.   One of them still had dirty claw marks on the front of his armor.  It was the one who had been attacked by my neighbor’s dog. 

His grip tightened on the jeweled hilt of his sword.  “Do not try anything, young maiden.”

I gulped.  I didn't have a chance to make a break for it after all.  There were three other dungeon doors here, but no hands poked out of them.  There was also an alcove that led to what might be a wine cellar.  I caught a glimpse of several old bottles on shelves amidst cobwebs, but nothing else.  If Stilt and Sylvia were here, they weren't saying anything.

“This way,” Lavine said, her voice soft.  

She walked to one end of the hall and a set of stone steps.  I followed her, keeping as far from the guard as I could.  Thankfully, this wasn’t the one with the claw marks.  Lavine held her gaze on the floor as she walked.  She feared these men.  She feared Henrik.  I had better go along with her, for her sake.

We ascended the steps, and my heart hammered.  “Is there a way out of here?” I whispered as soon as we'd left the knights behind.  

“Don’t ask me about that,” she said.  Lavine faced me, her eyes big with terror.  “If I discuss it with you, Henrik will have us both beheaded.  Well, me.  I don’t think he wants to do away with you.  I’m just the serving girl.  He can get another one.”

Guilt bubbled up inside me.  Lavine seemed only a couple of years older than me, too.  Too young to die.  Too young to have her life taken from her, even if it was a miserable one working for Henrik.  The steps spiraled upward and opened up into a landing.  A third knight stood there, and I made sure not to make any eye contact.  I kept my gaze on Lavine’s twin braids.  

We came onto the next level of the castle, to a much larger hall, and dull light streamed in through stained glass windows.  I managed to catch the images in the stained glass.  Wolves, with glowing red eyes.  Ravens or crows, flying through red skies and over a bleak landscape.  The light coming in turned the floor red in places.  I felt as if we were walking through pools of glowing blood.  I stepped around the red light and followed Lavine through.  A glance out the window revealed that we were level with the courtyard.  The apple tree looked like a monster with round red sores hanging from it.  Did trees come to life in any fairytales?  I watched the cobblestone on the floor instead.  

"This way," Lavine said.  She opened another door, one on the same side of the hallway as the courtyard.  The smell of straw wafted out and my stomach tied in knots.  

I stood in the doorway of the room.

It was huge.  There were stacks of yellow straw heaped high wall to wall.  The smell got overwhelming, and I coughed.  There was nothing but a small barred window on the far side of the room, overlooking the tree, and once I got shut in here, there was no way out.

I didn't dare face Lavine, in case someone was watching.

"How do I get out of this castle?" I hissed.  

She paused, and for a second I thought she was going to shove me in and lock the door.  But then she whispered, "You don't.  There are too many knights guarding this place.  Ravens, too. There are also wolves.  You'd never make it outside the gates, and if you did, you wouldn't get very far."

My hope shriveled like a week old balloon.  I'd seen the knights.  I didn't want to meet the birds or wolves.  If I didn't know that Sylvia had gotten her eyes pecked out by cute songbirds, I'd guess it was them who did the deed.  

"Get in," Lavine said.  "I'm sorry.  I can't help you."

She sounded sorry, too.  "Are you trapped here too?"

"Get in," she repeated.  She was pleading more than anything.  Could I get an ally here?  

"Maybe I can help you," I said, checking up and down the hall to make sure it was empty.  I knew the knights were standing just out of sight.  There was no way they'd let someone as valuable as me go.  "You can walk around the castle, at least."

Lavine paused for a second, then repeated, "Get in.  You have to spin this gold by tomorrow morning, or Henrik's going to kill the girl that you came in with."

Terror rose up in my stomach, and my legs carried me into the room.  

He was going to kill Sylvia, right after she'd gotten her vision back. 

He couldn't.  I wouldn't let him.

Lavine closed the door behind me.  It squeaked shut and remained shut.  A lock clicked.  She must have a key that I didn't see.  

"Lavine!" I managed.  But I knew she wouldn't open the door again, not if she valued her life.  She was right.  Henrik could kidnap another girl and make her do the dirty work around here.  There were plenty in Fable.  Lots of single peasant girls and guys, even.  Anyone could do the serving around here.  I had a unique job.

I stood there for a second, looking out the bars at the sky outside.  It was gray, but not due to any clouds floating through the sky.  The sky was just...gray and dark like a thunderstorm was approaching, but I smelled no rain in the air.  Maybe the sun never shined here.  Not now and not ever.  This castle was the place Henrik wanted me to spend eternity.  The place where he wanted me to remain with him forever.  Could he make me immortal, like him?  

Could Henrik even be killed?

Then I faced the giant piles of straw in here.

They rose to the ceiling in some places.  I could flop down on some of these piles and go to sleep.  But if I did, Sylvia went to the chopping block.  I wondered if Henrik did his executions out there under that scary apple tree.  

I peeked out of the bars.  A few ravens settled on top of it, but none of them dared pick at the fruit.  Two knights with crossbows stood above the courtyard on a walkway.  That wasn't something I'd get past.  I took my iPod out of my pocket and set it down on the windowsill, then stuffed it back in my pocket again.  I was putting this off.  I needed to get to work if Sylvia was going to survive tomorrow morning.  And what about Stilt?

Stilt was so decent when I met him.  At least, he was in the light region.  

I had to get this straw spun.  If my story was right, I had three nights.  Three nights to think of something and get out of this bind.  After this, Henrik would have me moved to another room, and another after that.  It should play out that way, at least. 

But after the third night, he'd marry me.  

And permanently, this time.

For the first time, I noticed the spinning wheel sitting in the middle of the room, in a spot that was clear of straw.  A stool sat next to it.  As I stared, the needle glowed with a faint gold light, as if it were begging me to use it.  

I backed away.  I knew I had seen this thing before, in all my past lives.  My chest hurt and I stared at the spinning wheel for a long time.  

It used to be the impossible key to my escape.  Now it was my prison cell.  

I had to do it.  

I approached the wheel.  My hands tingled the closer I got, ready to work.  I hated this with every fiber of my being.  

But I had no choice.

I would think, then.  Think of a way out while I did this.  I had never used a spinning wheel before, but I knew that once I touched it, I would know how.  I always did.  Stilt must have had the same ability at one point before all this got messed up somehow.  How many times in the past did he come in here and save me from death?  

Now I had to save him.

I grabbed a handful of the straw, and the burning in my hands increased.  I approached the wheel. Slammed the stool down on the floor next to it and checked the door.  Maybe Stilt would come in here.  It was in the story, after all—couldn’t he do it?  But I knew what else was in the story, too.  King Henrik walking in at dawn and demanding to see all the gold.  He’d stick with that part.  Even with my ability, I had to speed things up.  He would freak if he saw one piece of straw lying here on the floor, and there was a lot of it here.

I stuffed as much of the straw in the wheel as I could and began to work.

I had no idea how I was operating the thing, but the wheel spun, the needle flashed with the familiar light, and a golden thread came out on the other end. 

I continued.  My hands became numb to the heat and the tingling after a while.  The golden thread piled up on the floor on the other side of the wheel and the pile grew higher and higher.  There were no coins.  No bracelets and no medallions.  Just thread.  Fable probably wouldn’t allow anything else, or the wheel wouldn’t.

All I could think about as I spun was Sylvia’s new eyes and most of all, Stilt’s scars.  The ones he tried to hide.  

The ones that Henrik gave him.

 

* * * * * 

 

The light vanished outside as I continued to work.   The night was falling, and through the barred window, I could hear wolves howling.  Their howls were close, too, a lot closer than I liked.  I felt trapped in some horror movie.

My hands ached.  I had to stand up.  

I’d gotten halfway through the straw around me.  If I kept going at the same speed, I would finish by the time the King came to check on this.  Golden thread lay in piles all over the place, sparkling in the dim light overhead.  I looked up.  Nothing had occurred to me during my hours of work.  All I had managed to do was push away the thoughts of Henrik for a while.  Him trying to kiss me.  Then, having his kid.  Whatever happened to his—or our—child, anyway?  Shouldn’t they still be alive?  I only died seventeen years ago.  My offspring should be around.  

Or had Henrik killed them, thinking they’d take the throne?

I walked up to the barred window and peeked out.  The birds were mere shadows perched on top of the tree now, keeping guard.  None of them touched the apples.  The branches hung.  Not one apple had fallen onto the ground and the poor tree sagged with the weight.

Something was up with that tree.

Just then, the door swung open.  

I whirled around, relieved to see Lavine standing there, still in her blue and white dress.  What kind of hours did she work here, anyway?  She held a silver tray with a lid on top.  Food.  My stomach roared.  I hadn’t eaten since yesterday.  Or was it the day before?  I couldn’t tell anymore.  I’d been knocked out for quite a while.

“Here’s your dinner,” she told me.  Then she stopped and eyed the golden thread on the floor.  “So…it’s true.”

“Yes,” I said.  “Aren’t I lucky?”

Lavine stepped around the thread.  “King Henrik said it was time for you to eat.  He doesn’t want your magic drying up before you finish."

I mulled over the words.  My magic.  That was my value.  

“I’m glad he was nice enough to think of my welfare,” I said.  I had to get out of here.  Find a way to get Stilt and Sylvia and even Lavine and get us out of dodge.  “Lavine.  Where did you come from?”

She took a long time to set the tray down.

“Huh?”

“What's your story?"

Lavine frowned.  “I came from a village not too far from here,” she said.  “It was on the border of the lighter region.  I was the King’s daughter there.”

“How many Kings are here?” I asked.  

“Many,” she told me.  “Each town has a King.  Where have you been all your life?”

“It’s a long story,” I said.  I had to catch Lavine while she was here.  It wasn’t like I could ask for her number.  

Lavine sighed.  “I had to escape from my father.  After my mother died, he…took a liking to me because I look just like her.  I ran away.”

My stomach turned.  Fairy tales got darker all the time.

“I wound up here,” she said.  “Henrik has no idea where I’m really from, and I thought for a while that he might take a fancy to me as I’ve cooked him the best food, but he seemed too preoccupied with something else.”  I couldn't tell if she was disappointed about that or not.  For her sake, I hoped not.  “Now I know what he wanted.”  Lavine took a step back.  “I need to get back to the kitchen.  The guards want their meals.”

“Wait,” I said.  “What if I don’t want to marry Henrik?”

“You must,” she said.  “He has decreed it.  I’m sorry.”

“What happened to his child?  Our kid from my past life?”  I had to know.

“I’m not allowed to talk about it.”  She went to the door.  “Eat.  You’ll need it.  And by the way, you ordered Stilt not to speak to you.  You might want to reverse that.”

And then she was gone, closing the door behind her.

I should have run for it.  Should have overpowered Lavine and bolted out that door.  At least then, I might have had a tiny chance of getting away.  It would be minuscule, but a chance.  It was better than standing in here, waiting for fate to determine the rest of my life.

I kicked at the golden thread.  It slid across the stone floor and bumped into the platter of food.  Maybe it was poison.  

“Umph!" 

I jumped.  It sounded like someone trapped under the floor.  Stilt, to be precise.  His grunt came from under the platter.

“Hello?” I asked.

No response.  Then I remembered how Stilt wouldn't talk to me when I saw him last.  The order still stood.

"You can talk to me now," I said.

"Lift up the lid," he said.  "Let me out."

My heart leapt, and I lifted up the lid.  At first, I saw nothing but a chicken leg and an assortment of vegetables, but then one of the lettuce leaves moved and leaped out of the platter.  I screamed and fell back into another pile of golden thread.  The lettuce leaf danced on the floor a bit before growing in size, and it happened so fast that I couldn’t keep track of it all.  There was a flash of bright golden light, and Stilt stood there, whole and flexing his joints.

“Wow,” he said.  “I forgot how much shrinking down like that and back messes with your body.”  He looked up at me.  

“You were…” I managed, unable to find the words at first.  “A lettuce leaf.”  I pointed down at my food.  I had seen some weird things in the past few days, but food should not talk.  Ever.

“Yes,” he said.  “I had no other way to get myself to you.  I got Lavine to agree to bring me to you, but we need to talk fast.  She has instructions to come back and get this platter in half an hour, and I have to hitch a ride back to my cell before Henrik finds out that I’m gone.  Sylvia won’t say anything, but if they find me out of there, they’ll torture her for information.  Henrik’s even threatened to put her eyes out again if she doesn’t cooperate.”

I gulped.  The king would do that.  He would hurt all of us.  He’d already proven that.  I caught a glimpse of Stilt’s scar poking out of his sleeve, and I tried not to stare.  He was taking a huge risk right now.

Outside, the birds landed on the ground, tired of perching in the tree.

“We need a plan,” I said.  

“I know,” Stilt told me.  “That’s why I'm here.  I know what’s in this castle.  We have a lot of things to go through." 

“You can change your shape,” I told him.  “If you can turn into a lettuce leaf and hop into my dinner, then can’t you turn into a bug and fly out of here, then go get some help?”

Stilt nodded.  “I can, but I’m terrible with animal transformations.  And the ravens would swallow me whole before I had the chance to get off the castle grounds.  They see everything.  It’s safest if I get to you and back by doing this.  And if I turn into something big and fierce, the knights will still destroy me before I get far.”

“Scratch that,” I said, looking out at the ravens.  They were watching us, all right, maybe waiting for Stilt to make a move. King Henrik had made this place inescapable.  “Is there anything that can distract them?”

“Even if there were, I’d never find anyone to help us in time.  None of the other kings want to go against Henrik.”

“Good point,” I said, pacing around the room.  

“I'm going to help you,” Stilt said.  “It’s…my story.  I'd help you even if it weren't. But now that I’m in the dark region—my original home—another part of my story is creeping up on me.”  He stared at the piles of gold thread, and my hands ached.  “I'm responsible for getting you here.  I'm helping you.  But I have to do it in exchange for something.  The dark part of my nature is coming out.”

I turned to face him.  “But you can’t spin gold anymore.  Or won't."

I could see the struggle in Stilt’s face, in his limbs and his stance.  Were his blue eyes a bit darker tonight?  He grimaced.  “You can ask me to do something now, anything.  But you have to give me something in return.  I hate this, Brie.  This place is working on me already.  I'm going dark."

I balked.  “You’re seriously going back to the way you were before?”  My heart about shriveled in my chest.  Stilt wanted away from his evil ways.

Stilt shifted.  There was something different about the elf now, something that matched this dark realm and something that woke a terror in the core of my being.  

“I need something,” he repeated, “if I’m going to help you escape.”

I didn’t even know what I wanted him to do.  “Stilt—is the dark region that strong?”

He frowned and he looked much younger for a second.  

He nodded.

"The longer I'm here, the worse I get," he told me.  "If I stay too long...I'll become my former self."  Then he took my wrist and curled his fingers around it.  "Do you feel the difference?"

The tingling and warmth ran up my arm, but he was right.  It was a little different.  The tingling was more wild, sharper, and the heat bordered on coolness.  His magic was changing.  

I looked outside.  The ravens still stood there, watching.  One cocked its head like it was daring us to try something.  "What's wrong with that tree?"

Stilt faced it.  "That's King Henrik's prized tree.  He made a decree that no one can eat the apples.  If someone does, they'll get sucked a hundred leagues into the earth.  That's a very long way down.  It's not a pleasant place for anyone.  In fact, the princess of this castle couldn't resist eating an apple from the tree, and is probably down there now."

"What?" I asked.   "You mean, like, the kid I had before I died in my past life?"

"Yes.  You won't cross paths.  Ever.  It's the princess's story." 

I grabbed at the bars.  "I hate this story crap," I said.  "Henrik hasn't sent down a rescue mission?  His knights?"  

"No.  The king has been too concerned with finding you again."

I hated the way Stilt said that, the way he said it like he was talking about a chore or some town gossip or something.  There wasn't a shred of compassion in his voice.  He was turning dark.  I whirled on him.  "Then we have to change it.  We have to get her out of there.  Or find a way to send those knights down--"

The knights.

The apples.  

Lavine.

"What are you thinking?" Stilt asked, taking a step towards me.

"Is there any way to get those apples?  And plant them in the knights' food?  If we could do that, we could get rid of them, and Henrik won't know what happened.  That'll be one less thing we have to go through to escape.  The ravens and wolves can come later.  And maybe, just maybe, they'll help the princess who's down there."  I had to do something for her.  

Stilt's face lit and the darkness cleared for a second.  His energy brightened, even though I couldn't see it.  "There might be.  If I can turn into a raven, I might be able to pluck a few of them off.  Lavine works in the kitchen."  But then Stilt's expression hardens.  "What can you give me, though?"

I dug around in my dress pocket, and my hand closed around the iPod.  "This," I said, pulling it out.  "Take this.  It still has some battery power left."

I handed it to him.   Stilt screwed his face up in confusion, then reached out and accepted it.  "That will work," he said.  "I'm sorry, Brie.  I'm controlling myself less and less."  

"Keep fighting it," I told him.  My chest ached for him.  For the princess that was trapped underground in some other world.  

Stilt pocketed the iPod.  "I am," he said.  "But I don't know how much longer I can hold out.  I think if I turn into a raven, I can get up there and roll some apples off the tree and to the window.  You'll have to grab them, but we need to hurry.  Lavine can't stay here longer than usual, or they'll suspect her."

Stilt walked up to the window.  The ravens still watched.

And then he shrunk right before my eyes.

It only took half a second.  There was another flash of bright light, and a black bird stood there.  There was one problem.  One wing was white.

"Oops," I said, pointing to it.

The Stilt-raven turned his head and checked.  There was another flash of light, and the wing went to black.  

"Got it," I told him.

The Stilt-raven hopped back and then flew up to the window.  The other ravens jumped, then continued to stare.  They weren't attacking so far.  Maybe we were safe.

All I could do was watch.  Stilt flew up to the top of the tree and perched for a bit, trying to blend in.  I could barely see in the deepening dark.  The tree rustled a bit, and somewhere outside the castle, the wolves howled.  Another animal screamed.  A deer, maybe.  

I hoped.

The raven Stilt waited and waited on top of the tree, maybe making sure that the real ravens weren't going to turn on him.  Then he hopped down onto one of the low, hanging branches and pried at the apple stems with his beak.

It took forever, but the apples finally gave.  One, then two, then three fell to the ground.  At least the curse didn't apply to those who just picked the apples.  

This plan had to work.  

Stilt managed to get seven of the apples to drop before he landed on the ground with his bird feet and rolled them towards me.  He cocked his head at me, and his eyes were black now, merciless.  Take them, he meant.  

I crept towards the prison window, winced, and reached out.  

I rolled the first two apples inside down onto some of the remaining hay, and they landed.  The ravens outside went crazy.  They charged at my hands, toppling over each other and squawking at the top of their lungs.  I backed away while black feathers raged at the bars, trying to get in and peck my eyes out.   Someone would hear the squawking for sure.  I stood there and watched, waiting, but they never came through.  I wondered how the raven Stilt had gotten through the bars.  

These birds didn't have the magic he had.

Finally, the ravens all gave up.  "I got the message," I told them.  "Leave me alone, now.  If you want me to spin the gold, I need my eyes.  And my limbs.  And my skin."

The birds hopped away, leaving the other five apples lying there by the bars.  Stilt stood there, rolling them closer, and without another thought, I ran to the window and shoveled the rest of them in.  Stilt came in right along with them right before the other birds caught on and tried to attack.  He toppled to the floor with the apples and started growing as soon as he hit the floor.  Joints popped and skin stretched as Stilt grew to his four foot eleven and stood there, grimacing.

"Please remind me not to do another animal transformation for a while," he said.  Stilt managed a smile, and he rolled down his sleeve to hide his scars.

"It worked," I said, facing the small pile of forbidden apples on the floor.  "Am I safe to pick these up?"  The poor girl sure hadn't been safe eating them.  What if I got some apple residue on my skin and it soaked in, and then I went sinking deep into the ground?  At least I would be away from Henrik, but I imagined that my fate down there wouldn't be any better.

"They're safe to touch.  Just not safe to eat."  Stilt grinned.  It wasn't quite like the grin I had gotten used to back in the lighter region.  There was something sharp about it, something mischievous.  He was changing inside, all right.  But then the pain and the struggle returned.  "Get these on the platter, and I'll have Lavine carry this back to the kitchen.  I can get back into my cell from there.  All I need to do is disguise myself as a mouse or something.  I'll tell her what you want her to do."

Relief washed over me.  We were going to get rid of all the knights.  I just hoped Henrik didn't connect it to us.

I was too valuable for him to kill now, though.  

But Stilt and Sylvia weren't.

But Henrik still needed a way to control me.  He might not kill them just yet.

I piled the apples onto the platter, making a small pyramid with them.  They were unnaturally red, with no spots.  Almost glowing.  I wondered if this was the poison apple from Snow White.  That story must be here in Fable, too.  

Stilt put the lid on the platter just as Lavine opened the door again.  The key dangled from her hand.  If we did this right, she could use it to get us out of here.

"Finished eating?" she asked.  

"Yes," I told her.  She wasn't shocked to see Stilt standing there at all.  Stilt nodded to her and shrunk back down, turning back into a piece of lettuce.  I opened the platter lid and stuck him in there, trying not to pinch too hard.  My brain was never going to get used to this kind of stuff.  Not all of Fable was this crazy.  

"Are those the forbidden apples?" Lavine asked, eyes huge.

I nodded.  " Stilt will tell you the plan as soon as you get him to the kitchens."

Lavine blanched.  "The plan?  We're going to try feeding this to his guards?"

"Correct."  We had brought her into something dangerous.  "But you can't make it look like it was you who did this.  Make it look like the knights were getting drunk or something, and they decided to try the apples on a dare.  You have to take the suspicion off yourself."  I swallowed.  "Is there a way to feed this to Henrik?  That would make things a lot easier."

"I can't.  He has his cooks and servers.  I'm not one of them.  Only his most loyal subjects can serve him."

"Let me at least give you something for this," I said, picking up a length of the golden thread. Lavine deserved it, and I had to keep her on our side.  "Here."

"You don't have to," Lavine said.  "I've had enough of wealth and gold.  I'm quite happy keeping a low profile--just not here."

"Really.  You should take it."  I extended my hand, and the thread sparkled in the dull light.

But Lavine turned away.  "You don't have to," she says.  "I'm helping you because we're on the same side.  It's not because I want things from you."

And she turned away, closing the door behind her.  Lavine's words hung in the air.  

There had to be a trick in here somewhere.  

Stilt sure wouldn't help me now unless I gave him something.  That's the way it was supposed to be.  His story.  My story.  We were both trapped all over again.

My eyes watered and I turned back to the spinning wheel.  The needle still glowed, begging me to use it.  My hands ached, but the tingle returned.

Our roles might have been a bit different now, but we were still acting out the same drama.

And we would for the rest of time, over and over, in one way or another.  

I plopped down on the stool.  The ravens skittered around outside.  I wondered if they could talk to Henrik.  Weren't there talking animals in fairy tales?

I jammed the straw into the wheel and started spinning all over again.  

I had to save us both.  I studied Hannah's friendship ring on my finger as I worked.  More golden thread emerged from the end of the wheel and piled up, ready for Henrik's greedy fingers.  I'd have to give Stilt my friendship ring tomorrow when he returned, eyes darker than before.  

And on the third night, what would he want?

If I were escaping from Henrik, it wouldn't be my firstborn.  Or would it?  

It would be something I couldn't give.  


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

"Splendid!  Absolutely splendid!"

I jarred out of sleep and sat up all the way.  Forgetting where I was for a few blissful seconds, I looked around at my surroundings and saw sparkling gold thread.  The weak light came in through the barred window and hit the piles and piles of golden thread that had risen around me all night.

I was in the straw room, leaning over the spinning wheel.  A bit of straw still lay on the floor here and there, but it wasn't that noticeable and blended right in with the sparkling gold thread all around me.

I turned.

King Henrik stood in the doorway of my prison, clapping.  He still wore his golden crown with the encrusted red jewels and his red cape.  He took a step into the room.  His eyes were as poisonous as ever.  "My dear Brie," he said.  "I am impressed.  You are in fact the richest woman in the world, and it fills my heart with joy knowing that it is, in fact, you who are spinning this gold.  Your life will not end in the blade as it has more times than I know."

And he smiled.  There was no warmth in it.  It was a greedy, hungry smile.  

I sat there, trying not to back away, trying not to show him any fear.  I didn't even want Henrik near me.  He was worse today.  I could sense his cold magic radiating off of him in waves.  The air about crackled with it.  He was getting more powerful.  The thread all around us was lending him its energy, or something.

"You obviously never had a problem with that," I said.  My skin tightened in revulsion.  Henrik was everything evil rolled into one.  I had no advantage against Henrik here.  Giving him what he wanted would only chain me to him more and more.  It was just like Hardy all over again.  

"Things are different now," Henrik said, drawing even closer.  He put his hands behind his back.  "You can spin the gold.  That elf gave me exactly what I wanted, even if it wasn't what he meant to do.  You like him, don't you?"

I didn't understand his words.  How did Stilt give Henrik what he wanted?  By telling Henrik I could spin gold during the torture?  

He was gaining more and more power by the second.  "What about him?" I asked.  I had to say the right thing here.  I was treading a scary, narrow tightrope here.  

Henrik showed his teeth.  "I know that you like him and that he likes you--even if that could be changing very soon."

I tried to say something to him, something sarcastic that I would have said to Hardy, but nothing came out.  Henrik's eyes had a deep red tint in their depths.  

"You will give me your vow," he said, "in only a couple of days.  You will be mine, and we will rule Fable together."

And then he seized my hand and kissed it.

His lips were cold.  Freezing, as if Henrik were a vampire risen from the grave.  Were there vampires in the old fairy tales?  Maybe the answer was yes.  

He lowered my hand.  "I will see you tomorrow," he said.  "My server girl will move you to the next room in a few moments.  Do not try to escape.  My knights are everywhere."

I let my hand slap to my side and forced myself not to wipe it off on my dress.  My skin recoiled from the sharp pricks of dark magic.  Henrik turned and strode out of the room, closing the door behind him.  

I stared at the gray, steely sky on the other side of the window as I waited for Lavine.  She had gone through with the plan--hadn't she?  

I didn't need to wait long.  The door opened and framed the servant girl.  She still wore the same blue and white dress, and she seemed paler than before.  

"Come on," she said, backing into the hall.  "I need to take you to the next spinning room.  Follow me."

There was nothing on her face to tell me whether or not she had planted the apples in the knights' food.  I followed her, my stomach tensing and heaving.  I needed to eat, but I needed to throw up even more.  I had two days before Henrik would have his hands all over me and before my chains went on and locked forever.  

We walked down the hallway, and I stayed close to Lavine.  "Did you?" I whispered once we passed a knight who was standing at the end.

She said nothing until we got through a doorway and made a right down another hall.  

"Not yet.  But I'm having one of the cooks do it.  They want out as much as I do."

"Good," I said.  I lowered my gaze as we passed another knight, who stood in silence and stared at us through that visor.  By tonight, the knights would be out of the way.  We would still have the birds and the wolves to worry about, but they'd be simpler to trick--right?  

Lavine led me to a darker hallway in a lower part of the castle.  We were getting farther away from my original dungeon.  It might be where Stilt and Sylvia waited for their fate.  If Stilt went dark, I might have to use my talent to keep us all together, at least until we could get back to the light region.

Lavine opened the door.  "In," she ordered, stony.  "King Henrik wants this room filled with gold by morning tomorrow, or the girl in the cell loses her head.  You don't want that, do you?"

I balked at her sudden harshness.  Did the dark region effect everybody like this?  But another knight was standing there at the end of this hall, torchlight shining off his breastplate.  It was an act.  She had to do it.  

I stepped into the room, and she slammed the door.

I swore.

There was so much straw in this room that it touched the ceiling in places.  Another oil lamp hung from the ceiling, and it was barely enough to light the chamber.  I had to let my eyes adjust.  And this time, there was an even smaller barred window that looked out on a very, very dark forest.  I'd been placed on the outside of the castle somewhere.  

I ran around the spinning wheel in the middle of the room and climbed up on the straw, peeking out.  The forest looked like a black wall of trees imposed over the gray sky.  Another howl echoed out of it.  It was a dangerous place full of horrors.  A flock of ravens flew out of the trees and away.  These were wild ravens.  Not all the animals here were serving Henrik, at least.  But I know the ones he'd trained were still hanging out on top of the castle, ready for me to make a run for it.

Then I faced the room and the new spinning wheel that sat in the middle.  

My hands ached.  I must have been running on just a couple of hours of sleep.  I couldn't do this again.  Lavine sure wasn't going to bring me an energy drink.

I sat down, grabbed a handful of hay, and began to work.

 

* * * * *

 

The door burst open hours later as I was cramming another large handful of straw into the wheel.  

I jumped.  King Henrik stood there, face red with rage.  

"What's the problem?" I asked, waving to the piles of golden thread on the floor all around me.  "Are you not happy with my speed?"  My heart leaped into my throat, and I swallowed down the terror.  I knew this would happen.  He'd notice his missing staff sooner or later.  

"My knights.  That is the problem," he said, taking a step towards me.  "Brie, do you have any idea where they have all gone?"  

"Your knights are missing?" I asked, trying to screw up my face in confusion.  

"Yes.  Missing."  He closed the distance between us a little more.  The king raised one hand like he wanted to hit me, and then lowered it again.  "Do you know anything about it?"

I waited for a blow.  I couldn't show fear here.  Henrik wanted a scared, submissive wife who did what he wanted.  And even if I couldn't escape from here, I wasn't going to give him that.  "Maybe you didn't offer them enough benefits?  Health insurance or paid days off?  Sorry.  Those are things employers do in the other world."

Henrik's jaw bulged.  He was furious.  I grabbed the edges of my stool.  What if Stilt and Sylvia or Lavine were dead already?  Some of it would be my fault.

"My knights were in the dining hall," he said, "and now they are all gone, with not one of them to be found around the grounds.  My wolves cannot even find them, and I've sent them searching around the forest nearby."  He grunted and faced the door.  I wondered if I could make a run for it, but what would he do?  If Stilt, an ordinary elf, could turn into a lettuce leaf, what could Henrik do?

"I don't know," I said.  "Maybe your guards are afraid of you?"

I regretted it as soon as it came out of my mouth, but Henrik faced me and smiled.  

But I had changed the subject, at least.  

"After all, you look like you're getting pretty powerful."  It didn't hurt to stroke his ego.  "I thought I heard one of them muttering about how dangerous you were getting.  You know, when Lavine was leading me to the spinning room yesterday.  I thought it was just my imagination at the time."

"Let them run from me," Henrik said.  "I'll find them.  I'll show them what it means to be loyal to their leader."  He still suspected me.  It was there in the tone of his voice.  "I want this gold spun by morning, Brie."

And then he left the room and closed the door, leaving me alone.

I waited until his footsteps had gone down the hall until I collapsed on the remaining straw and let the tears of relief leak out.

 

* * * * * 

 

My fingers were cramping by the time night fell outside, and a cold, vile air crept through the barred window.  I shoved another bunch of straw into the spinning wheel and watched as yet another golden thread came out, sparkling in the dim light.  I was going to see golden thread behind my eyes if I slept tonight, and golden thread behind my eyes every night until I died.  I felt like every fiber of my soul had filled with it, and it was closing in, choking the life out of me.  

The door came open, and I jumped.  The doorway framed Lavine, who carried another platter.  Someone stood behind her, a big man in a white chef's uniform.  Henrik was having one of his cooks escort her around.  He hadn't hired new help yet.

She glanced at the cook behind her, and then at me again.  "We're safe," she said.  "This is the cook who planted the apples in the knights' pie today.  Henrik thinks we are all loyal to him because he took us under his wing."  She set the platter down on the ground and opened it.

It was a huge plate of veggies along with some meat I didn't recognize.  "Rabbit," she said.  "You're lucky you're getting this.  Henrik only allows royals to eat rabbit here.  Well, you will be his Queen in less than two days."

"No, I'm not," I said.  I wouldn't touch the rabbit on that alone.  "Where's Stilt?"  I saw nothing moving in the tray.  

"We couldn't bring him this time on the platter," Lavine said, frowning.  "Henrik called Alric back from his bandit search due to his knights disappearing.  Alric can detect any magic use in this castle with his crystal ball.  He knows when you're spinning and when you're not.  And he knows when someone changes shape.  He's worse than the knights, Brie, but at least there's only one of him.  You'll need to go down to Stilt's cell yourself.  You make a left down this hall, turn and go back to your original cell.  Stilt's is down that same hall.  He's in there along with Sylvia.  You'll need to take the key from me."

I got up, heart pounding.

It was my turn to go out there.

And possibly face Henrik's number two man.  Had I made things worse by getting rid of the knights?  "Can Alric see us now?"

"Only when you're using magic and only if he's using his crystal ball.  He expects you to be eating right now, so he can't watch."

"Then we need to destroy it," I said.  "And get out of here."

"But," Lavine said, holding up one hand.  "You have to make it look like we didn't just let you go."  She gulped.  "You need to hit us with that platter.  Hurt us enough to leave bruises.  If you knock us out, that's even better."

"I...what?"

The man behind her nodded.  "You'll need to be tougher on me, Brie."

"Do it," Lavine ordered.  

I knew that I needed to.  If I didn't, these two would lose their heads. 

Literally.

I picked up the platter and swallowed, dumping the food off.  My palms sweat and I forgot all about the cramping.  Lavine closed her eyes.  "Do it fast," she begged.  

I let out a breath.  

I swung.

The piece of metal made a horrible, metallic thud against Lavine's head.  She cried out, reached up for her head, and went down.  Her skin turned red just under her hairline.  I'd hit her hard.  She curled up in a ball, and a key fell out of her skirt pocket.  I grabbed it just as the cook ran in. 

"Now me," he said.  He was a young guy who looked like he might fit at working in some fast food joint.  "I have to make it look like I tried to stop you.  Hit me now."

I took the platter and swung it at him.  It struck him in his chest, and he grabbed at his ribs.  The guy doubled over.  Before I could think, I brought the platter down on top of his head.  He grunted and went down, reaching for a stray piece of straw.

Key in hand, I bolted out of the room.

Alric wouldn't detect this--would he?  I hadn't used any magic, but I had also stopped spinning gold.  Alric might just think I was eating because it was dinner time.  That gave me about ten precious minutes, maybe a little more.  

I bolted down the dark hall and came to the doorway that led to the one with the stained glass windows.  I turned and ran past the cell I'd been in the day before.  It was open, and Henrik had already had every single golden thread taken out.  Where did Henrik keep his gold, anyway?  There had to be a store of it somewhere.

I hoped that this key could open all the dungeon doors.

The ravens and the wolves in the stained glass windows stared down at me with their red eyes.  The apple tree turned to a blur behind the window.  Its branches looked like bloody arms trying to reach out to me.  I made another turn and down the spiral staircase into the dungeon area.  Stilt had been near me the entire time down here, right along with Sylvia.  I had to try all the doors.

No knights.  Nothing.  Only a mouse scurried into the dark.  I passed my original door and stopped.

"Stilt," I said, quiet.  "Where are you?"

"Brie?"

A hand stuck out of a barred door window up ahead.  Stilt was in the cell at the very end.  

"Here," he said.  "I can't use magic.  Alric will know.  Lavine told me so.  Get us out.  Then we need to think of a way out of here."

I knew I couldn't go back to the cell.  "I know."  I took the big brass key and turned it in the lock, heart pounding.  I didn't remember Stilt being in this cell.  They must have moved him.  The lock clicked, and I pulled the door open.  "Come on," I said.

Stilt stood there, eyes even darker tonight, and Sylvia hung behind him, her hood down and her brown curls showing.  And she still had her eyes.   

Outside, the wolves began to howl.

We'd never get past them without using some magic.  We had to find a way to keep Alric from finding out.  "The two of you have been at this castle before," I said.  "Where's Alric's office or whatever?  And where is the magic mirror that you got through last time?  You know, when you were taking me to the other world."  I faced Stilt.

"I've never been there," Sylvia told me.  "And when I was here last, I was blind."

"The mirror was in Alric's office before," Stilt said.  The struggle crept across his face.  It was worse tonight.  "What...what will you give me in exchange for showing the way?"

I was ready for this.  I slid off Hannah's friendship ring and gave it to him.  "This," I said, hating the way my hand felt without it.  Hannah was my only friend who didn't care that I could spin gold.  I wondered if she still would today.  

Stilt took the ring.  "That will work," he said, pocketing it.  His eyes darkened.  Maybe it was with sadness at what his nature was making him do to me.  Maybe it was with his growing evil.  "I'll show you where his office is."

"Let's go," I said, aware that I had nothing left to trade.  If I stayed another night, he would demand something that I could never give.  "We need to look for this while we have no knights."  Stilt and Sylvia were risking their lives.  If Henrik caught them, they might get killed.  And worse, he might make me watch.  But this might be our one chance before Henrik hired some other men to be his guards.  He wouldn't let his wolves and ravens in, would he?

"It's this way," Stilt said, leading the way.  "If Alric is there right now, I will not take you all the way to it."

"Fair enough," I said.  

He got in the front and led us back up the stairway.  We emerged into the hallway with the stained glass and ran through.  Stilt took me past the first door, then through the next corridor where the cook and Lavine still lay on the floor, knocked out, or pretending to be.  Stilt nodded at them as we passed and he drew close to me.  I could feel the air around him crackling with electricity.  A chill settled.  His scars poked out from his sleeves as he ran.  He could never hide them.  Not really.

We came to a split in the hall, where a single torch hung.  Flickering candles cast an eerie yellow glow on everything.  Sylvia checked up and down the area.  "My hearing isn't as good as it was," she said.  "But I hear footsteps to the left.  I think it might be Alric.  It sounds like he's headed to the throne room.  We have to go a long way around."

My heart pounded, and my limbs tightened, ready to run.  The man had shrunk us and restored us again.  I didn't want to know what else he could do.  Sylvia headed right, and we walked as quietly as we could.  If he checked on the cell and found us gone, he might invite the animals in here.

"Got it."  Stilt took us through the dining hall, where the knights must eat.  There were no plates left on the tables, and no one sitting in here.  The servants must dine in their room or something.  But this was where the knights had sunk into the ground, never to be seen again. I wondered how the evil things down there were treating them.

He faced me.  His eyes still held traces of that blue I liked.  "We have to hurry.  I won't like what I'll have to demand from you next."

I didn't want to ask what that was.  

Stilt took us through the dining hall, up another two flights of stairs, and down another hallway, this one more open to the outside with huge, glass windows.  I could see a large, green courtyard with dark trees surrounding us.  The sun hung close to the horizon, but it was hazy.  The sky remained its ugly gray color and the forest as ominous as ever.  I could see no road that led away from here, no trails.  King Henrik must not like visitors, ever.  

And I did spot a small pack of wolves hanging out in the courtyard.  They were eating something that might be another deer.  These had to be Henrik's wolves.  I caught a glimpse of a reddish pair of eyes from up here as one glanced up at us, then went back to its meal. 

"We're here," Stilt said.

We came to a door that had been left open.  I peered past the wooden door and into a room that looked like a wizard's library.

Books lined all the shelves, and an actual crystal ball sat on the desk, ready for use.   That was how he was spying on the magic here.  Compasses and rolled-up maps rested everywhere, and a stool sat before the desk.  It was a small room, and it had the air of an office.  Stilt and I dared to step into the room, and I sensed a flash of sharp power in here, a tingle running up and down my limbs.  

"Where's the mirror?" I asked.

"I don't see it," Stilt said.  "It was in here before.  Henrik must have moved it to his throne room or something."

I cursed.  The mirror would have been our gateway out of here.  Stilt and I had escaped through it before.  "We have to check.  Maybe we can use the crystal ball.  What is it supposed to do?"

"Anything useful in there?" Sylvia asked.  

"I don't know," I told her.  I searched around, but it was all books and maps.  I didn't have time to sit and read and if we were going to get out of here without the mirror, we needed to find a way around the wolves and ravens.  Something we could use as a weapon.  But there was nothing here except for the books and I didn't know how to cast any spells.  The tingling magic feeling got stronger the closer I got to Alric's desk.  There was something about that crystal ball.  

Maybe it could show us a way out of here?

But as I stared, images started to move inside of it.  It was going on its own.  "Whoa," I said.  "Look at this."

I squinted at the movie playing inside, unable to look away.  

Sunshine.  A small cottage came into focus, with a young couple standing outside.  The image zoomed in, and I could see that it was a man with dark hair and a woman with blond hair--blond hair just like mine.  I tensed, and Stilt did next to me.  He backed away a little.

Were these my birth parents?

The woman looked so much like me that I couldn't deny it.  They wore ordinary peasant clothes, and the woman was pregnant.  The scene moved away from the cottage and into the forest nearby.  These woods were much lighter than the one around us, but it still held onto some darkness.  This place was close to the border of the darker region.  These people lived way too close to Henrik for my comfort.

"What is this?" I asked.  

Stilt took my arm.  "We should go."

"No.  What is this?"

Then I saw Stilt.  Inside the crystal ball.

He was wandering through the forest nearby, a ragged shirt hugging him.  He turned, and I could see his scars.  They were fresh now, red and angry, and there weren't as many of them.  It had been his first time getting whipped.  Stilt had that dark look in his eyes, even worse than the one he had now.  He had just left the dark region and hadn't had time to turn light yet.  And he looked the age he appeared as now.  Elves must grow up more quickly than humans.  Of course.  Stilt would have been reborn before I was.  

He had a knife in one hand and a wild look, like he was searching for something. Food.  That had to be it.  Then he spotted a brownish, partridge-looking bird sitting on the ground nearby.  Stilt snuck up on it, seized it, and it squawked, trying to get away.  I tensed, waiting for him to slit the bird's throat, but instead, he took the knife and cut his palm.  Blood bubbled up from his perfect flesh, and he stared at it.  A glow appeared around his wound, a golden one, and he pressed his wound to the bird's mouth.

The bird lapped it up.  The glow transferred to the bird and its feathers shone.  I realized the bird was changing color.  

Turning completely gold.

Stilt let the bird go, and it flew up into the trees.  It perched there, singing a song.  Meanwhile, Stilt walked away, his shoulders sagging with relief.

"We need to go," the real Stilt said next to me.

"What did you do to the bird?" I asked.  

"Nothing.  We need to go."

It sure didn't look like nothing.  The nerves in Stilt's voice made me want to watch this even more.  Stilt's energy tensed.  It raced up my arm, a mixture of warm and cold.  The darkness was creeping up on the elf again, and Stilt only had a matter of time before he went back to the real Rumpelstiltskin.  

Another person entered the vision in the crystal ball.  A man--the one from the cottage.  

My father.

And he held a rifle.

He spotted the bird and Stilt ducked into the bushes, hiding.  He raised the gun and fired, and the bird dropped to the ground, dead and golden as ever.  My father picked it up and studied it, then carried it back to the cottage.  The vision shifted, showing my father plucking out the feathers while my mother butchered the bird and cooked the meat.  The house was almost in shambles.  A crooked chair leaned up against the table.  

"Brie, come on!" Stilt's terror grew.

My parents ate the meat of the golden bird for dinner, savoring it.  My father counted the gold feathers.  The vision shifted, and my mother sat in the chair, bouncing a small child in a bonnet on her lap.

Me.  

It had to be.  The child had my blond hair.  She played with two pieces of straw, twisting them together.  A golden flash erupted, and a gold chain hung from my fingers.  My mother's mouth fell open as she gasped.

I whirled around so fast that I knocked the crystal ball on the floor, shattering it.  Stilt let go of my arm and waited.

"You gave me this curse," I said, gripping the table as hard as I could. 

"It was an accident!" Stilt said.  "I only meant to give it to the bird, go off, and avoid Henrik.  I didn't know your parents would kill it and eat it.  It was a selfish thing for me to do.  I was still dark at the time.  But after I spent some time in the lighter region, I came to feel for the horror you experienced every time King Henrik kidnapped you, and I knew I couldn't let that happen to you again.  So I took you to the other world.  That time, it was for you, Brie.  Not myself.  After that, Henrik captured me again, and I took far more whippings than I should have because I could no longer spin gold for him."

His scars.  

That was how he got them.

I was shaking.  "Why didn't you tell me?"

Stilt frowned for a second.  "Because I knew you'd react like this?"

"No," I said.  "It would have cleared a lot up.  I can see that you didn't do this on purpose.  You should have told me sooner."

Sylvia ducked her head into the room.  All the color had drained from her face.  "Alric."

The word made me forget all about the revelation in the now-shattered crystal ball.  Footfalls raced down the hall, and I knew it was already too late.  A large hand seized Sylvia by the sleeves and pulled her back.  She screamed.  

And Alric stood in the doorway.

He reached up and lowered his red and black hood.  He was a well-groomed middle-aged man with a mustache and a neat beard.  He looked more like a professional businessman than some crazy magician, and that made him scarier in a way.  

"Well," he said.  "I see you have decided to explore my personal space.  Out, both of you."

He sounded like a teacher reprimanding us.  I didn't dare move.

"You heard me, did you not?  Out.  Or I will make you."

"Leave her alone," Stilt said, stepping in front of me.  What could he do?  

"Get back," I told him.  Alric wouldn't kill me.  I was too valuable.  But Stilt and Sylvia were worthless to Henrik.  

"You think you have a claim on the future Queen?" Alric asked.  "You?  You've forgotten your place, elf.  Henrik will be interested in hearing about this as well."  And then Alric raised one hand and waved us towards him.

A tremendous force knocked into me from behind, pushing me into Stilt.  We went crashing into the hallway as Alric stood out of the way.  Sylvia already stood pinned against the wall.  Whether she was there on her own or trapped there by magic, I didn't know.

We crashed into the floor and pain surged up my elbow.  I managed to stand, and I reached for Stilt's arm and grabbed it.  Alric stood there, staring at both of us, and I tried to run, but my feet stayed stuck to the floor.  I felt as if someone had nailed them there.  

Stilt's, too.  The elf looked at me with wide eyes.  

We couldn't move.  Alric had paralyzed all three of us.

I begged the pain in my elbow to calm down, and the throbbing started to abate.  Alric leaned against the doorway of his office and smiled.  I hated the guy.  I wondered if he grinned like that when he shrunk that entire village and put those people in jars.  Where were they?  Maybe they were trapped somewhere in this castle as part of Alric's collection or something.

And then I heard the worst possible sound.

More footfalls.

I turned my head.  I could still do that, at least.

King Henrik walked towards us, Lavine and the cook leading him.  

"There they are!" Lavine shouted.  "She's the one who hit me over the head with the platter!"

I balked but molded my expression into a neutral one.  Lavine had to save her own life, after all.  She couldn't let on that she'd let me do it.  The cook, too.  

"Very good," Henrik told her.  "I will take care of this.  What were they doing?" he asked Alric.

"Getting into my office," he told the King.  "I believe they may have been searching for your magic mirror."

But Henrik didn't seem to notice.  His gaze crept to me, and he shook his head.

And then he noticed my hand still on Stilt's arm.

I let go, but it was too late.

"I see," he said, approaching.  "You like the elf.  You like the elf.  You, my future queen, like the elf!"

He raised his hand like he wanted to strike me and I flinched.  I couldn't help it.  Like the elf?  Wasn't Stilt worthy of a name?  Maybe Henrik didn't know his actual name.  

Henrik held his hand up for a long time.  I about memorized the lines in his palm.  He breathed out with rage and finally, he lowered it.

"You like the elf," he said, smiling.  

That was worse.  

He had a way to get to me now.

And then he laughed.  It was loud, cutting over the howls of the wolves outside.  

"Alric," he managed at last.  "Place the elf and the former kitchen girl back in their cell, and make sure that you keep a more personal watch on it.  I could use this to my advantage."  Henrik took a step closer to me.  "You left a lot of straw in the spinning room, my dear.  It needs to get finished by morning."

The air around him hummed with the cold, sharp magic.  He had even more of it than Alric did.  I just hoped he wasn't as good at using it as the wizard was and that he didn't realize his full potential.  Henrik took up everything.  He smiled.  There was no hurt in his eyes.  No jealousy.  He didn't care for me at all--just what I could do.  The man might not be capable of feelings.  And he wasn't capable of compassion.

"If you step out of line again, dear, ever, then I will have the elf and the former kitchen girl both beheaded, and you will make up the audience.  I will ensure that the executioner takes more swings than normal to remove their heads.  Why don't you go back to the spinning room and continue your work?"  Henrik looked at the cook and at Lavine, who had bruises on their heads.  "And by the way, the two of you must be punished for allowing her to escape.  Surely the two of you should have overpowered Brie easily, especially with such a strong man present.  I believe the Queen and I will begin our honeymoon by watching the two of you lose your heads."

The color drained from the cook's face and Lavine's as well.

Henrik was a monster.  

I wanted to yell at him and tell him what he was, but I kept my mouth shut.  Lavine stood there and bit her lip, trembling.  

The two of them would die right after Henrik and I got married.  

And I would be watching.

Finally, I found words.  "Do you think that's necessary?" I asked.  "You're going to punish your employees because I hit them with a platter?  I don't care for them, either, but I think this is a little over the top."

Henrik stared at me.  "You need to rule your servants without mercy, or they will trample all over you."  

He knew.  

He knew that they were working with me.  It was there in his eyes.  Maybe Alric had seen the truth after all and gone to tell Henrik while the three of us were in his office.  He did have that crystal ball, after all. 

And then Henrik backed away.  

Alric took his place, and nausea filled my stomach.  He muttered some low words and the room grew larger and larger and the ceiling much farther overhead.  It became the sky and the floor, a vast stone plain.  The night sky here had no stars.  No light.  Only the moon shone through the clouds like some wicked half smile.  

We were shrinking.

Me, Stilt, Sylvia and the servants.  

Henrik's boots met my vision and towered over me.  He could lift a foot and crush me right now.  Crush Stilt and Sylvia, too.  He would get rid of us.  I had to hope that he was right that he still wanted Stilt as a bargaining chip.  

Nausea intensified, and darkness pushed in on my vision, swallowing everything.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

When I woke, all I could see was straw.

I lifted my head from the floor and looked around.  I had returned to regular size, but no one was there with me.  The rabbit meat was still on the floor along with the veggies that Lavine had brought for me.  She wouldn’t be delivering any more meals.

King Henrik had found her out, and now she and the cook were going to die.

Heck, maybe he was planning on killing Stilt and Sylvia as well, even if Stilt returned to evil by then.  I didn’t want to see the past Stilt.  If he stayed here much longer, I might.  But could I still order him around tomorrow if he asked for something I couldn't give?  I should be able to if I knew his actual name unless something had changed since I came here.  

Or he'd just tear himself in half in rage to avoid it.  

That would be just as bad as watching him get beheaded unless I could get him to the lighter region again.

“Is anyone here?” I asked, sitting up.

No one responded.  I reached for the meat and felt it.  It was cold.  Room temperature.  I had been here for a while.

And the straw was higher than ever.  Henrik had someone pile more in here, just to send me a message.  

I got up, screamed, and sent a kick at the spinning wheel.  It slid a couple of feet and came to a stop next to a pile of golden thread.  I was going to drown in this stuff if Henrik kept having more piled in here.  I waited for someone to come in through the door, but it never opened.  My stomach roared in hunger, and I realized I only had the scraps on the floor to eat.  I wouldn’t touch them.  Maybe if I made myself hungry enough, my magic would fade.  Sputter out, and I wouldn’t be able to spin gold anymore.

But I had to keep going.

If I didn’t finish this, Stilt and Sylvia would die right along with Lavine and the innocent cook.  They had let me beat up on them, and I’d need Stilt’s and Sylvia’s help to get them freed.  I wasn’t going to give up on them.

I had to keep my curse.

I couldn’t do anything without it.

With tears blurring my vision, I went back to the wheel, jammed in a bunch of straw, and worked to the howling of the wolves.  They quieted as I worked as if satisfied with my progress.  I peeked out the window, but it was nighttime.  How late?  I didn’t know.  My hands ached, and I imagined Henrik ordering the deaths of Stilt and Sylvia if he didn’t find this done in the morning.

I worked and worked.  The piles of golden thread grew next to me.  I went faster and faster until my mind went numb and I could no longer feel the buzzing in my hands.  The light outside turned gray, and I hurried, shrinking the piles before me.  My heart raced.  Henrik would come in any second, expecting the gold, and I hadn't finished.  He had set me up for failure.

But when the door opened again, two gruff men stood in the doorway.  They had a wheelbarrow full of more straw, enough to make me want to scream.  

And this time, Alric stood behind them, arms crossed.  He had his hood on, hiding his face and giving me a silent dare.

The men dumped the wheelbarrow in the room, right on top of a pile of golden thread.  The straw mixed in and sank into the mound.  It would make it much harder to pluck out.  

Then the men retreated from the room and brought in another wheelbarrow, a different one piled just as high with straw.  They dumped that one, too.

And then a third.

I felt suffocated in it.  I barely had enough room to sit among the straw now. The piles pushed against the base of the spinning wheel and the legs of the stool.  My back ached.  My stomach hurt even more.  My hands had cramped and gone numb.  I might never feel them again.  I had become a machine.  A bank, just like Hardy always wanted.  I had ceased to be a person.

Alric moved forward and stood in the doorway, staring at me.  “Henrik almost has enough gold to bring Fable to its knees,” he said.  He didn’t sound the happiest about it.  “If you spin the rest of this straw, he will gain the power he needs.  All of Fable will turn to darkness.  And tomorrow morning, you will give him your vow.”

And then Alric closed the door.  

“Wait!” I shouted.  

But Alric didn’t return.

I had the feeling the guy didn’t want Henrik to rise—or he was just jealous of it.  Jealous was probably right.  But Alric was gone.  I didn’t have the chance to sway him to my side.  It would be dangerous, but it might be my only chance.

The piles of straw seemed to close in on me.  Part of one toppled, pouring over my feet.  

If I didn’t do this, Stilt and Sylvia would die.

If I did do this, other people would die.  Other kingdoms would fall.  

No matter what I did, people would perish.  And I would be a prisoner here forever.

I stood, pulling my feet out of the straw.  I couldn’t let either happen.  But how?  Stilt would give me one more favor—if he could even get to my cell.  I had to find him again and ask for one more.  I stared at the door.  It was tough wood.  I could never kick it down.  I didn’t have Stilt’s ability to change forms.  

But could I cut it down?

Could I make a golden ax?

I had made a butterfly.  A swag chain.  Even a potholder and an oven mitt for my adoptive mother.  

Why not a weapon?

Something to stab Henrik?

Then if I could get to Stilt, I could free him with or without a key.  Henrik would have it for sure.  And if I made an ax and Alric still detected my magic, he’d just think I was spinning gold—right?  His crystal ball had broken.  We had taken away his extra set of eyes.  All we had left was the wolves and ravens outside. 

I grabbed a massive handful of straw and crammed some long pieces together.  I made two long cords and wove them, creating a handle.  The heat returned to my hands, chasing the numbness away.  I might die because of this, but it was better than living the rest of my days with Henrik.  Maybe even forever with him.  “I’m not done,” I said, begging the golden flash not to come.  “I’m not done yet.  I have to add the blade.”  I wasn’t sure how I was going to do that, but I grabbed a bunch of straw and started weaving a pattern.  It was hard work.  I had no crochet hook, and this was no yarn.  The straw kept coming undone, over and over, but at last, I had created a few long rows.  

Something clanged against the bars, and I jumped, my heart leaping into my chest.  I caught the flash of a platter hitting the bars and a bunch of food toppling through them.  Veggies and some meat hit the new straw and lay there, ready for me to eat.  They wouldn’t even serve me as a person anymore.  Henrik had seen to that.  How would he treat me after we were married?  I imagined a life locked in a room like this.  He might never let me out again.  

Keep working.

I had to keep going.

Another row.  And another.  A triangle in the shape of a blade appeared, curved on one end.  I took two long pieces of straw and tied it, careful not to let the thing undo itself.  I trembled.  Sweat rolled down the back of my neck, and every muscle in my hands was on alert, struggling to get this just right.  I tied the blade onto the stick and got rewarded with the golden glow.

A new weight sagged in my grasp.  I blinked, realizing that I held an ax of pure gold.  My aching arm struggled to hold it up and brandish it.  Could this thing cut through wood?  Gold was soft, and this might not be the best weapon.

But it was better than nothing.  

I needed weapons for Stilt and Sylvia, too.  I couldn’t break out of here just yet.  The ax’s blade glinted in the light.  I couldn’t let Henrik see this if he came by, so I slid it under the straw.  

Swords, then.

I had no idea how to use them, but Stilt and Sylvia might.

I went to work on twin handles.  It wasn’t as bad as the ax, but it was hard to find straw fibers that were long enough.  At last, I was able to get one sword together, a long straw blade that would make anyone laugh.  When it failed to flash and turn to gold, I added a hilt, sliding a ring of straw up to where the handle was supposed to meet the blade.

A flash.

Weight. 

I stood up, holding a long golden sword in my hands.  It was perfect.  Pointed at the end.  Sharp.  The handle glittered with gold designs.  Geese.  Pumpkins.  Birds, and horses.  They were light, happy things.  It was as if I had brought some of that with me.

Two more swords, then.

I went to work, palms sweating, and slid the sword under the straw to lie next to the ax.  The light outside got brighter.  It was full morning by now.  Full daylight.  

I stopped when I heard footsteps approaching.  I slid the straw blade in a pile and sat on the stool, cramming in a bunch of straw.  I started to spin just as Henrik peeked in through the bars.  I pretended to be absorbed in my task as he stared in, silent.  I didn’t like that silence.  I felt like he was contemplating.  

“You need to work faster,” he ordered.  

I looked up, pretending to be shocked. 

“You will be my wife tomorrow at dawn,” he said, “regardless of whether you finish this room.  If you do not finish, your elf and the kitchen girl will die right beside my unfaithful servants.  And you will be present to witness it.”

I searched for something to say.  I hoped the king could see the exhaustion on my face and the fact that I was working about as hard as I could.  “I’m working as fast as I can,” I promised him.

I just didn’t tell him on what.

Henrik seemed happy with that.  He turned and walked off in silence.  The king hadn’t come in this time, despite all his power.  Was he scared of me?

The girl who could do nothing but spin gold?

As soon as his footsteps had faded, I pulled out the sword and admired it again.  I slid it away and went to work making two more.

It was long, hard work and my hands were cramping all over again by the time I had finished.  Three swords lay in front of me along with the ax.

I could break out now.

Provided Henrik wasn't hanging there in the hall, waiting for me to try something.  

And so long as Alric hadn't repaired his crystal ball.  If he'd done that, I'd never escape.

I glanced out the window. 

The night was falling again.  I'd worked on my weapons all day.  If Henrik stuck with his story, he would come and check on me at dawn.  I couldn't believe the time had passed so quickly.

I needed food.  My head swam, and I searched for the veggies thrown in.  They still sat there in the straw, waiting to be eaten.  I downed them, and they were cold, but I was so hungry that I didn't care.  I needed the energy.  We were going to be making a break for it, and this was my one chance.

Could I carry all these weapons out of here?

I had to.  

I waited for the wolves to start howling before I raised the ax and made the first hack at the door.  The wolves would mask the sound of me breaking out. If I didn't, I'd be Henrik's wife in the morning and Lavine and the cook would both die.  They must be in the dungeons as well.  I could have made them weapons, but if three of us were armed, it was better than nothing.

The door splintered and I swung again.

And again.  I had to time my swings during the wolf howls.  I was glad this place was noisy at night.  If I had silence, I would never get away with this.

The door split and a piece of wood flaked off.  I had to work fast.  Stilt’s and Sylvia’s lives were on the line here.  If I failed, they would die.  

I swung again, arms cramping.

The door cracked and I could see through a hole to the outside.  I just had to make an opening.  That was all.  

The wolves ramped it up.

Again.  I was making progress.  I pulled some of the wood out of the way with my hands, earning myself a splinter.  I ducked down and peeked out in the hall to make sure it was clear.  It was.  I wondered what Henrik did at this hour.  

Again.  I went to work on the other side of the door, making the hole larger.  A cat could crawl through this with no problem.  I kept working, peeling away wooden splinters.  It was a thick door.  I wondered why Henrik hadn’t thought of me doing this.

And why the hall was so empty if I’d gotten out of here before. 

At last, the hole was about two feet wide, enough to fit me.  I tucked the ax back under the straw and pushed all three swords through to the other side.  They landed on the floor with a clink.  Golden swords might not do anything against iron ones, but they beat using our fists. 

And then I crawled through.

Splinters stabbed at me and grabbed at my dress, tearing at the fibers.  A rip sounded and ran down my skirt.  I didn’t care.  I had to get out.  I breathed the first air of freedom.  Sort of.  I hadn’t realized how musty straw made the air.  Now that I was out here, it was different.  Cleaner, even though the dull sense of dread was still pulsing there under my stomach.

I ignored it and climbed out.  

Stilt.  And Sylvia.  I tucked the swords under my arm best I could and held the ax in the other.  I’d have to cut them out, too.  I didn’t have the key.  Henrik or Alric would have it.  

The hall was empty all the way to the cells.  I raced down the spiral stairwell, jamming one of the swords against the wall on the way down.  The handle jabbed into my side, making pain explode, but I sucked in a breath and kept going.  The stairs ended and the cells lined up on either side of the hall.  A single torch blazed.  

“Who’s there?” Sylvia asked.

“Brie,” I told her.  “Hold on.  I’m going to cut you out of the cell.”

“I’m in here, too,” Lavine said from inside the same cell.  “So is the cook.  Get us out.  We have our last chance.”

“Where’s Stilt?” I asked, dropping the swords and hating the loud noise they made.

“Henrik took him.  Then Alric brought him back and put him across the hall.  I think they tortured him.”

My heart constricted.  I got on my toes and peeked into the cell across the hall.

Stilt lay there, clothes bloody in places.  The elf had his head on his shoulder like he was asleep.  The shoulder of his shirt was in tatters.  They had tortured him, all right.  Why?  I was already a prisoner here.  Why torture him more?  He’d taken enough whippings.  

“Stilt,” I said.

He stirred.

“Stilt,” I repeated.

He lifted his head and saw me standing there.  “Brie!”  His eyes lit up, but they were even less like the Stilt I met back in the lighter region.  They had darkened.

“I’m going to break you out.  All of you.”  Then I thought of the cook standing in the other cell.  It would be better if I got him out first, then have him break down Stilt’s door.  I had no key.  It would have to work that way.  “Just hang on.”

“Henrik whipped me again,” he muttered.  He sounded like he was in a dream.  Stilt closed his eyes and darkness crept over his features.  “He wants me alive.  But he tortured me.”

“What did he ask for?” I asked.

Stilt said nothing to that.  

“He didn’t ask for your true name, did he?”  Did Henrik know that?  He must not if he had no control over Stilt.  

Stilt shook his head.  “I didn’t give it to him.  I don’t want anyone guessing my true name.”

I went to point out that I had guessed it already, but it wasn’t important right now.  I had to get everyone out of here.  “Back away from the door,” I told the others.  “I’m going to swing.”

“Get the lock,” Sylvia said.  “That’ll be faster.”

She backed away.

I swung, timing my swings along with the wolves outside.

It was even harder than the first door.  The dungeon doors had been made thicker than the one I got trapped behind.  But at last, a hole formed that was large enough for Sylvia to climb out.  

“Let me try,” she said.

I handed her the ax, and my arms thanked her.  While she worked, I kept a lookout at the bottom of the spiral stairs.  It was all silence here tonight.  Maybe Henrik had gone to bed early in anticipation of the wedding tomorrow.

I wanted to hurl.

I’d never let that happen.  Not again.  Not ever again.  

“Hurry,” Stilt said, louder now.  He was at the window of his door.  “I don’t have much longer.  The dark region’s working on me faster than ever.”

“We are,” Sylvia said.  “We are.  Just hang on.”

I found it weird that he was standing now, but maybe elves healed faster than we did.  I counted the ax hits on the door.  One.  Two.  Three.  Four.  At last, the cook groaned and crawled out, followed by Lavine.

We were free.  I handed the ax to the cook and he took it, staring at it for a moment.  "This is gold," he said.  His huge arms bulged as he tightened his grip on it.  "This is solid gold.  Where did you get this?"

Henrik must not have told everyone about my ability.  Of course, he wouldn't if he wanted to keep me for himself.  But Alric must know about it.  I had to avoid the guy at all costs, even if we got away from Henrik.

"I'll tell you later," I said.  "Stilt.  We need to get him out of there."

The cook brandished the ax and swung at the door, splintering it in just a few hits.  Stilt stood on the other side.

He was different.

This elf wasn't the Stilt I had known at all--except for those scary times in all my past lives, maybe.  His eyes had gone from happy blue to storm gray, and his fingernails had lengthened, taking on the appearance of claws.  Shadows took up his face and even his nose seemed a bit larger than it was before.  Stilt was turning evil, and only the begging in his eyes convinced me that there was still a chance we could get him out of here before he reached a point of no return. 

"Thanks," he said.  "We need to go."

No one said anything for a long moment.  The wolves howled outside.  A raven cawed, even though it was the middle of the night.  We still had all the animals to get through and these swords wouldn't give us much chance against them.  There had to be another way.

I couldn't entice the animals with my ability.  They didn't care about the gold.  Sylvia and Lavine and the cook sure couldn't, either--or could they?

"Do you have any raw meat here?" I asked them.

The cook stared at me and nodded.  "We do.  Lots.  It's going bad without the knights here to eat it."

"Someone else could eat it," I said, glancing in the direction of the noise.  "That'll take care of one problem."

We raced for the kitchen, Lavine leading us.  The kitchen was on the ground floor, on one side of the plaza where the scary apple tree grew.  There was an open archway leading right to the courtyard along with the guards' dining area.  The birds had gone, at least.  They must be out guarding the outside of the castle.

I got an idea.  "Could we mix the apples in with the meat?"

The cook grinned at me.  "Maybe.  Pick some.  Just don't take a bite."

Stilt and I split from the others, who ran into the kitchen with swords in tow.  Stilt still held one while I kept the ax.  The apples hung low off the tree, with not a single one on the ground.  They remained as scary red as ever, even in the pale moonlight.  I plucked several off the tree and stuffed them in my dress pockets.  I wondered how we were getting away with this.  It seemed too easy.  "We should keep a couple for ourselves," I said.  "Just in case."

Stilt faced me, eyes wide.  "For what, Brie?"

"In case we can't make it out.  I'm not going to be Henrik's bride.  I don't care what's way underground.  If I can't get out of here, I'm taking a bite."  The terror of what I'd have to do washed over me--but I would do it.  I wasn't going to sacrifice all of Fable so that I could stay on the surface.  There were almost certainly more horrible things underground and they might be worse than this, but if I died down there, I'd just get born again, right?  

"You can't!"  The horror in Stilt's voice was obvious.  "You might never come back up to the surface again.  The elves down there are worse than me.  They'll keep you as their slave forever."

"Would you rather have Henrik rule all of Fable?" 

Stilt said nothing.  The elf just twitched his lips and moved a bit closer to me.  His energy was different now.  Cold, just like everything else here in the dark region.  I shuddered.  He felt...possessive.  He didn't want me to go.  But why not offer to go with me?

But Stilt finally grabbed an extra apple and shoved it in his pocket.  

We ran to the kitchen and found it quickly.  The torches didn't burn, but I could spot Sylvia and the others cutting up the meat and setting the pieces on a giant platter.  The room smelled bloody.  I tossed them the apples.  "We can mix these in," I said.  "That way the wolves won't chase us after they're done eating."  I still didn't know what to do about the ravens.  

Stilt opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again.  I was glad when he stood a little bit away from me.  I had never felt that way about him before, except for the time I learned his real identity.

"Get cutting," Lavine told me.

She handed me a knife and I sliced the apples, careful not to spray myself in the face with the juice.  We cut them into tiny pieces, tiny enough so the wolves wouldn't detect them.  The cook wrapped the pieces up in the cuts of meat.  Hopefully, the wolves would be so ravenous that they would snap up this treat.  It was long work, with all of us except for Stilt lending a hand.  He stood aside and watched, even though he seemed recovered.  The dark region had worked on him, all right.  The old Stilt would have helped.  He'd be here beside me, cutting away.

We heaped the meat on a huge platter and Lavine and the cook lifted it up.  "Outside," the cook said.  "The back gate leads right out.  It's not locked, but Henrik doesn't need locks with the wolves there."

We followed the two of them as they carried the meat through the corridors, leaving a bloody apple smell that threatened to make me sick.  It was a long walk through torch-lit hallways and up over a flight of steps, but at last, I smelled night air again.  We might make it.  We might make it.

The gate came into view.  It was a metal wire gate covering the archway that led outside.  The moon was bright tonight, and I caught a glimpse of a gray, furry creature stalking around next to another wolf.  They watched us.  Their eyes were red, all right.  These weren't the regular wolves I'd spotted back in the lighter region.  These were tear-your-throat-out wolves.  

"Get ready," the cook said, raising the platter.  "Someone open the gate."

"Are you crazy?" Stilt asked.  He didn't like this plan.  Neither did I.  There was every chance that the wolves could decide to munch us instead.  But we couldn't wait for Henrik and Alric to wake and find us.

"I'll do it," I said.

"You're not," Stilt told me.  "Let Sylvia do it."

"You're such a jerk now," I told Stilt.  "I know you can't help it, but sheesh.  You know what?  Just be quiet until we can get you out of here."

Stilt repeated nothing.  Maybe I could still give him orders.  Sylvia had already gone to the gates.  I hated this new Stilt.  Or this old Stilt.  This elf was the original, I had to remind myself.  The new one was the one I met in the other world.  I wanted that one back.

Sylvia opened the gates and a whole chorus of growls went up as soon as she did. Stilt grabbed my arm and pulled me back.  I twisted out of his grasp, which left a cold indent on my skin.  The warm, tingly magic was gone.  

And then he pushed in front of me and stood there.  

Even though he was shorter than me, I had to get on my toes to see what was going on.  The cook and Lavine sidestepped forward into the night, platter over their heads, and then they dumped the meat on the ground.  It landed in a pile with a disgusting wet thump and the wolves growled louder and leaped forward.  They backed away and Sylvia closed the gate right before the first of them shoved its nozzle through the metal bars, fur on end and eyes redder than ever.  They backed away further and I tensed.  The wolves hadn't forgotten their duty after all.  Henrik must have enchanted them to obey his will over anything else.  They gathered on the other side of the gate, staring in at us.  What if they didn't eat the meat?  We'd never get out of here.

The cook took his sword out of his belt.  

Swung down at the first wolf.

A yelp rang out and blood squirted everywhere as the nozzle retracted.  The creature ran off into the night, yelping the entire time. 

"Stop!" Stilt said.  "What if the noise wakes Alric?"

So much for Stilt following my commands.  Maybe his change had freed him from it.  But hadn't I ordered him to rip himself in half in our past lives when he was dark?  This situation wasn't making any sense.  

"That wolf was a problem," the cook said.  "And so are you.  You haven't helped us one bit since we broke you out."

No other wolves stuck their noses through the bars.  

They were eating.

The pack tore at the meat on the ground as if they hadn't eaten in a week.  Maybe Henrik never fed them.  But chewing noises sounded as the meat pile became covered in gray, furry backs and swishing tails.  They were hungry.  

And then the ground under them seemed to open up.  The grass and dirt caved into a sinkhole and the wolves toppled down along with the meat, yelping once again.  A few turned and tried to claw their way to safety, but whatever ground they touched caved in, too.  They vanished into the dirt and the earth closed again, silencing their fading yelps.  They were on their way down to join the knights.

The world was silent except for the cawing of the birds.  The injured wolf hadn't returned.  It was the lucky one in all of this.  

And then the birds landed in the courtyard outside.  Beyond them, the dark forest spread out, featureless in the dark.  Once we got past the birds, we'd have that to contend with along with whatever horrors it contained.

We couldn't just go out there and run for it.  Our swords wouldn't do much good against them.  We needed something to lead them away.  Or we needed another way, period.

"Now what?" Lavine asked.

"We can't go out there," Sylvia said.  "I won't go out there."  Her face darkened with a memory.  She couldn't deal with this.  

Stilt shifted.  "I know another way.  There's a secret tunnel that goes through Henrik's treasure trove and right out to the stables."  He faced me.  "I can show you the way."

His eyes were dark.  Menacing, almost.  Stilt reached out for me and I backed away.  

Now he'd demand his price.  He hadn't been able to help it the last two nights.  There was no way he'd resist on this one.  Our stories had caught up with us after all, just in a different way than usual.

And now even knowing his real name couldn't help me.  Something was very, very wrong here.  

I swallowed.  "For what?"

"I'll tell you the price when we get there," Stilt said.  He only looked at me.  Not Sylvia and not the servants.  "Do you agree?"

"I don't know.  I have to know what the price even is."

Stilt backed away as if hurt and then nodded.  "Come on," the elf said.  "We will discuss this a little later."

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

The four of us followed Stilt farther into the castle.  The elf led us down another flight of stairs that led through more dungeons, these even worse than the ones we'd passed.  A skeleton arm hung out of one cell as if begging for a drink or a bite to eat.  One door had been left open, and two skeletons lay there, intertwined as if they were lovers who had died together.  

"Brie," Stilt said, weak.

"What?" I stared at him, heart racing.  

"Nothing," he said, loud enough to make me jump.  "Keep going.  We're almost there.  It's this way."

We kept running.  We passed no one living.  I glanced in a couple more cells that were open but long abandoned.  The tunnel went downwards again and ended in a solid wall that seemed ready to collapse.

Stilt stepped forward.  "I overheard Henrik and Alric talking about this when I was getting tortured," he said.  "Alric had moved some of the loot from Semsi Mountain into here.  It's also where they keep all the golden thread.  This place is where Henrik's wealth has been gathering for a long time."

"How do we get in?" I asked.  

"And can we take it away?" Sylvia added.  "If we take the gold, we take his power."

Stilt flinched.  "I'm sure there's too much in here for us to make a dent in it," he said.  

Then he raised his hand and pressed in on some bricks.  At last, one slid in, and there was a low groan.

The wall was sliding back.  

Rock scraped against more rock.  The wall ran along a track, heading into darkness.  

What if this was a trap?

"You sure we should go in there?" the cook asked.

"There's no other way to try," Stilt told him.  He took my arm.  Tight.  The cold radiated into my skin, spreading and sucking the life out of it.  This sensation wasn't the magic I even associated with Stilt.  I couldn't believe he had been this way before.

I wanted him back.  This creature wasn't him.  

The wall stopped groaning forward, and we proceeded inside.

The tunnel was dark at first, and I wanted to suggest going back and getting a torch, but then a faint light appeared in the distance and Stilt walked faster with me in tow.  Sylvia and the others came up behind us.  "Can you even see?" I asked.  "We could be going right into trouble."

"I can see," he said.  His breath was hot on my ear, and he still held my arm.  "We're almost there.  You'll see the treasure."

"I don't care about the treasure."  The fish wasn't there anymore.  Neither was anything else that could help us.  

Stilt said nothing.  We kept walking, and once the light got bright enough for me to make out the floor and walls of the tunnel, I broke away from Stilt.  "Where's the exit?" I asked.  "We need to get you out of here.  Show us the exit."

Stilt remained silent.  I didn't like this.  The elf should be following my orders.  He had before.  I walked faster, into the golden light up ahead, and the room opened up into a vast brick chamber that smelled of thick night air and metal all in one.  

The light came from everywhere at once.  There were no shadows.  The air crackled with power and made my hair stand on end.  Sylvia appeared next to me and turned in a circle, taking it all in.  So did Lavine and the cook.

Gold filled the whole room.  It was the size of a football stadium and all enclosed underground.  Mountains of a golden thread--most of it spun by Stilt in his past lives--lay heaped everywhere, and they dwarfed what I had created in my prison.  Coins from the mountain lay in messy piles at the base of the thread hills along with the scary fiddle, which sat propped against one pile as someone had just finished playing it.  I could see no light hanging overhead.  Henrik's power had grown so much that this gold was illuminating itself.  We stood in a cul-de-sac, and I could spot no trail heading off from this.  Not anywhere.  But at least the golden horse and goose weren't here.  They seemed to have escaped.

Lavine screamed. 

I turned.  The servant backed away from a ball of hair on a pike.

No.  It was a head.  A man's bearded head.  It looked like the head of a pirate, just without the eye patch, and blood stained the stone floor underneath it.  There were two more heads like it behind it.  These were fresh.  Dead within the last two days or so, but there was no stench here.  

The cook held her, and his mouth dropped open.  "Who's that?" he asked.  

"Maybe it was the bandits who stole his gold," I said.    

"I think it is," Stilt said.  "Alric must have found them.  It looks like they got punished."  Was that glee in his voice?

We had to get him out of here, and now.  

Stilt faced me, waiting for something.

"Now what?" I asked.  My heart leaped into my chest.  "Where's the exit to this room?  You said this was supposed to go up to the stables.  And why aren't you doing what I say?"

Stilt smiled.  His teeth had grown.  I had to keep myself from looking away.

"You have to promise me something if I show you the exit," he said.  "And you cannot break your promise."

I took a step back, searching the room again.  There didn't seem to be a way out.  Stilt waited.  His vile nature had risen back to the surface.  

"What do I promise you, then?"  I knew that elves could never break their deals, either.  Stilt hadn't been able to break his one with King Franz, who was now shrunken and imprisoned somewhere.  "What do I have to promise you?"

"Don't do it," Sylvia said.  "Stilt's not himself right now."

"I am!" he shouted at her.  "You know I am.  I was like this when you helped me escape from here for the second time."

"You weren't," Sylvia told him.  She stepped forward.  "Not quite like this.  There's something not right about you, even if you are going dark."

Stilt rounded on her.  The elf balled his fists like he was trying to hold himself back from doing something horrible.  

Something in his gaze made Sylvia back away.  She bumped into a pile of gold coins--probably from the mountain--and fell back.  Stilt turned back to me.  He smiled, but it wasn't warm.

I thought of the apple still in my dress pocket.  I might need to use it.

"For me to show you where the exit is," Stilt said, "you must promise me your hand in marriage."

Everything jumped inside.  

Marry Stilt?

This elf was the same guy who said I should be able to make my own choices.  But he was also the same guy who warned me that my story always followed me.  The lighter Stilt would never have done this.  

"Stilt...I...."

"I need your promise," he said.  He softened his voice.  "Morning is coming.  Every life in here except for ours is in danger.  You don't want your friends to die, do you?"

I glanced at the cook.  Lavine and Sylvia.  They were so young and hadn't done anything wrong.  Well, Lavine and the cook.  But Sylvia didn't deserve death for treating her stepsister like crap.  She'd learned her lesson, and besides, we were friends.  

And they didn't even care that I could spin gold.  

Stilt took a step towards me.  His dark eyes locked onto my own.  A flash of toxic green tried to hide.  I could spot something smoldering deep inside of them.  Something burning.  His tattered sleeve fell back, revealing smooth, perfect elf skin.

My stomach turned over.

My heart leaped into my chest.

This Stilt didn't have his scars.  

And he was right about one other thing, too.  I hadn't guessed his correct name.

"I promise you nothing," I said.  "And I know your true name.  It's King Henrik.  Now, where is the real Stilt?"

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

I searched the room around me for anything I could use as a weapon, but there was nothing but treasure.  Then I remembered the golden ax still in my hand.  I had to use it.  It was going to be gross, but I needed to.

Stilt--the fake Stilt--backed away from me and growled in rage.  His face turned red, and he reached up, grabbing his scalp.  Sylvia screamed and backed away.  Lavine turned her features into a grimace and watched in horror while the cook tried to stand in front of her.  

The fake Stilt ripped his scalp right open. 

Instead of blood, a golden crown encrusted with red jewels emerged.  The air charged with sharp magic as Henrik ripped the disguise off.  The two leathery halves fell to the floor and turned to dust as Henrik stood up at his full height, green eyes toxic with fury.  

"Brie," he shouted.  "You will give me your vow, or else your elf and everyone else in this room will die in front of you.  I will have their heads displayed in the courtyard for you to look at for the rest of your life."

I swung the ax at him, but Henrik raised one hand.  A force slammed into my arm before the weapon hit and it went flying out of my hand.  It landed somewhere in the treasure, causing a gold avalanche that stopped at Henrik's feet.

The cook roared and swung his sword, but the same happened.  A force smacked into him, and he toppled back into a tangle of golden thread.  It wrapped around him, squeezing tighter and tighter until the cook gasped for breath.  Henrik was controlling it.

"Now, Brie," he said, calmer than ever.  It was dangerous.  "Offer me your hand, and I will loosen the binds on this man."

He extended his hand.  I had no weapons.  If I took it, people would die.  If I didn't, people would die.  I had no right choices here. 

I only had the knife and the apple in my pocket.

I pulled it out, holding it to my mouth.  I curled my teeth around its flesh.  Its smell invaded my nostrils, begging me to take a bite.

"No!" Henrik shouted, taking a step closer to me.  His eyes widened, and he stood there, hand reaching for me.  Terror crept up into his features.  

I was dealing with Hardy all over again.

"I'll bite," I said, muffled as I was.  "I'll bite, and you'll never see me again.  My ability will go right down a hundred leagues into the ground with me.  It looks like you've already gathered all the gold in Fable.  You only need a little bit more, don't you?"  My teeth hurt with the effort of talking around the apple.  I didn't want to do it.  I didn't want to fall hundreds of miles.  I'd leave the others to their death.  But I wouldn't let all of Fable fall.

"Release the apple," Henrik said.  Behind him, Sylvia crept closer to the fiddle.  What good was that going to do us?  "Please, Brie.  You will live a far worse life in Fable's underworld than you ever would here, with me.  I will shower you with riches.  I will give you a life of comfort, and I will even spare your friends.  I will make them nobles, even.  Grant them land."

"That's not what I want," I managed.  "I want my freedom."

Sylvia picked up the fiddle and the blade.  "Henrik!" he shouted.

He turned to her.  Even from the side, I could see him screwing his face up in horror.  He raised his hands at her, but before he could throw her back, she played.

Bright fiddle music filled the space and echoed off the walls.  Sylvia faced the king as she played.  

And Henrik's feet started to move.

He fought back, trying to keep them planted on the ground, but it was no use.

King Henrik started to dance.

"No!" he shouted.  "Stop this, at once!"

His boots clicked against the stone as Sylvia played louder and louder.  She faced him only, but I could feel my legs wanting to dance.  Behind the King, the cook untangled himself from the golden thread.  His face regained some color.  

"We need to do something," Lavine told me.  "She can't keep that up forever."

Henrik shouted curses at Sylvia.  His feet danced harder and harder, unable to stop.  He waved his arms to throw her back, but he was dancing so hard that he only managed to target a pile of gold, which flew into a mountain of the thread.  Sooner or later, he'd hit Sylvia.  We'd all be goners then.

I eyed the apple on the floor, the one that the fake Stilt had carried around.  I picked it up and took the knife out of my pocket.

"What are you doing?" the cook asked.  The music kept playing, and I struggled to keep my legs still.  Lavine and the cook looked like they needed to use the bathroom.  

Stilt had done this with a bird.

An apple would be easier--right?

I sliced my palm.  The pain seared and I bit in a scream.  Blood rose.  Then I sliced a line right down the apple.  Juice flowed out and stopped.  I eyed my palm and thought about weaving.  Thought about spinning.  The heat flared into my hands, and I focused it all on the right one.  Into the line of blood growing there.  My blood glowed with a faint golden luster.  

I had friends.  I didn't need to impress anyone with my gold anymore.  

And I never would again.

I pushed my palm to the apple.  Blood mixed in with the red color, matching it exactly.  The heat and the tingling flowed right out of my hand.  Sylvia continued to play.  Another pile of treasure flew past us and landed somewhere.  

And at last, gold spread over the skin of the apple itself.  It shimmered in the light and crackled with energy.  All the heat and tingling vanished from my hand.  I felt as if a hole had opened inside of me and left a void--but it was like a pressure being relieved, like a nose that wasn't stuffy anymore.  

I was free of my curse.  I could feel it.  

"Dance him to exhaustion!" I shouted at Sylvia.  She played and played, and her arm trembled with the effort.  "Dance him into the thread!"

She changed her angle, and another pile of treasure flew as Henrik waved his hands.  He gasped for breath and toppled, limbs thrashing, then got to his feet and continued dancing.  One of the heads on a pike knocked over.  Henrik tripped on it and went headfirst into some golden thread.  It tangled around him, and he still danced, unable to control himself.  Sylvia drew closer and closer and loomed right over Henrik, who thrashed helplessly.  I sliced a piece off the golden apple.  

"You want more gold?" I asked.  "You can spin it in the underworld!"

And then Sylvia stopped playing.  

Henrik thrashed against the golden thread.  The cook jumped on and held down one arm.  Lavine held down the other.  

"You can't," he said.  He closed his eyes.  "I'll die first."

The room began to quake.  Gold toppled.  Landslides of coins raced down, partially burying the entrance to the room.  He was going to seal all of us in here.  I had to do it. 

I took the apple slice and crammed it against Henrik's mouth.  

He resisted at first, but then I held his nose shut and at last, he opened his mouth to breathe.  

I stuffed the apple slice in.  

The trembling increased and more treasure fell.  Coins buried my legs.  I fell forward.  The ground under us was shifting.  It was ready to claim Henrik and the rest of us if we didn't move.

Henrik was falling.  Coins toppled in with him.  He reached out to grab me, to take me with him, but a steady hand grasped the back of my dress and yanked me back.  A black hole appeared around the King and widened, just wide enough to fit his shape, and he plummeted in a black void as dark as his eyes.  I felt one last wave of cold, sharp magic pulling at me before he vanished and the ground closed, leaving nothing but thread and coins in its place.

"Are you okay?" the cook asked.  

I couldn't stop hyperventilating.  "I'm okay," I managed.  I felt so...clean inside.  "I'm okay."  Henrik was gone.  He'd never terrorize Fable again, would he?

I stood.  The cul-de-sac of emptiness was gone, leaving only gold and thread and coins on the floor.  I had to stand on a bunch, and I struggled to keep my footing.  Sylvia still held the cursed fiddle, which radiated its energy.  She panted with exhaustion.  Lavine had a gash on her forehead from where something had hit her.  The whole room was a mess.  It looked more like that room of money Scrooge would swim in than an organized hold for treasure.  I couldn't see the stone floor anywhere.  Which way was out?

There.  I could barely see the top of the entrance now.  And no exit.  Maybe it hadn't been here after all.  Of course.  Henrik wasn't an elf.  He was free to lie.  And even if there had been one, Henrik would have shown it to me, but he would never have let me use it.    

I took a step and about went down in all the coins.  None of this was stable.  We had to get out of here and back to the main castle.  

I locked arms with Sylvia, and we made our way to the exit.  "We need to leave this place as soon as we can," the cook said.  "As soon as Alric figures out that Henrik is gone, he's going to claim all of this as his own.  Alric never really liked Henrik.  I think this is going to make him happy."

Terror squeezed at my heart.  Alric would do it.  He'd put himself on the throne.  Henrik had no heir here.  His only child had gone down into the underworld.  Maybe, if she was still alive, he might try to help her.  

Or maybe not.  

"Where's the real Stilt?" I asked.  "I know I saw the real Stilt the first two nights I was here."

"You did," Lavine agreed.  "I'm glad we're not leaving with that other one."

Then I remembered him calling for me when we were passing through the nasty dungeons on the way to the treasure trove.  The fake one pushed me past there.  He was in there.  Henrik had thrown him in there to rot.

"We have to dig away these coins," I said, reaching where the entrance was supposed to be.  I leaned down and shoveled them away with my hands.  Sylvia leaned down and helped, and so did Lavine and the cook.  

And then the entire pile slid down into the hallway, taking us with it.

Coins ran down my back, and I landed on my arms.  More treasure washed over me, and it took all I had to crawl out of the way before I got buried.  The cook stumbled out of the mess beside me, and we turned and had to help Lavine out.  She gasped for breath and stood up all the way.  Sylvia joined us as the treasure stopped flowing downward.  Had Henrik kept up his magic much longer, this wealth would have been our grave.

"Stilt," I said.  "We need him.  Then we need that magic mirror so we can get out of here."  It was my only thought.  We needed to leave before Alric figured out that we'd gotten rid of Henrik.  He sure wasn't going to reward us.  

I bolted back down the dark hallway, foot hitting an occasional coin on the floor.  They thinned and vanished as we left all the treasure behind.  At last, the faint light returned, and we got back to the area with all the cells.  

"Stilt!" I shouted.

"Brie?"

He was alive.  Stilt was still alive.  I stood on my toes and peeked into the first door, then the next.

And I found him.  

He was lying on his back on a disgusting floor way worse than my dungeon.  Stilt panted, and his shirt had spots of blood.  He managed to lift his head.  "Brie."

"I'm sorry," I said.  "We're going to get you out.  Henrik is gone.  He's never going to come back.  He's in the underworld now."

"Hurry," he begged.  "I think the magic mirror could be in Henrik's throne room now, but if Alric figures this out, we'll never get there.  You have to get me out.  Henrik threw me in here and told me all about his plan to make you think he was me.  He said he was going to leave me in here to rot."

"Can you use magic to get out?"  We had nothing to break him out. 

"I'm too weak.  Find something."

I had dropped the ax.  That would have worked.  There had to be something.

"Let me go and look," the cook said and ran back towards the treasure room.

While he was gone, I talked to Stilt.  Told him this would all be okay and we could use the mirror to at least go back to the lighter region.  I couldn't stop the tears from blurring my vision.  Stilt couldn't even sit up.  We needed to get him help.  Water, at least.  At last, the cook returned with the ax.  It had taken him a while to find it, and it was a miracle he'd been able to pick it out in all the gold of the room.

The cook cut the door down and sweat beaded on his forehead by the time he finished.  We carried Stilt out, and he managed to stand after a minute or so.  His shirt had torn, and fresh whip marks formed angry lines on his skin.  He needed something for that.  I wondered if elves could take medicine.  

Should I even go back to the other world?

What did I have there?

I let Stilt wrap his arm around me, and the other around Sylvia.  "You don't need to do anything for me," I told him.  "We have this covered."

"That's good," Stilt said.  "I don't like doing that to you."  He glanced at me.  His eyes were still dark, but there was nothing smoldering inside of them.  Nothing red and evil.  His fingernails were a bit longer, but not as bad as the fake Stilt's.  We could reverse this.  We only needed to go back to the lighter region and get him a healer, or something.

I asked Sylvia where the throne room was.  We headed back upstairs and down another couple of halls, each one more extensive and ornate than the last.  Finally, we came to a set of double doors.  One was cracked.  

I opened it.

And stepped into the most lavish throne room I could imagine.

The carpet was blood red.  Huge torches blazed on the walls, and two burned on either side of a golden throne, one large enough for five people.  An empty dinner platter sat in front of the throne, with crumbs waiting to be cleaned up.  Henrik had been eating right before he'd planted himself in that cell to trick me.  He thought he would win my vows.  Maybe he even allowed Stilt and I to meet the first two nights, all to build up to the moment.

And hanging on the wall next to the throne was a long mirror.  

"That's the one," Stilt said.  "I used that to take you to the other world so many years ago.  He moved it in here after that.  You can go back there now."

I thought of Hardy, hounding me to come back.  He'd ditch me as soon as he figured out I'd gotten rid of my curse. 

And my parents--they'd be furious.  They'd have no room for me anymore.

I looked at Stilt.  He flashed me a sad smile.  "You can go if you want.  You can have a normal life there.  Neither one of us can spin gold now.  We can escape our stories now for at least this lifetime."  Even though he'd spent three days in the dark region, his eyes still held a trace of that bright blue.  The struggle remained, worse than ever.  

"Screw that," I told him.  "I'm going to the light region with you."

"You...but I..." Stilt sputtered.

"You heard me," I said.  "I'm not going back.  Besides, King Franz is imprisoned at the moment.  None of us knows where he is.  Until someone rescues him--and someone will--you don't have to keep your promise to him."

Stilt smiled.  "You're right."

There he was.  The one I knew.

I pulled his face to mine.  His lips brushed mine, leaving a warm flush spreading through my face.  I was able to ignore the growing cold energy inside, an energy which, in just a few days, would be gone.

"Come on!" Sylvia shouted.  She and the others were over by the mirror, which rippled with magic.  On the other side, I spotted blurry sunlight, green trees and even a low house which promised safety.  The lighter region.  

I took Stilt's weary hand and led him to the other side of the room, just as I heard an indistinct shout from none other than Alric.  

"Time to go," Stilt said.

We ran for the mirror.  The cook jumped through, hand in hand with Lavine, and Sylvia followed.  I tightened my grip on Stilt's hand, held my breath, and jumped through.
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Chapter One

 

 

“Close your eyes, Red.”

I did.  Tate drew closer behind me, his shoes crunching on the leaves in my grandmother’s garden.  His breath blew against my ear.  My heart thudded with anticipation.  Tate wrapped his arms around me from behind, pulling me into a hug.  His leather jacket squeaked as he tightened his grip.    

“Don’t open them yet.  Okay…now!”

I opened my eyes to the sunlight.  The red of the last flowers of the season popped along with what Tate held.  I blinked, trying to make it out.  

Tate had his hands in front of me, cupped together.  He held a couple of small pieces of paper.  Mickey Mouse bookmarks.  No.  They were--

“You got me—“

“Two tickets to Disney World,” Tate finished.  He kissed me on the cheek.  His leather hat cast me in shadow for a moment and then the sun returned.

“You what?”

“You don’t believe what’s sitting in front of you?” he asked.  “Look closer.”  He brought his hands up almost to my face, and I had to recoil a bit.  "Everything's going to be paid for."

It was the real deal, all right.  The tickets shone in the sun.  

“Tate—this is expensive!”  My mouth fell open.  I couldn’t believe the sight in his hands.  I knew Tate’s family had money, but I couldn’t think that his parents had let him get away with this.

“It’s okay.  Really.  I know you’ve always hated that your grandmother never let you go.  I figured this would be a nice surprise for our first year anniversary of being together.”

I was breathless.  Tate loosened his grip, and I took one of the tickets and turned it over.  I’d given up the whole idea of going to Disney World back in the third grade when my grandmother insisted that neither one of us would ever set foot in the park.  The rides weren’t safe, she told me.  You could die on those trips, and she would worry about me the whole time we were there.  Grandma was always fine with me riding the Tilt-a-Whirl and the other creaky contraptions at the town fair, however.  I'd brought up this point to her a million times, but her answer never changed.    

My grandmother made about as much sense as politics.  You could never guess what would make her say yes or no to something.  

Tate waited for me to say something.  I listened to make sure Grandma wasn’t pulling into the front driveway, which I couldn’t see from the backyard.  Check.  She’d return from her computer literacy class any minute.  Tate shifted leg to leg.  We both knew that going on this trip behind her back was dangerous.  If Grandma found out about our plan, she'd flip.  

And when she flipped, it was scary.

"Tate, thank you,” I said.  "You don't know what this means to me.  I've wanted to go since I was five."  Then the rest started to invade my thoughts.  “This is awesome.  I never thought we would ever do anything like this.  But Grandma…"

Grandma.

“I knew you’d love this,” Tate said.  He grinned.  “Hey.  It's time to do something awesome.”

The tension settled into my gut.  “What are we going to do as a cover story?  It's not going to be easy to explain to Grandma why we're taking off for several days."  Her vow that we'd never set foot in Disney World would still stand.  We'd have to lie about where we were going.  

Tate grinned.  He leaned back against the railing of the gazebo and fished around in his pocket for something.  My boyfriend didn't look like the kind of guy that would want to stroll around Disney World with his leather steampunk hat and jacket.  He was a go-to-fan-conventions kind of guy.  I so, so couldn't believe that he was doing this for me.  "I've got our departure story covered.  Don't worry.  I've been thinking about this for days.  This place is where your grandmother will think we're going when we take off next month."

He pulled out a paper and handed it to me.  I studied it.

"Is this a fake permission slip?" I asked.  "Oh--to Washington DC."  It even had our school's seal on it.  “You photoshopped this.”

“Yes.  It wasn’t that hard.”  Last year, he managed to put Melissa Ellington's face on Bigfoot after she told everyone I was dating fifteen guys.  It was great.  "This will cover the story about us leaving, at least."

"But Washington DC has a high crime rate," I told Tate.  "Grandma will say something about how I shouldn't go because of that.  If she doesn't sign this slip, we have no cover story."

The color drained out of Tate's face.  Uh, oh.  "Well, she's unpredictable," he said.  "I'm banking on that.  You know how she never makes any sense.  She's scared to let you trick-or-treat, but she let you jump off the diving board of my pool during my birthday party when you were nine."  Tate hadn't thought about the crime rate problem.

My palms tingled with nerves.  I hoped Tate was right.  But I had never found any patterns behind Grandma's answers. 

Well, the no's were all stupid and had ruined everything that other people got to enjoy.  I'd never been trick-or-treating.  I'd never gotten to go on the camping field trip in the fifth grade with the other kids.  But riding on Tate's brother's dirt bike last summer?  That had been fine even though Tate's brother had scars from it.  So was hanging out here with Tate when she was gone.  Grandma had never thrown a fit over that, either.  

"Maybe," I told Tate.  "I hope this works.  I don't want you to have to refund the tickets."  I swallowed.  "Or to have to make her mad."  I bemoaned the fact that I couldn't find the strength to be more rebellious.  I never had.  The thought of going against Grandma made fear clutch at my heart, even though she'd never been abusive.  Just overbearing.  And weird.  

And then I heard the familiar car turning into the driveway, including the squeaky wheel that she'd been freaking out over the last week.  I could see through the back sliding door all the way to the front window.  On the other side, Grandma got out of the car, her eco-friendly reusable shopping bag in hand.  It bulged with groceries.    

My heart leaped.  Tate swore.  “Put on your best poker face,” he said.  He made a show of molding his expression into a neutral one.  “How’s this?”

“Great,” I said.  

I crammed the Disney World tickets in my pocket and held onto the fake permission slip.  I had no idea what my chances were of Grandma signing this so we could have a cover story for our absence.  Washington DC was a trip where you went with your whole class and did safe things like visiting the Lincoln Memorial.  

But the crime.  Grandma would say something about the danger and order me to throw the permission slip away.  

If this didn’t work, we’d have no cover story.  Tate would be refunding the tickets, and his plans would be for nothing.  

The front door opened, then closed.  A pink blur moved behind the glass of the sliding door and headed to the kitchen.    

"Red--where are you?  And what is this on the porch?"  I could hear her through the glass.  There were too many windows in this house.  Grandma and I lived in a modern home where the windows were huge, and there was so much transparency.  I hated it.

I stepped into the back sliding door and left the garden behind, swallowing.  Tate came in behind me.  I shouldn't have to feel like this about a simple trip.  "Porch?" I asked.  

"Yes.  What did I tell you about pumpkins?"  A grocery bag rustled, and I stepped into the kitchen.  

Grandma stood there, still in her pink athletic leggings from going to the gym.  She wore her striped yellow and white shirt today, one she really should be wearing for summer only.  She pulled a package of kale out of the grocery bag, followed by spinach and something in a plastic bag that might be seaweed, which she insisted we eat as a snack.  No hamburger.  No bacon.  No meat.  I only got that if I visited Tate's house or an occasional pepperoni at school.  Until then, we ate like rabbits.  Grandma hated animal flesh and vowed never to eat it.  

"It's almost Halloween," I told her.  "That's what people do.  They buy pumpkins and carve them."  I grabbed onto the counter.  I had to get on her good side.  "You know, pumpkin seeds are supposed to be good for you.  I thought it would be cool to bake us some this year."  The tickets poked into my thigh.  

Grandma's ponytail bobbed as she faced me.  She looked young for a woman in her sixties.  Healthy.  I had to appeal to that.  

"I don't like pumpkins," she said at last.  "You need to give it to Tate or something.  He can take it home.  All pumpkins do is ask to be taken off your porch and smashed on the street."

It was another weird Grandma thing that made no sense.  I shot Tate a look.  I was sick of this narrow, tiny world of glass and gardens and veggies she forced me to inhabit.  But I also knew that arguing would be pointless and besides, we had a more important thing to worry about right now.

"Tate can have the pumpkin," I said, caving and hating it.  "I bought it for him, anyway."  It was a lie.  I'd hoped to carve it next week.  

"Good," Grandma said.  She let her shoulders sag, almost like she was relieved.  "Can you get some water boiling on the stove?"

I did.  I swallowed as I watched the bubbles form inside.  The fire from the gas stove leaped a bit as it caught on some moisture, then calmed again.  I could do this.  "I've got a permission slip from school."

"For what?"  Grandma's gaze got intense as she waited for the explanation.

"Just a field trip.  Washington DC.  You know, the one almost everyone goes on."

"Let me see."  She held out her hand, demanding inspection.  

Grandma took the slip from me and studied it for a long time.  I watched her eyes dart side to side as she carefully read each line.  About the included hotel.  About the day-long bus ride there and our food.   She turned it over again and again and felt the paper, then ran her finger over the high school's seal.  Sweat broke out on the back of my neck.  She would see the deception for sure.  It was obvious.  

"It's two grand for this trip," she said at last.  It was almost nope.  "I need to get the car fixed, and I'm afraid--"

Tate jumped in.  "My parents offered to pay for both Red and me if you couldn't.  They can be cool sometimes even if they don't let me play my music loud all the time."

"Really?"  She faced him.  "It's quite a sum of money."

Tate tipped his leather hat at her.  "I'm a huge steampunk fan.  Fully decked out.  People without a lot of money can't even think of affording this.  Haven't you seen my parents' house?"

It was strange of Tate.  He loved his leather hats and coats, but he didn't like talking about his parents' mansion or the fact that his dad was the CEO of a toilet paper company.  It attracted too many people who wanted a piece of that money.  And a dive in his pool.  And access to his parents' exotic alcohol cabinet.  Tate had gotten sick of it over the years and only invited me to his house lately.  

Grandma wrinkled her nose at him.  "It's two thousand dollars, Tate.  I make barely more than that per month."

He nodded at me, then faced her again.  He'd prepared for this argument.  "Everyone needs to wipe their butt.  It's why my dad's rich.  And why he doesn't care that he's paying for Red and me to go on this trip.  He's always liked Red."

Grandma studied the permission slip again.  "If I sign this, I expect the two of you to call me every night.  Every single night."

"We will," I said, trying not to smile.

"And Red, you need to stay close to Tate at all times," she reminded me as if it was an afterthought.  "This is not a safe city you are going to.  But I do not want the two of you sharing a hotel room."

"Got it," Tate said.  A bit of redness rushed into his cheeks.  "They're going to have all the girls stay together.  And chaperones."  He was lying here and not doing a good job of it.  There would be no chaperones where we were going.

But Grandma didn't notice.  She reached for her pen.  “I will sign your slip.  But remember the things I told you."

I couldn't believe it.  Disney World was too dangerous, but DC was a safe place full of unicorns and flowers.  Well, not really, but this still didn't make any sense.  I about exploded with relief.  Tate and I were getting away for a few days, and I even had an excuse to cover it.  I just hoped that she didn’t want to see pictures when we got back.  Wait a minute.  We had the Internet for that.  We could find some.  Tate could Photoshop us in and Grandma, who could barely tell a mouse from a keyboard, would have no idea.

Wow, this was going to be a lot of work.

Grandma and I went to work boiling some pasta for ourselves and Tate.  I itched to get away and plan how we were going to get away with this clean.  How we were going to have her convinced that we'd gone to the Washington Monument instead of the Magic Kingdom.  We might have to Photoshop in our entire class.  Our teachers.  The three of us ate dinner together, and at last, Grandma filled herself a glass of water and made her way to her bedroom.  “I’m getting one of my headaches.  Would you be so kind as to keep the noise down while I take a nap?"

“Sure,” I told her.  “Headaches are loads of fun.  Go ahead and lie down.”  I could feel my head beginning to pound.  We always tended to get our headaches at the same time.  Grandma insisted it had something to do with weather changes.  Heredity was great.  

Grandma rubbed her temples as she made her way down the hall.  She walked to her bedroom and closed the door most of the way.  I heard her flop down on her bed and stay there.  She groaned.  It was the sign of a migraine coming on, and I felt awful about making her worry.  

“Is she OK?” Tate asked.

“She will be,” I said, trying to shake off the guilt.  “She gets migraines.  You’re lucky guys don’t get them very often.”  My headache worsened, and I'd have to lie down myself pretty soon.  It was the family gift.  Mount Migraine erupted for us both about once a month.  I wondered if my parents ever got them, too, but I'd never met them.  Grandma always told me they'd run off when I was a baby, and she hadn't been able to track her son down ever since.  

Maybe they hadn't wanted a baby.  Or responsibility.  Grandma never gave me an explanation.  I wasn't sure that I wanted one.  

Tate and I headed back out into the garden.  We kept our voices low and walked to the bench at the very back, the one under the plum tree that Grandma loved.  The little creek gurgled under the tiny bridge she'd built, and the last daylight died away.  It was probably the last beautiful day of the year, and the smell of fall was in the air.  

Tate and I talked about what Washington DC pictures we’d steal from online and how we’d Photoshop ourselves into them.  “We’ll take pictures of ourselves before we go, so we have the images to work with,” Tate said.  “It’ll be better to get these ready before we even leave, so we can send her the photos over the phone throughout the day when we're there."

“What about homework?” I asked.  "Classes?"  I already had a feeling of dread in my gut from the thought of doing this.  It was even worse than a headache.  I shouldn’t do this.  It would upset Grandma too much and might even give her more migraines.  What if she'd had some horrible experience at Disney World when she was younger   

“Just tell your teachers you’re going on vacation, and they’ll give it to you early.”

“Doesn’t that note have to come from Grandma?  As in, she needs to sign it?”

Tate smiled.  “She already signed the slip.  She'll sign a homework note."

“I've never lied this much before."  I studied the bricks under my feet.  Grandma had my handprint put in one when I was five, and it was still here after almost twelve years.  

Tate noticed me curling up into a tighter and tighter ball.  “Red, if you let your grandmother rule your life, you’re never going to get to do anything.  It’s not like we’re doing something bad.  We’re just doing stuff that normal people do.  And normal people go on vacations.”

I didn’t say anything at first.  I stared at that handprint.  Grandma was so strong and yet weak.  "I'm just afraid something bad will happen if I rebel too much.  I don't know why I feel that way, but I do."

Tate hugged me from the side, and I leaned into him.  The night was getting cool, and the clouds were rolling in, cutting off the last rays of the sun.  After a few minutes, I had to get up and go to the bathroom.  This whole thing shouldn’t have scared me, but it did.  

Grandma was still in her bedroom when I entered the house.  I tiptoed to the bathroom to keep the noise down and peeked into her room just to make sure she was OK.  She lay on her back, blanket pulled up to her chin, with a folded towel over her eyes.  It was Migraine City, all right.  It looked like Grandma was out for the rest of the night.  I was glad she seemed to be asleep, which meant she'd escape from the horrible pain and feel better in the morning.  I'd have to lie down in a few.  

But Grandma began to pant in terror.

And mutter.  

“No…Red's in danger.  Let me hide her.  Let me give her a proper girl's life.  You need to believe me.  Alric is dangerous."

I stiffened.  

“I won't let the darkness take her.”

And then Grandma rolled over, trapped in some nightmare.  


Chapter Two

 

 

“Trust me, Red.  We’re going to get away clean with this.”

My nerves had only grown tenser in the last few weeks.  I shifted in the airplane seat as the ground below got closer and closer.  The swimming pools.  The green yards and the weird trees.  I had left Grandma hundreds of miles behind early this morning.  I even let her drop me off at school at 5 am, and she believed us when we said the tour buses would arrive by six.  

And then Tate picked me up and drove us to the airport.  We'd gotten there with minutes to spare.  Tate had even secured us first class seats.

It was too good to be true.  

Grandma hadn't watched and waited to see if any tour buses showed up at the school?  Right?

It was Grandma, after all.  I took out my phone to turn it on, but Tate shot me a look and shook his head.  "Don't check it yet," he warned me.  "If you do, it'll make you want to go back.  You've got to cut her off for a bit."

He was right.  I had to.  But I couldn't shake the sick feeling in my gut.  

I had never done anything like this before.  And I wanted to go on this trip.  I wanted to see what Grandma feared about Disney World and what horrors awaited there.

The ground approached, and I counted my ninth swimming pool.  I took off my jacket and let it sit on the back of the seat.  I wouldn't need it here.  Not at all.  In just a few minutes, we’d be on the shuttle to our hotel.  The Caribbean something.  It was inside of Disney World somewhere.    

The plane touched down and took a while to circle and let us off.  The airport was nothing short of humongous, the biggest I had ever seen.  

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I said as we got off the plane.  Grandma thought I was on a day-long bus ride to Washington DC right now.  Tate already had the fake pictures ready to send her, and I’d seen them.  He’d done a great job Photoshopping us in front of the Washington Monument.  In front of the Lincoln Memorial.  He’d even made some of the pictures crooked to make it look like someone had taken it with his phone.  I already had them loaded up and in my photos.  I’d send the first one tonight, just to keep her suspicion down.

“See?” Tate asked as we boarded a trolley that must lead to the luggage area.  “You’re going to be fine.”

I breathed out a sigh of relief and resisted the urge to check my phone for Grandma's worried calls.  

“How long is this going to last?” I asked.  Our trolley rolled past an enclosed garden of tropical trees and shrubs and finally stopped by the luggage pick-up.  We rode a few trolleys and finally picked up our luggage.  "This getting away clean, I meant."

“I’m sure it’ll last a little while,” Tate said.  He sounded so happy, and I hated that my worry might bring him down.  I wanted to be carefree.  A normal person.  Not someone on a very long leash that might get yanked at any second.  

Maybe I needed therapy or something.  I might be like someone in an abusive relationship, and I couldn't find a way to break away.  

Tate and I rolled our luggage away from the conveyor belt and had just started to walk away.

I stopped and swore.

“Red?” Tate asked.  He took my arm and his tension matched mine.

A woman in hot pink athletic pants was climbing off the trolley down the corridor and rushing towards the luggage pick-up faster than a woman her age should.

My grandmother had followed us.

She had watched for the tour buses after all.  Then, she followed us when we drove off.  It was the only explanation.  All of our planning had gotten ruined in that one moment of error.   

All the happiness building inside me flattened like month old road kill.  

“What the heck?” I asked.  A small crowd moved between her and us, blocking us from view.  She hadn’t spotted us yet.  Grandma had gotten on our flight.  She must have been in coach while we were in first class, talking about how we’d gotten away clean.  Only we hadn’t.  The whole time she'd been sitting just feet behind us.    

“Come on!” Tate said, tugging on my arm.

I hesitated.  What was the point of continuing when  Grandma knew all about this?  But then a flash of anger rose up inside of me, and I followed Tate past the rental car counters and towards where a shuttle was parked right outside the building.  

Grandma ruined almost everything.

She always would.  

“Keep going,” Tate said.  He was begging more than anything.  “Don’t let her wreck this for you.”

My mind spun with all the things she would yell at me when she caught us.  How miserable we would both be as soon as we got home.  How awful she must have felt when she realized we'd lied to her.  There was no way I'd get out of trouble now.  Grandma might even forbid Tate and me to be together.  

"Keep going," Tate said again.  "Don't look back."

"I am," I said.  I pushed open the glass door and headed outside into the muggy heat.  Tate and I boarded the shuttle.  Only a few other people were sitting down here, a family and a couple of old people.  The driver was texting.  He wasn't planning on leaving any time within the next few minutes.  What if Grandma knew that we had booked this hotel?  

"Tate," I said.  "We need another shuttle.  Any other shuttle."  I'd been looking forward to this for a month.  I was going to enjoy this trip, and I wouldn't have this ruined for Tate.  

Then another bus pulled up behind us.  Tate nodded.  "I think you're right."

Grandma still hadn't come out of the building.  We had time.  She couldn't navigate through the crowds all that well and we'd started with a distance between her and us.  But we couldn't waste another minute.  I jumped from the shuttle, legs shaking, and bolted for the second one behind us.  It had a picture of Mickey on the side, and it was white and red.  It might go right to the park.  Or it might be the first one she checked.  Or Grandma would be expecting us to head to the hotel to deposit our stuff before we did anything else.  

The rage inside me grew, and I pumped my legs faster until we reached the other shuttle.  I climbed onto the bus.  We were the first people.  

"The back," Tate said.  I bolted down the aisle.  The windows were tinted.  That was good.  Tate and I moved to the back and ducked down as the driver looked at us out of one eye.  "I'll give you fifty bucks if you tell the woman in the pink pants that this shuttle is empty," Tate added to the driver.  

The guy just nodded and grinned.  Maybe he didn't make much at this job.  I hoped.

We ducked as low as we could, shoving our bags under the seat.  There was a piece of gum stuck on it.  My knees began to ache, and no one else got on the shuttle for about two minutes.  Then a set of frantic footsteps came up, and I held my breath.  I knew who it was.

"Have you seen a teen boy and girl?" Grandma asked.

Did she sound scared?

Terrified, even?

One thing she didn't sound like was out of breath.

The driver hesitated.

"Have you seen a teen boy with a leather hat?  He always wears that even in ninety-degree weather.  And a girl with reddish-brown hair."

Tate reached up and took his hat off, revealing his messy hair.  He grimaced at me.  I hoped the bribe worked.  But at the same time, I wanted to stand and tell her we were right here.  She was scared of something.  Worried.  What was this all doing to her?  I needed to make sure she didn't walk out of here having an anxiety attack or worse--a migraine.  

Tate shook his head at me.  

I had already made my decision.  Now I was going to go through with it.  Live with it.

"I haven't seen any kids," the driver told her.  "You might want to try the other shuttles.  I saw some getting on the one in front of me."

"I checked that one!"  She was raising her voice.  Getting even more panicked.

Tate shook his head again, and I stayed put.  Grandma had some weird ideas, and I shouldn't have to be hostage to them.

Her footsteps headed back down the bus steps and vanished.  I stayed hidden until I was sure that she was gone.

"I can't believe this," I said, sitting up in the seat.  I had to keep the tears from welling out.

"Your grandmother is trying to manipulate you," Tate said.  "She's just using her emotions to do it.  Making you feel bad if you dare do anything.  She's good at it."

"I know she is," I said.  "She's the reason I can't have any friends.  It's embarrassing having her butt into things at random.  Before I met you, I had some girls from my second-grade class over for my birthday, and one of them brought me a cake with a picture of the Disney princesses on it, and Grandma flipped and threw the cake in the trash.  She wouldn't even tell us why.  The girl who brought the cake started crying.  None of the girls in my class wanted to come over after that.  I don't even remember her name because she wouldn't talk to me in class after that."

I wondered how my parents would have handled everything, but no one had seen them since I was born.  I couldn't even picture them.  Grandma had never shown me their photos.  All I knew was their names--Scarlet and Ash.  

"Geez, Red.  You never told me about that."

"Because it's humiliating."

"It's more good reason to get away from her.  I like your grandmother, but she's not always good for you."

"I just wish she'd let me breathe," I said.  The shuttle started to move, and my stomach did another flip-flop.  We were going right to the park with our luggage in tow.  We should change our hotel.  How was this going to work?  I tried to think, but Tate didn't have any ideas, either.  "It looks like we're going whether we like it or not."

"Come on, Red.  You've wanted to go on this trip since you were little."

So what if I was going off the narrow path Grandma had set for me?  "What are we going to do about the hotel?  If she knows we're here, she can call around and find out where our reservation is."  I didn't put it past her, either.  

"It doesn't matter.  You're going to have to make your grandmother mad if you ever want to get out of there."

We didn't speak much on the way to the park.  The shuttle moved us through heavy traffic, and we finally came to the gates.  I checked behind us to make sure no other shuttles were following, especially ones that carried Grandma.  She might still be at the airport, going out of her mind.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket.  And this time, Tate didn't stop me from turning it on.

Yep.

Texts had blown up on my phone.  There were two blank ones from Grandma like she wasn't sure what she was doing, and several that unfortunately, had words.  Red.  You are not leaving the airport.  Another said Remember what I told you about that place?  And, of course, Why are you doing this?  Do you want to make me worried sick?

"I told you," Tate said.  

I was shaking.  

And with great effort, I turned off the phone.

It felt great to do so.  The shuttle turned, and the sun streamed in through our window.  I leaned against Tate and the tension all melted away.  Grandma was oppressive.  Manipulative.  I loved her, but I needed some space for a few days.  I would deal with the blowup when I got home and showed her that I had survived the horrors of Disney World in one piece.

We got off the shuttle, and the park spread out beyond the gates.  Tate managed to secure us some lockers to store our luggage (for a price), and we got started with our day.

 

* * * * *

 

"See?  You're having fun."

Tate and I were weaving through the crowd, and we had just finished with the Pirates ride.  The sun shined, and it was perfect weather.  I stopped at a bench and sat down.  We'd been in the Magic Kingdom for hours now, and nothing terrible had happened.  We'd ridden as many rides as the lines allowed.  Tate had bought me a red hoodie with the famous Disney characters right across it. The worst thing we'd passed was a little kid screaming in a stroller.  

We had left Grandma and her terror behind us at the airport.

I hoped.  I hadn't thought about my guardian in hours.

I looked up and down the crowds to make sure she wasn't coming up or down the walkway, hunting for us.  She might be standing out at the entrance right now, waiting for us to leave the park.  The place was clear of hot pink athletic pants.  

"I've got to go to the bathroom," Tate said.  "I know I'm a guy and all, but some of these rides are a little less gentle than I imagined them to be."

I nodded to him and sat on the bench.  "I think we're safe."  

Tate vanished into the crowd, and I waited.  I knew I should pull out my phone and eye it again, but I knew it would ruin my mood.  There would no doubt be a whole novel of worried texts when I opened it up and that there would be no point in reading them.  Maybe I'd read them tonight if we had still managed to dodge Grandma by then.  

"Excuse me."

There was a tall, middle-aged guy standing there next to my bench.  The people walked past him almost like he wasn't even there.

I scooted over to let the guy sit, even though he looked fit and athletic.  He had wiry muscles and a tight shirt that looked ready to burst open over his pecs.  He might be a military guy for all I know and not someone who would ask a girl to scoot over so he could sit down.  I spotted something blood red on his arm, and at first, I thought he was hurt, but then I saw that it was the bottom of a tattoo.  It was some coat of arms with a spinning wheel and a pumpkin on the bottom.  I couldn't see the top half at all.  It seemed like a weird thing for this guy to have on his arm.  I'd expected an eagle or a flag with the military vibe that he gave off.

But the guy moved in front of me instead.  "Excuse me."

"What?" I asked.  "Is this seat reserved?  I'm sorry."  I stood up to let him have it.

But he didn't sit.  Instead, he drew closer, choking off my escape.  "Which portal did you use to get here?" he asked.

I moved away a bit.  "Portal?  I used the front gate if that's what you mean."

The guy tightened his jaw.  He might make a good drill sergeant.  "You know what I'm talking about."

"I don't.  Sorry."  I would walk to the bathrooms and wait for Tate there.  This guy was weird.  He must be mistaking me for someone else.

I headed down the walkway and weaved around a large family with at least three strollers.  At last, I could breathe and spotted the bathrooms up ahead.  

But the guy stepped in my path.  He kept his arms folded over his chest, and he glared down at me.  

Then it clicked.

My grandmother had hired him to get me out of the park so she wouldn't have to give Disney World money.  That was the only explanation.

"Look," I said.  "If my grandmother put you up to this, you can go ask for your money back.  I'm not going.  She's crazy and still thinks I'm ten years old.  No, scratch that.  She still thinks I'm three.  That might be more accurate."

The man wore a look of confusion for a second, but then he molded it back into that drill sergeant look.  "Your grandmother?  So she's come through the portal as well.  I see.  Alric will be happy to hear that we've found her."

Alric.

It was the name Grandma had been muttering in her sleep.

I shrunk back from the guy.  Big mistake.  He stepped closer as if sensing my discomfort.  

"Who's Alric?" I asked.

"He has summoned you," the man said.  "You must return to Fable at midnight tonight.  Alric has taken the King's place.  It is his order and my job to enforce it."

I took another step back.  I didn't know what this guy was on, but nothing he was saying made sense.  Fable?  It sounded like some magical world you might read about in some fantasy book.

"I've got to go," I said.  Tate was taking a long time inside the bathroom.  I searched the crowd for an opening I could sneak through.

And then the man reached out and grabbed my arm.  

"It is an order," he said.  "Alric has risen.  You wouldn't dare defy him."

Okay.  Maybe this guy belonged to some weird fantasy cult, and at one point, Grandma knew them.  Maybe they hung around Disney World, and this was the real reason she didn't want me to come here.  Why didn't she just tell me in that case?  

"Let go," I said.  At that moment, I didn't care if Grandma came through the crowd and pummeled the guy with a package of kale.  I didn't even mind if they threw me out of the park.  I tugged, but the man kept my arm in his grasp.  

"You don't understand," he said.  "You need to obey Alric.  Things are changing in Fable.  He is assembling his forces and will not deal lightly with those who do not submit to his rule."

Was this guy scared?

"What is your problem?" I asked.  I searched around, but people moved around us, parting like a river in front of some rocks.  No one wanted to step forward and mess with this guy.  But the guy didn't even look tough anymore.  He appeared as scared as Grandma sounded in her texts.  

"Do you not know who you are?" he asked.  

He was freaking me out.  Not because he was talking weird, but because he was making me wonder if Grandma had some points after all.  He tugged.  I let him pull me in, surprising him.  My crashing into him sent us sailing into a light post.  The guy grunted and loosened his grip on me, and I took my knee and got him right between the legs.

That worked.  The guy doubled over, and I broke away and bolted towards the bathrooms.  The man cursed and seethed.  I didn't need to turn around to know he was curling up in a ball, flushing.  I dodged around people.  Someone shouted something.  Asking if that guy had been bothering me.  

Tate was walking out right when I got there.  I about crashed into him.  Yes, I was about to run into the guys' bathroom to find him.  "Tate," I breathed.

He must have read the expression on my face.  "Your grandma's here."

"No.  Some guy just tried to drag me off.  Here in Disney World.  I got away.  I had to do something that would have made you cringe."  I was babbling nonstop.  My words blended into the noise all around us.  "He's over--"

I looked.  The man was gone.  

I told Tate what had happened.  I left nothing out.  I even told him about the name--Alric--that Grandma had muttered in her sleep not too long ago.  Tate's eyes widened.  I trembled the more I talked.  Maybe, just maybe, Grandma had been right to tell me not to come here.  Maybe her panicked texts had a good reason behind them, and I was a horrible person for running off like this.  

"What did the guy look like?" 

I told him.

"We've got to go to security.  If there's some jerk trying to snatch girls, they've got to arrest him."  

Tate grabbed his map of the park and found the office.  We walked there, and I kept an eye out for the man with the bulging shirt.  He was nowhere.  I couldn't have hallucinated the whole thing.  

Who the heck was Alric and what did he want with me?  Neither of my parents was named Alric, that was for sure.  Did they have any siblings that were after me?  

And why did this Alric person have guys crawling around Disney World?  It didn't make any sense.

We told the people in security what had happened.  The woman behind the desk let us know she'd send people out to hunt for him.  They'd never had anything like this happen before, and she was sorry.  

"What's your name?" the woman asked me.

"Red," I said.  I wouldn't give her my last time in case Grandma asked around for me.

"And Tate."  He tightened his grip on my hand.  

Maybe he didn't have a connection to Grandma after all if he'd been bothering other people.

Tate and I sat down outside the office for a bit, and I fought down the sickness rising.  They sent some people out to look for the guy.  I watched the shadows from the light poles and the trees getting longer and longer across the pavement.  People walked by, carefree and enjoying their day.  A girl walked past, talking on her cell phone.  There was still no trace of the guy or my grandmother.  We seemed to be safe for now.

"We can leave if you want," Tate said.  "I can find us another hotel.  And call a cab.  I'm sure they have to have them for people who aren't old enough to rent cars."

I realized just then that we were without transportation.  That limited us.  "There might be another shuttle we can use."

"Excuse me," someone said beside us.

I turned.  One of the security women stood there in her uniform.  Her radio crackled.  I couldn't make the words out.  

"I feel bad that you've gone through such an experience in the Magic Kingdom," she told us.  "I think we're going to make it up to you.  I've arranged a little something with higher up to get you a free room in one of our resorts tonight.  Where are your parents?"

Uh, oh.

"We...didn't bring them," Tate said.  "But I have cash, so we don't need to worry about any credit cards."

The woman's face fell for a second, but then the smile returned.  "That's okay.  I won't mention this fact."  She grinned, and I wondered what she was up to and why they were letting us get away with this.  Tate had used his dad's credit card to book the room.  But my heart leaped.  It would be off the record, and Grandma wouldn't find us.  Tate would just have to cancel the room at the Caribbean one.

Maybe.

Would Grandma be up all night looking for us?  

Would something awful happen to her because of me?

I knew I was worrying way too much.  I shouldn't be.  Grandma knew how to take care of herself.  But why couldn't I shake this horrible feeling of dread?  Something must have happened to me in a past life or something.  Maybe I defied authority and got stoned for it.  Or burned at the stake.  

Tate looked at me.  "Something wrong?"

"No," I said.  "It's just...been a long day.  First my grandma, and then this."  

"Well, it's ending a lot better than it started, that's for sure."  He winked at me and excitement rose up inside of me.  Tate and I were spending a night alone together.  At last.  We'd never had the chance due to Grandma's constant worrying and her working with his parents.  Now, we had a breath of freedom.

Tate's parents.

"Your parents didn't let slip to Grandma where we were going, did they?"

Tate froze and then leaned back against the bench.  "Oh, man.  Now that I think of it, they might have.  It's possible.  What if your grandma called them about the field trip?"

"I thought they were going to help keep this a secret."

Tate sighed.  "Maybe my mother had a memory slip when she was talking to your grandmother or something.  Mentioned the Dumbo ride when she was supposed to be talking about the Washington Monument.  Awesome.  I'll talk to them when we get back."

"Or maybe she did watch for the tour buses," I said.  "It's a good thing we changed hotels, then.  She might have made your dad tell her where we were staying."

"Well, it's over now," I said.  "I'm not mad."  We got up when the guard led us back into the building.  She'd finished making her phone calls.  We were staying in one of the resorts with a view of the Cinderella Castle.  We'd even have a balcony to overlook it.  It was going to be awesome.  

Tate and I spent a while getting our luggage out of our lockers and walking there since we had no car.  The sunlight grew long and tired, and the guests started to file out of the park, exhausted kids in tow.  The crowd was thinning, and Tate and I walked faster in case that guy, or worse, my grandmother--came back.

But neither of them did.  We finally reached the hotel, and my feet felt ready to explode by the time we did.  Tate booked our room, and the guy behind the counter gave us a funny look like he was waiting for our parents, and he even made a phone call to security, but after that, he grudgingly waved us on.  

"I can't believe it worked out this way," I said as we boarded the elevator.  "And we don't even have kids to ruin our night."  I was starting to relax.  

It was getting late and full dark outside by now.  I kept checking out the windows to make sure that guy hadn't returned.  Tate and I got off the elevator and headed towards the balcony room.  

But there was someone here.

The security lady.  She stood against the wall with her hands behind her back and smiled at us.  She nodded as we passed.  "Have a magical night," she said, smiling.

I thought that was weird.  I couldn't help but draw closer to Tate, and we rushed past her.  I appreciated what she'd done for us, but her hanging out here seemed a little bit odd.  Didn't she have a shift that should have ended by now?

Or maybe she was here to make sure we behaved.  I'd have to check out the peephole in that case.  

The room was great.  Tate and I dumped our stuff and started out by sitting out on the balcony and holding hands.  We watched the lights all turn on around the castle, and we talked about stupid things that we couldn't get away with constant supervision around.  I felt freer than I ever had in my life.  It was so much better than what coming here as a child would have been.  I had Tate now, and he was a lifesaver.  

Time passed so quickly.  Too quickly.  Tate checked his phone and grimaced.  "It's eleven forty," he said.  "I can't believe we've been out here for so long."  He took off his hat and stretched like he was getting ready to say something.  My heart leaped.

"Want to go inside?" I asked.

Tate smiled.  "Yes."

We went in and stopped at the door to the bathroom.  It was open, and the hot tub--the hot tub--waited underneath a beautiful blue ceiling.  A light with a castle hung above. 

"You want to try that?" I asked.

Tate shifted.  Was he nervous?  

Then he pulled my face to his and kissed me.  It tasted like leather and adventure.  It was turning into the best night of my life.  

"You know," Tate said when we were catching our breath.  "You kiss like a wild girl.  There's one in there, and you have to be able to let it out."

I smiled.  Tate started to pull his shirt off.  

And then there was a knock on the door.

A loud knock.  A forceful, open up right now knock.

Tate pulled his shirt back down, and I whirled around.  I wanted to rip off the head of whoever was bothering us right now.  Maybe it was the guard asking if we were okay, but that seemed a little over the top.  It was almost midnight.  I marched over to the door, got on my tiptoes, and peeked through the glass hole.

The truth was so much worse. 

Grandma stood right outside our hotel room, shifting leg to leg.  She still wore her hot pink athletic pants, and her pink fingernails were as bright as ever.  

My stomach curled into a teeny, tiny ball. 

"She's here," I said.  

Tate rushed to the door.  He peeked through as if he didn't believe me.  "Crap," he said.  "She is.  Let me deal with her.  Or better yet, let's just deal with her together."

I didn't want to.  Grandma would make me head back home, not with force but with words and emotions.  I knew myself too well.  I'd give in.  

But I couldn't leave her standing out there, either.

I opened the door right when she was bringing her hand down to knock again.  Grandma stopped, almost hitting me in the nose.

"Oh!"  She lowered her fist.  "Red.  You're still here.  I've been asking around these resorts all night for you.  The man at the counter told me two kids with your descriptions were up here.  We have to get away from the Magic Kingdom.  Now."

The man who'd been frowning at us.  He'd betrayed us.  

Grandma sounded so scared that I couldn't help but wither.  Grandma's eyes were large.  There was something wild in them that I had never seen before.  She blinked like she was trying to hide it.  "Red.  We need to go.  Don't bother with your luggage.  We have to be out of here by midnight."

"Midnight?" I asked.  I wondered about that guy who had approached me outside of the Pirates ride.  

Grandma reached out and grabbed my arm.  She was strong, stronger than I remembered.  I tried to pull away but couldn't.  "We need to go!"

"What's going on?"

But she was too far gone in panic for that.  She hadn't even yelled at me or chewed out Tate for staying in a hotel room with me.  Maybe that would come later.  "I have to grab my stuff."

"Wait," Tate said.  "Red and I had this trip all planned out for a month.  We even got this room for free.  You can't just come in and ruin it for us!"  He was getting upset.  I didn't blame him.  I wanted to scream.  "Your granddaughter is turning eighteen soon.  What are you going to do when that happens?"

"This free room is a trap," Grandma said.  "They wanted you here.  It'll be easy for the Watchers to take you back.  Maybe it's even why that man let me come up here, too.  Alric won't rest until he's got us under his control.  The man's dangerous."

"Who the heck is Alric?" I asked, but Grandma was already pulling me out of the room and towards the elevator.

She didn't speak.  A strange noise came from her throat, but I couldn't make it out.  Tate followed, protesting, as we piled into the elevator.  The door closed and Tate gave me a look.  We'd left our door open.  She was winning.  Grandma hadn't been able to catch us, and now she was using some trick to stop my dream vacation.  Even if we managed to get away this time, there would be no hiding from her.

"Who is he?" I repeated.  "If I'm supposed to be in so much danger, I think I deserve to know who Alric is.  Otherwise, I'm going back up to my room."

Grandma still held my arm.  She whirled on me, and her expression was the most dangerous one I had ever seen.  Something was off.  "You are not.  You are not coming back here ever again.  This park is a dangerous place for Legends.  Portals open in places like this.  It's too connected to the old tales."

"For what?" I managed, hating the way my voice sounded.

The elevator dinged, and the door opened right when the elevator next to us closed and started to hum.  Someone was going up to our floor.  Grandma listened.  "The Watchers must be heading up to catch you now," she said.  "Now is the time to make our exit.  I have a cab ready to take us to the airport."

She still refused to release my arm.  I followed because I had no choice.  I held the tears of humiliation back.  Tate and I would never be able to escape from her shadow.  She'd follow us to college.  To our first house.  Maybe I'd have to sneak out at midnight when it was time to move to campus.  But how would I get financial aid when Grandma would have to cosign all my loans?  A whole mountain of hopelessness built on me with each step I took towards the exit.  It was my life.  My prison.  Tate followed behind us, fists balled with rage.  

"Grandma, stop!"

To my surprise, she did for a second.  I didn't give her a chance to say anything.

"Are you going to be like this when I turn eighteen next year?" I asked. 

Her lips thinned, and she turned away.  Pulled on my arm again.  Tate drew up beside me and searched around for something that might offer an escape.  Grandma couldn't drag me all the way back across the country, could she?  Maybe there was some way we could stop this madness.

There was something I should say.  Something I should do, but I couldn't.  What if Grandma was right and there was someone after me?  Maybe there was some underground crime ring in the Magic Kingdom and Grandma owed a debt to them or something.  Perhaps I had done something horrible by coming here.  

The only person in the lobby was a tired guy in a janitor's uniform behind the counter.  He just stopped there and stared.  

And then Grandma stopped.  "Hide.  Both of you."

Then I saw.  There was a group of people waiting outside, forming a semicircle around the front entrance.  

There were six of them between us and the parking lot.  Behind them, a clock's hand drew closer to midnight.  It would chime in about twelve minutes.  

The creepy guy in the bulging tan shirt was standing there before the others.  The security guard stood there in her uniform, arms crossed, and the guy who had been working at the hotel desk earlier waited along with them.  The hotel guy was wearing a short-sleeved black shirt now, and I could see the bottom of a red tattoo on his arm.  It was the same coat of arms I'd seen on the arm of the man who had tried to kidnap me earlier.  Two more women stood with them along with another man I had never seen before.  All of them looked as if they'd trained for the military. 

Grandma faced me.  "Back away and hide.  Now.  Get as far from the Magic Kingdom as you can and never come back.  I will distract them."

"Who are they?"

"Watchers!  Now go.  Tate's family will take you in."  

"You have to release me first."

She did.  "Tate, get her out of here."

Tate grabbed my arm.  "Come on!" he shouted.  

"What's happening?" I managed as he pulled me back through the lobby.  Grandma walked towards the entrance.  Had they seen us?  I couldn't tell.  

"Something," Tate said.  We bolted down the hall and stopped at the entrance to the pool.  The janitor had vanished.  "I don't know what it is.  Did your grandmother ever tell you she was involved in any weird gangs or anything?"  

I shook my head.  "I don't know anything.  Grandma never told me about when she was younger.  We've got to go back and get her."

"She wanted you to run."

I couldn't let Grandma face those guys alone.  I broke away from Tate and headed back to the lobby.  Grandma had her back to me, and she stormed right through the rotating doors to face those guys standing outside, waiting.  Were they waiting for me, too?  But the man in the tan shirt walked forward to meet with her.  They spoke for a minute, and then the security guard stepped forward and handcuffed her.  The man in the bulging shirt pointed at the clock outside.  It read ten to midnight.  

And then they walked Grandma away from the building.  Fast.

"Are they taking her to security?" I asked.  "Is this just because she was storming through the building like that?"  I wondered what kind of crazy stuff Grandma had been saying to the people out there.

What if they thought she needed to go to an institution?

I had to go clear this up.  It was my fault this had happened.  

"They might be," Tate said.  "But why is that one guy with them?"

It didn't make sense.  Neither did those tattoos.  

"I'm following them," I said.

"They could just be taking her out of Disney World," Tate said.  "You know, taking her to the gate for not paying or something.  I could see why they'd do that."

I suddenly felt defensive of my grandmother.  She was weird, but not crazy.  "Are you coming with me or not?  Something isn't right about this."

Tate swallowed.  His face betrayed his guilt.  "I'm coming."

I walked past the check-in desk, now abandoned.   I could see through the glass, and the team was pretty much jogging Grandma back in the direction of the Magic Kingdom.  The creepy guy and a second man held her arms.  She kept pace, being the athletic woman she was.  I rammed through the sliding door, and they were too far away to hear us.  Night air washed over me.  Tate came out behind me.  I didn't shout anything.  If Grandma had told us to stay out of sight of these guys, there might be a good reason. 

Even if there wasn't a good reason for anything else, she'd ordered me to avoid.

Tate and I followed far behind.  I had to break into a jog myself just to keep up.  Tate panted next to me.  We were close to the gates to the Magic Kingdom now, and the downtown spread out beyond it, lit in pale yellows and blues.  The security guard went to work unlocking the gates, and the tan shirt guy and the hotel guy kept a grip on Grandma's arms.  She didn't struggle.  Instead, she waited there like a good prisoner.  

She might be doing this for me.

To let me escape whatever they had planned for her.    

She had my admiration.

The gate slid open and we stopped and ducked behind a shrub.  I checked the road behind us to make sure no security cars were coming.  Check.  

The whole group took Grandma inside.  The security guard was the last inside the gates.  She turned around and locked it right back up.

I swore.  "How are we supposed to get in there now?"  Maybe Tate had some good ideas.

But he shook his head.  "I'm not a physical kind of guy.  Sorry."

I ran up to the gate.  I didn't care if these people saw me now.  They were taking Grandma somewhere, and it probably wasn't the security office.  I stopped at the gate and peeked into the Main Street of the Magic Kingdom.  It was empty.  Almost creepy.  The buildings all looked dark, and I expected a bunch of workers to be out, cleaning the place, but there was no one except for Grandma and the group of captors further down the street, standing in the middle.  The castle rose above them like they were all standing there, worshipping it.

Hadn't the one guy said something about midnight earlier?  

The air grew electric.  It crackled with energy.  I put my hands on the gate.  

"Red, what are you doing?" Tate asked.  Then he looked at me funny.  "You feel that?  You think they have some force field around this place at night?"

"This is weird," I said.  The sensation only got stronger the more I stood here.  The group that held Grandma stood there like they were waiting for something to happen.  I could barely make out her pink hat in the small crowd around her.  Grandma faced the castle like she was resigned to whatever was coming.  She didn't struggle.  She didn't even protest.  

And somewhere, a clock chimed midnight.

I had to hold in a scream.  A bright golden light flashed around the security guards and the hotel guy and Grandma.  It was as if someone had let off the world's brightest camera flash right in the middle of them and then multiplied it by ten.  I had to squint at it, and on the other side of my squint, there was nothing but the dark street in front of us.  

"Red!"  Tate seized my arm as if to make sure I was still there.

"Grandma!" I shouted, grabbing onto the gate.  I tried to rattle it, but this place was kept too well to allow that.  "Grandma!"

"What happened to her?" Tate asked.

She was gone.

The clock finished chiming midnight.  Silence fell except for some car revving its engine somewhere.  The electric feeling in the air fell away and died.  

They had taken her through some weird force field.

Or portal.

The crazy guy had mentioned a portal to me.  And Legends.  

"Grandma!" I shouted again.  My eyes blurred with tears.  I had brought her here, and now she was gone.  Vanished.  There wasn't even a shoe or a pink hat left on the pavement.  Tomorrow the guests and happy families would return and walk right over the spot where the only thing for a parent I had ever had vanished without a trace.  

Tate embraced me, and I turned into a mess right in his chest.  "I'm sorry," he managed.  "I shouldn't have gotten us those tickets.  I don't know what's going on, but Red, I'm sorry."

"It's not your fault."  I pulled away from him.  There had to be a way in here, to that spot where Grandma had been standing less than a minute before.  The castle rose above it, lit up and happy as if nothing had even happened.  "There must be a portal in there.  To somewhere else.  That Alric guy must be on the other side."

"The...what?"

"The stuff that guy said to me earlier," I said.  "It's got to be in there.  Or the way to it is.  It must have something to do with the stroke of midnight."  My mind spun.  I had to get Grandma out of there.  I was responsible for this.  

But Grandma had told me to get as far from here as I could.

My life was finally starting to make a little bit of sense, and I hated it.

"I don't think there's a good way in right now," Tate said.  "I think you might be right.  I saw this whole crazy thing right along with you.  What kind of cult did your grandmother tick off?"

"We're going to have to find out."  I paced around the gates and the entrance.  I could see no good way in or out.  They could be murdering Grandma right now.  “There has to be a way to get to that spot.”

"I don't think we can right now," Tate said.  "That weird feeling's gone.  I think that whatever they went through, it only works at midnight.  That’s what everyone is talking about.”

“I don’t want to wait until tomorrow!” I shouted.  I was losing it.  “What if they kill her?"  I deserved to feel like this.  I would embrace it until we got her back and I apologized for the rest of my life.  

I was thinking of going through that portal.  Seriously.  I was doing the opposite that Grandma had told me to do.  But it felt right to go after her.  Wrong to run.  I could never live with that decision.  

"We don’t know what’s going on," Tate said.  "If we break in there now, they'll kick us out of Disney World forever.  I think we need to go back in there tomorrow when they open, hide, and then stand at that spot right before midnight."


Chapter Three

 

 

Our next day in the Magic Kingdom wasn't nearly as enjoyable as the last one.

Even though I knew Grandma and that crazy guy wasn't going to bother us, a horrible emptiness set in on me as we paid and entered the gates for the second time.  We stepped right over the spot where she had vanished the night before.  I paused there, wishing for the flash of light, but the electric feeling never came.

“Tonight,” Tate said.  “We can’t do anything until then.”

I had to agree.  I didn’t want to try to have fun knowing Grandma was missing.  

Tate and I did some of the rides mostly just to make the time go faster, but all the joy was gone.  We ate to keep our energy up, but the food tasted dry and stale.  The shouts of all the kids sounded like screams, and even the colors weren't as bright today.  It was as if a gray cloud had settled over everything.

Tate didn't say a whole lot.  He spoke less as the day wore on.  I had to ask him what was wrong as the sun started to set and we sat down to dinner at some little diner made to look like a 50’s place.

"I should have done a better job hiding this from my parents," he said.  "I should have known that my mother would let this slip to your grandmother.  She's so busy all the time and wouldn't have remembered, you know?"

I was more worried about whatever was on the other side of that golden flash.  "Don't worry about it," I said.  "We don’t even know that’s what happened.”

“It did.  I called my mom this morning.  She said she let something slip about Orlando.”

“Well, you had to have your parents give you the money for the trip.  The blame's mine."

Tate chewed on some tater tots.  "Red, you have to stop beating yourself up like this."

"Well, if I'd listened, this wouldn't have happened."

"If you had listened, nothing would have happened, ever.  You'd be sitting at home in that prison.  Forever.”

"Which is better than this."  I glanced outside at the fading light.  A kid got up and dumped his food in the trash, and the jukebox played some Oldies tune.  The families were getting ready to leave.  "We need to find a place to hide in after closing where the security won't find us."  I’d checked around all day, but there were employees everywhere.

"If they do find us, they might take us to that portal."  Tate shook his head.  "You know, I came here when I was five.  My grandparents brought me.  I must have walked right over that spot and not even thought about it."

"I never had that experience."  There was a story here, and I had to unravel it.  Grandma's life might depend on it.  What was happening to her now?  

Another guy started cleaning off the tables.  I checked him for a coat of arms tattoo, but he had none.  The other employees were standing around behind the counter, chatting and glancing at us.  We had to leave.  Tate and I stepped into the deepening dark.  We still had a few hours before midnight.  I searched around at all the buildings, at any possible hiding places we could stash ourselves in for the night.  The bathrooms wouldn’t work.  They cleaned those.  Neither would any alleys.  We walked around, in the general direction of the exit, until I saw a large shrub shaped like an elephant near a waterfall.

"That," I said.

Tate grimaced.  "That."

We didn't have anything else that security wouldn't check at closing.  The bathrooms were out.  The stores were out, and so were all the maintenance tunnels that supposedly ran underneath the park.  The only options were the uncomfortable ones.

Tate and I made sure no one was coming and ran up some rocks to the elephant.  We had to get on our hands and knees and crawl underneath the thick needles of the shrub to get inside.  We settled in among some branches, and I had to stand funny to keep my balance.  I could barely see the outside from in here, but at least we’d found a spot that was free of the needles.  We had no light except for Tate's glowing phone which pocked out of his coat pocket.  That would be our only way of telling the time in here.

And this was our only chance.  I hoped the security didn't check the shrubs when they started the night shift.  Hey, anybody fooling around in there?

We waited.  The park got quieter around us as the last guests left.  A radio crackled after that.  I held my breath as the guard patrolled.  It was not comfortable in the slightest.  The branches poked into me, and if one snapped, we were in trouble.  

And that was whether or not any more of the guards were in league with this Alric guy.  I imagined that most of them weren’t and they’d just ban us from the park.

"I wonder if security noticed their missing employee yet," Tate whispered.  

"Maybe," I said.  "I wonder if the hotel's noticed the missing desk guy yet."

The hours went by, and I found myself trying not to sneeze.  Another guard walked past with a crackling radio, and so did someone sweeping something up.  The night crew was out.  I just hoped this area was clear by the time we had to leave.

The guy swept the pavement for what felt like an hour, then finally left.  

"Eleven forty-five," Tate said after about two more hours of silence.

I listened.  Nothing.  I crept out of the bushes and found no one standing on the path.  

Tate and I walked through the park towards the entrance, back towards the downtown area.  The castle was lit up again tonight, and the air was beginning to take on a bit of that electric feeling.  My heart pounded.  My skin tingled with it.  We were going to go through some portal, and I had no idea what was on the other side.  

Tate and I had to hide in an alley while another guy walked past,  sweeping, but otherwise, it was empty in this part of the park.  Somewhere someone laughed.  Maybe the employees here usually finished their rounds by this time, or they had learned not to be here when the clock struck midnight.  Or perhaps they just got a bad feeling from this spot like people were supposed to get in haunted houses.  

"Eleven fifty-five," Tate said.  The guy had moved on, broom in tow.  

We left the alley.  My heart pounded harder, and I fought the urge to turn back.  We were going to see whatever was on the other side of that flash.  Tate reached out and held my hand while we faced the castle.  I checked the buildings.  We stood between the same two ones that Grandma had been the night before.  Tate was sweating.  Nervous.  His palm was cold.  He was going to go through this right along with me.

"Tate, thanks."  

"Well, it wouldn't be right if I didn't go.  I'm the one who took us on this trip."  

"How are we going to get back here?" I asked.  "Once we're on the other side of whatever this is?"

He swallowed.  "I don't know, Red.  We'll have to figure that out when we get there."

I stepped closer to Tate.  The tingling feeling got stronger, racing across my skin.  It was the spot, all right.  I focused on the castle and how magical it looked.  It was straight ahead.  We had just a couple of minutes left.  The feeling intensified, and I almost got dizzy with it.  Something magic was happening here, all right.

I held onto Tate's arm tighter and tighter the stronger it got.  "You're cutting off circulation to my hand," he said.  "You're strong."

We both gasped for breath as the electric feeling reached a peak and the clock somewhere struck twelve and chimed.

The flash came, and I screamed.  I couldn't help it.  Tate shouted something next to me as the golden glow consumed everything.  It stabbed at my eyes and assaulted me from every angle.  For a second, we were floating in a vast sea of golden light, and then we were standing on the ground again.

Everything was bright.  I caught my breath.  The air was different.  Fresh.  Vibrant colors flashed around us.  I blinked as my eyes adjusted and the light got less intense.  

It was daylight now.

I blinked, and Tate let go of my hand.  Or I let go of his.  

The sunlight warmed the outside of my hoodie, and there was a whiff of grass and countryside.   

"Red," Tate said.  He gulped.  "I don't think we're in Disney World anymore."

I looked around.

I had to agree.

Puffy clouds drifted through a crisp blue sky, and the sun hung right overhead.  It was noon.  Time had jumped about twelve hours in a flash.  And there were fields and trees here.  Lots and lots of fields and trees.  We stood at the edge of a lush green forest and an expanse of tall grass.  Flowers of every color grew everywhere.  The temperature reminded me of early summer.  Florida had been more muggy and humid, but this was different.  

We had left November behind.  Wherever we were, it was more like early June.  

"Is that a village?" Tate asked.

I looked in the direction he was pointing.  

Yes.

Small cottages hung close together with thatch roofs in the distance, way over on the other side of the field.  One had smoke curling out of its chimney, and a couple of oxen grazed in front of another.  There were even a few sheep in the distance, and they weren't as dirty as the ones I'd seen at farms back home.  They all had perfect wool without a speck of dirt on them.  This place wasn't Disney World at all.  I felt like we'd gone back in time.  

A young woman came out of a house and dumped out a wooden bucket of water.  She wore a bonnet and a black dress with an apron. She must not have noticed us standing there because she turned and went back into her house.

These people didn't even have cars.  I saw no trace of modern technology anywhere.  

"What is this?" Tate asked.  "I don't remember this being in the park.  Maybe we're in some obscure part of it where actors hang out on break when they're not working."  He faced me and grinned, but his eyes were big with fear.  

"Tate, you're babbling," I said.  

He took both my hands in his.  "I think I have the right.  Look at this, Red!"

I breathed in.  The air here was clean and familiar, almost.  It made a wave of excitement pulse through me and tickled at the very edge of my memory.  It was like I had smelled this place before.  The scent here was almost sweet.  Tate let go of my arms, and I backed into a cluster of bright blue flowers.  Even when Grandma had taken me out in search of yard sales a few years ago, and we drove way out into the country, the air wasn't as pure as this.  It was a virgin, untouched world.

The woman came back out of her house to dump out another pail of water.  

And this time, she noticed us.  

I stiffened.  The woman stood there, watching us for what felt like a long time.  She wasn't someone who was just working here and taking a break.  It was someone who was shocked that we were here.  Finally, she ran back into the house and came back out again with a guy.  The guy wore a leather hat and overalls like he was some farmer.  She said something to him and ran further into the little village.  A couple of chickens ran to the side as she passed.  

"I don't think these are Disney employees taking a break," I said.  "I think we might be in another world, Tate.  Or another time in our world."

"What?" he managed.  He was losing it.  Tate hadn't signed up for this.  

"Well, we did see Grandma disappear into thin air with those guys.  They must have come here."  I reached over and grabbed Tate's hand.  The guy was approaching.  He walked across the field towards us, and he held a pitchfork in his hands.  

A very sharp, intimidating pitchfork.  

This situation might be dangerous.  

"We should run," Tate said.

But I couldn't move.  

The farmer quickened his pace.  He was an older man.  Gruff.  His face was all sunken lines and his skin very tan.  He held his pitchfork out in front of him while he glared at us.  I held my hands up to show him I was no threat.  I glanced down at my bright red hoodie.  It was going to stand out here, and I must look like an alien to these people who wore leather and black and brown.  Tate blended in a little bit better with his steam-punk outfit, but it still looked too modern for this place.  

"Are you two with Alric?" the man demanded.  He stopped about ten feet away.  The old farmer was afraid to approach.  He kept eyeing my hoodie.  It grew hot in the sun.  

"Who's Alric?" Tate asked, more to him than me.

"Are you?" he asked.  The guy was shaking.  

"No," I said.  "We're not with anyone named Alric.  We just got here.  Through a portal.  My grandmother got kidnapped by people who said they were with Alric, and I'm here to get her back."

The man kept his pitchfork up.  He had some trust issues, all right.  This Alric guy must be bad news.  "A portal?" he asked.  "Those are rare.  Very, very rare, at least here in Fable.  You're not a famous Legend, are you?"

"A what?" I asked.  Grandma had mentioned something about Legends.

He jabbed the pitchfork towards us.  "Only famous Legends have had a reason to flee Fable in the past.  Alric has been trying to bring them back here.  You are the ones he's after.  The two of you need to leave this village.  We don't want any more of his goons around here or God forbid, Alric himself.  Go!"

I was confused.  I backed up a bit so I really wouldn't look like a threat.  "Look, I'm not sure what I am.  I'm not.  I just want to find my grandmother.  Did you see a woman with a pink hat and pink pants--um, I mean trousers--come through here about a day ago?  She's the one I'm searching for."

The man's gaze softened, but it was just for a second.  Then he put his rough mask back up.  "We spotted some Watchers yesterday.  They did have the woman you describe with them.  We don't need Alric or his forces coming here to look for you.  If you have any connection with her--and I hope not for your sake--we can't have you anywhere near us."  He jabbed the pitchfork again.  The guy didn't want to hit us.  He was terrified.  

I couldn't go.  Not yet.  I had gone through a portal into some other world.  Fable.  I had figured out that much, at least.  And Alric was a bad guy.  

"Where did they take her?" I asked.

"Harold!"

The man jumped and whirled around.  An old woman was standing there, dressed in a dark green dress.  She looked like a matron.  

"Mary," he told her.  "I suspect these two may be famous Legends.  They have a connection to the sighting we had yesterday."  It was clear Mary had some authority here.

The old woman leaned around Harold to peer at us.  Her eyes widened when they landed on me.  The woman might be even older than the man was.  In her late seventies or eighties, even.  "I don't think this young couple is any threat to us.  Alric rarely recruits young people was Watchers."

"I know that," Harold said.  "But if they're famous Legends tied to a famous story, Alric will want them.  He will do anything to this village to secure them."

I almost felt like I wasn't there.  I glanced at Tate, and he nodded at me.  

"I'm looking for my grandmother," I said.

"We need to chase them away!" Harold shouted.  

"Not if Alric doesn't know they are here," Mary told him.  The woman hobbled forward and took my hand.  Tate tried to move in front of me, but it was too late.

"You are Red, correct?" she asked.  Her deep blue eyes gazed into my own.  They were full of knowledge.  Of knowledge.  She might be the wise woman of the village.  

She knew my name.  I gulped.  "Yes."  This whole thing continued to get stranger by the second.  

The old woman ran her hand over mine and squeezed, almost like she was trying to comfort me.  "Then you had better come with us.  You have a terrifying quest before you."


Chapter Four

 

 

Tate faced me as we followed the old couple to the village.  It wasn't a long walk, but it was long enough for the old man to grumble a bunch of meaningless things to the old woman.  Probably about me.  They didn't seem to care that Tate was there.  He might just be an extra in all of this.

I was getting the idea that maybe Grandma had lied to me about a lot of things.

Like my entire life.  

The old woman had a small house on the edge of the village.  She opened the wooden door, and the scent of straw and lumber wafted out.  It wasn't bad.  So far, this world hadn't been too terrible so far.  Except for the fact that my grandmother was still missing, taken away by that gang of people with the red tattoos.  I hadn't mentioned that to the old woman yet, but it seemed like she already knew about it.  And me.  

I glanced at the woods behind us.  The field in front of them was all bright and happy with its flowers, but the forest appeared a little bit dark, and it got worse the farther in it went.  A road led right into the woods, and a single wagon rolled out of it, pulled by a tired-looking horse.  It wasn't the other world, all right.  

It might be the world that Grandma and I were supposed to have originated.

She had lied to me a lot.  I suddenly didn't feel so bad about lying to her about the trip.  

"I still say this couple is dangerous," Harold said.  He stood on the side of the old woman's house, scowling.  But at least he'd dropped his pitchfork.

"You may go," Mary told him.  "I will take care of this."  She waved us in.

Inside the house, there was a little table with a candle burning, even though the window was enough to light the place for the time being.  There were already a couple of people sitting at the table, a girl in a yellow dress the same color as the straw lying out in the sun, and a short guy with floppy hair and a leather hat not too different from Tate's.  There was something odd about the short guy.  He seemed to glow with some inner radiance, and he grinned at us.  

"Nice hat," he told Tate.  "Good taste."

"Thanks."  Tate adjusted his and moved over to the far side of the room.   It wasn't a big house by any means, and it was probably a strain for the old woman to have everyone in here like this.  I crammed over to the window, where a pot of flowers and some pots of herbs were growing.  I smelled dill and mint.  It was an odd combo.

"Oh, sit down," the old woman said.  "Don't mind all the parchment on the table.  I've been writing down the adventures of these two.  I've made it my job to keep track of all the happenings in Fable."

The old man hung by the door.  "Mary," he said.  "You shouldn't be hosting so many famous Legends in here with you.  When are you going to learn?"

It was like he was scolding the local cat lady.  I had to stand up for her.  "Look," I said.  "We're people.  We're not annoying animals that are going to come over and crap in your yard."

"Listen to Red," Mary told him.  "Go off and finish baling your hay."  

The old man stalked off, grumbling the entire time.  I was glad he was gone.  Tate faced me and sighed in relief.  

"Don't mind him," she said.  "He's a local farmer who is never happy with anything.  I'm Mary, as you heard.  You can go ahead and have a seat."

"No, really," I said.  There were only four chairs at the table and Mary was right.  Yellow papers covered the table, and there was a quill sitting there next to a bottle of ink.  I caught a bit of writing on the paper closest to me.  King Henrik's Fall, the title read.  "You can sit down."  Tate wasn't sitting either.  This woman almost looked like one of the witches in the old fairy tales, but I knew better.  And this woman's eyes were kind.  Not evil.  I didn't see a trace of evil in them.

"No, I insist.  Sit down.  You're going to need it."

"Mary won't sit," said the short guy with the floppy hair.  He gave off a crackling sensation, like the magic Tate and I had felt standing in the middle of the Magic Kingdom at midnight.  "She's always busy.  You might as well."

I gave in and pulled out a chair, sitting next to the girl with the yellow dress.  She smiled at me, but under her eyes was darkness.  Weariness.  She'd seen some things.  Even the guy looked tired with his inner radiance and all.  Then I noticed they were holding hands under the table.  I wondered what it was like having this guy hold your hand.  

Tate sat down next to me and removed his hat.  "I should have done this when I came through the door.  Sorry."

"Don't worry about it," the old woman said.  "I'm not all worried about manners and such when there are far worse things happening in Fable these days."

"So this world is called Fable," I said.  

"You just got here?" the girl in the golden dress asked.  Her skirt had some tears in it as if she'd crawled through a bit of barbed wire.  Her palm also had a healing cut in it like she'd made some blood sacrifice. 

These people had just been through something terrible.  

"Yes," I said.  "I'm looking for my grandmother.  She got taken here about a day ago by some people she called Watchers.  One guy said something about a portal and Legends.  I don't know what's going on, but you seem like nice people, so if someone could point out where my grandmother could be and how to get her back, that would be great."

Tate leaned back a little in his chair.  I could tell he was a bit nervous--even more nervous than he was right before we were going to try the hot tub that was a whole world away by now.  I had dragged him into something.

"Watchers," the girl said, looking at the short guy.  He turned his head to face her.  His ear was pointed, like an elf's.  Tate glanced at me and lifted his eyebrows.  What's this, he seemed to be asking.  

I shook my head.  I wasn't going to stare.  Somehow, a guy with elf ears didn't seem too weird.  Not after the portal, anyway.  

"We don't like Watchers," the elf guy said.  "They're always posted in the other world, looking for Legends like us.  And when they find us, they report back to King Henrik.  Well, they won't be reporting to King Henrik anymore, since he's a hundred leagues down in the ground."  He grinned like he was enjoying some inside joke.  But then it faded.  "They'll all be reporting to Alric now, his magician who just took over the dark region.  Trust me, he's not a good guy, and I'm sorry you're in his sights."

"Alric," I said.  "My grandmother was talking about him in his sleep.  Does she know the guy?"

"If she does, that's even worse," the elf guy said.  He looked at the girl.  "I take it it's my job to be the explainer here?"

"You've spent a much longer time than I have here," the girl told him.  "You're good at explaining.  Sometimes.  You do tend to leave out details."

"We've both been here for lifetimes.  You can do some explaining, too."

Lifetimes.  This place was making less and less sense.  "Excuse me," I said.  "If you could tell me who you all are and what this place is and what this Alric wants with my grandmother, that would be great.  Because I'm terrified and confused and I just want to find her and get back home safely, so Tate doesn't have to be a permanent resident here."

The old woman returned from the kitchen with a mug of tea.  I hadn't even realized she'd left.  I accepted it and sniffed.  Mint.  It smelled pretty good.  "Thanks," I told her. 

Tate took a sip.  "I'm not dropping dead," he said.  "I think it's safe to drink."

"Fable," the old woman explained, "is the world where fairytales, both famous and obscure, exist and play out over and over.  Its characters are also reborn over and over.  Alric is an evil magician from a fairytale known as the Glass Coffin.  He is capable of changing his form, shrinking entire kingdoms and stuffing them in boxes, and other dark and horrible things.  He resides in the dark region of Fable, where the darkest aspects and characters of Fable all live.  Before Brie and Stilt here had a terrifying adventure in the dark region, King Henrik was the most powerful man there."

As she spoke, the girl and boy--Brie and Stilt--sunk lower and lower in their chairs.  Whatever had happened to them in the dark region and whatever they had done had made things worse for all of Fable.  There was a story hanging between them, one as heavy as a giant mountain.  

Tate grabs onto the table and stares at Mary.  "That sounds like fun.  Tell me I'm dreaming."

"These two," Mary said, drawing up behind Brie and Stilt, "overthrew King Henrik, the leader of the dark region.  His magician rose to the throne in his absence.  He also inherited all of Henrik's gold, and gold here is the same as magic.  Henrik almost had enough to extend his power over all of Fable.  Now, Alric has all that power and more.  He was already an advanced magic user before he took the throne and now he has the means to bend Fable to his will."

I shuddered.  I could find nothing to say.  Mary walked around the table as she spoke.

 "I'm a story keeper," Mary explained.  "The people of Fable come to me and tell me the news.  There are already stories of Alric gathering as many dark forces in Fable as he can.  I've heard other things, too.  Dark spots form even in the lighter parts of Fable now.  This entire world is beginning to sink into darkness."

Brie and Stilt drew closer together.  Brie faced Stilt as if scared something was going to happen to him.  

Mary leaned closer to me.  It was as if everyone else wasn't there.

“Dark spots?" I asked.  

“You'll see them,” she told me.  “There's one a couple of miles from here in the forest.  They grow slowly, but if Alric continues to stay in power, all of Fable will fall in a matter of years.  Or sooner, if he manages to make any fairy tales fail."

"Huh?" I asked.  

Mary gestured to the girl and the elf guy.  They both withered as if they were somehow at fault.  I wondered if they were supposed to be characters in a fairy tale that I knew.  The girl’s eyes were full of guilt.  

“Ever seen a football stadium?” the girl, Brie, asked.  “Imagine one of those full of gold.  Henrik had that.  I saw it.  Alric has all of that now that we’ve gotten rid of the King and now he's gotten more powerful.”  She faced the elf guy, Stilt.  “We’re guilty, I guess.  It was us who helped spin a lot of that gold.  And I led Alric right to that mountain where the bandits hid their stash.”

“Spin gold?” I asked.  “You mean, like in that one story?”

“Yes,” Stilt said.  It was his turn to look at fault.  “The one you’re thinking of.”

I got up.  “Where’s the exit?”

Stilt pointed to the door.  “Right there.”

“No.  I mean, the exit to this world?  I’m not having any part of this.”  Grandma was right to tell me to run.  A scream was rising inside of me, and I couldn't stifle it much longer.  

“I have to get Red home,” Tate said, rising to stand beside me.  “This is way too crazy for us.”

I breathed out.  I had a feeling I knew where I fit here.  I took off my hoodie and left it lying over Mary’s chair.  I stood out even more in my Disney World T-shirt, but it was better than the alternative.

My grandmother.

I had to rescue her, and my name was—

“Portals don’t work that way,” Mary said before I could finish my thought out loud.  “They form in the other world, in places that remind people of the old fairy tales, and they only work at midnight.  I used to live in the other world until I came through a portal thirty years ago by mistake.  I was up late at my library, getting the place decorated for an event the next day.  I was going to read some of the Grimm’s fairy tales to the children.  While I was decorating, I must have transported myself to another world at just the right moment, because when the clock struck midnight, I came here to Fable.  I’ve been here ever since.  I came through with my book, and nothing else.”

“And your clothes, I hope,” Tate said.  

“Yes.  My clothes, too,” Mary said.  I expected her to be angry, but she laughed.  “Don't worry.  I appreciate some humor.  The point is, portals open in places and in situations that make us feel like we’re in fairy tales, and only at midnight.  It is difficult to get back out of Fable.  You need a powerful magical artifact to do so.  Like a magic mirror or a powerful being who can grant your wishes.  Even in Fable, they are hard to find.”

My heart sank.  We had gone through a one-way door.  Well, almost.  I swallowed.  

Grandma had forbidden Disney World.  She'd thrown out the princess birthday cake.   She banned pumpkins.  Even camping in the woods.      

They all had one thing in common.

Fairy tales.

Grandma knew about this place all along.  I shot Tate a knowing look.  He returned it.  Finally, at last, my life was starting to make more sense.  Grandma had been trying to keep me away from here.  It didn't explain all of the things that she flipped over, but at least I had an explanation for some of her craziness.  

Was this place my real home?

Mary left the room and came back with a large leather-bound book.  I forced myself to sit back down in the chair.  I was here.  I might as well see what she had to say.  I didn't have a choice.  

My heart pounded as Mary set the large book down in front of Tate and me.  No, me.  She wasn’t even looking at him.  

“I’m not a Legend,” Mary said.  “I’m just a librarian who’s here by mistake, a guardian of information.  Even most of the native people here are just extras, the townspeople and the peasants in these stories.  But I think I know who you are.”

I could read the gold leaf on the front of the leather book.  Grimm’s Fairy Tales.  Complete Collection.  The book had to be old.  It was probably Mary’s prized possession and the same book she meant to read to the kids.  She flipped open the book and some story about a sausage spread out in front of me, but then she turned the page and what it stopped at made every word die in my throat.

Little Red Riding Hood.

No one spoke for a long time.  Tate swallowed and glanced at me.  His brown eyes were huge and terrified.  

I got up, headed for the door, and ran outside.

I wasn't going to have any part in this.  

"Red!" Tate shouted from behind me.

The sun blinded me as I ran through the village.  More chickens scattered.  Tate's footfalls fell behind me as I bolted around another house and past a pen of pigs, which were all clean, by the way.  I dodged past another wagon full of eggs sitting there by the road and in the opposite direction of the forest.  The fields all spread out in front of me.  I had to get to the other world, but there was no magic feeling, no tingle to tell me I had reached a portal.

If Mary was right, there wasn't one anywhere around here.

"Red!" Tate shouted.  "Come back.  We don't know what's out there."

I ran faster, leaving my hoodie behind.  I about smacked into a tall guy in green with a bow on his back.  "Whoa!" he said, holding up his hands, but I dodged around him, and he said nothing more.   I came into an open space and reached a small bridge.  It was a raised bridge sitting over a gurgling river, and I ducked under it, hoping there was no one down here fishing.  Or worse--a troll.  Did those exist in fairy tales?  Somewhere, maybe.  But the place was empty except for some barren ground where people had no doubt stood and sat for hours on end.  I sat down under the shadow and tucked up as much as I could under the bridge.  

I had to be alone for a bit while I reflected on my crappy life.

Grandma had gotten kidnapped because of me.  We should have never gone to Disney World.  And if the story was right, there was a wolf there, waiting to devour her.  Even if I reached her, I might find some terrible monster in her place.  

And it would be waiting to devour me, too.  Mary had said something about Alric wanting the fairy tales to fall.  

"Red."  Tate stood there at the base of the bridge.  His legs came into my view and cast an even darker shadow on the water.

I ignored him.  I watched a small golden fish swim by, doing happy circles.  The fish was metallic gold as if some piece of treasure had come to life.  I reached out to touch it, but the creature managed to dart away into the depths of the river before I could.  This place was magical.  

"Red.  Let me at least come down here and sit with you."

I knew it was no use fighting.  "Go ahead."  What was I going to say to him?  

Tate came down and sat with me.  He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close.  The leather of his jacket squeaked again.  It was warm from being in the sun.  

"I had no idea," he said.

"Neither did I."

"Your grandmother--we have to find her.  We both know what happens in that story."

I thought about the wolf that was supposed to go and eat her.  And lie in her bed to wait for me.  Did Grandma have a house here in Fable that I had to visit?  Maybe she'd taken me and her to the other world so we could avoid the wolf and the dark forces growing in this world.   

It was also no wonder my parents were out of the picture.  Maybe she'd left them here somewhere.  

"I don't know what this powerful Alric guy wants from her," I said.  "Maybe he's trying to destroy all the good in this place and replace it with the bad.  Maybe he wants to feed her to the wolf that wants her.  And me, too."

Tate said nothing to that.  I had the most horrible feeling I was right.  I couldn't see what else Alric would want with her.  Maybe she was bait so he could attract that wolf into his ranks.  He was supposed to be gathering all the dark forces in Fable, after all.  

"You two?  Are you down there?"

It was Brie, standing there at the bridge.  Her yellow skirt swayed a bit in the breeze.  It looked even more tattered now. 

I said nothing.  I didn't even know this girl.  All I knew was that she was another Legend like I was supposed to be.  Stilt, too.  She had spun gold at one point.  

"Look," I said.  "I just had my whole life shattered in less than twenty-four hours and my grandmother's missing.  I just need some time alone to think about this."

"I know how that feels.  Having your life shattered, anyway.  Your story likes to follow you, but you don't have to be its victim."

I wondered what Brie had gone through here.  Had she come from the other world, too?  But I didn't ask.  I wasn't going to save my grandmother just by sitting here under the bridge.  The wolf could be going to devour her right now.  I had to go back to Mary and ask what I needed to do.  There was no way I was going to leave her.

I got up and took a breath.  "Back to the house," I said.  "I need to find out what my terrifying quest is going to be."


Chapter Five

 

 

Tate and I walked back to the house with Brie.  Brie didn't speak on the way back.  The girl seemed lost.  She looked into the forest a lot as if waiting for Alric to come out.  I'd be lost, too, if I had helped the magician rise to power, even if it was a total accident.  Of course she and Stilt hadn't meant to do it if they were just trying to overthrow the old King, but still.  It must not be an easy thing.

Mary was still waiting in the sitting room of her little house.  The straw smell overtook me again, and Brie winced as we stepped through the threshold.  I faced her.  

"I don't like straw," she whispered to me.  Her words promised a story later.  An interesting one.

Mary had taken the book away.  I couldn't see where she had put it.  I was glad.  I didn't want to face it again.  But my hoodie still sat there in the chair, red as ever.  Brie had mentioned my story following me.  Maybe there was some truth in that.  

"What do I need to do to save my grandmother?" I asked.  "Because I will.  I didn't come here for nothing."  

Mary took a breath and wandered over to the table and sat.  "You have read your story, right?"

"In school.  My grandmother probably wouldn't have let me go that day if she knew about it."  

"In Fable, Legends are reborn over and over to live their stories," Mary explained.  "Fable is fed by the imaginations of humankind.  You and your grandmother have lived and died here many times before.  So have Brie and Stilt.  Brie and Stilt found a way to fight their story, but that's a tale for another time."

Her words gave me a bit of hope.  There might be a way to stop the wolf from getting to my grandmother in the first place.  I smelled the air again.  It was still familiar, tickling the very edges of my memory.  Maybe Mary was onto something.  This world did seem familiar somehow.

"And every time," she continued, "you acted out the same story, with no memory of your past lives.  Your grandmother is sick.  Your parents have you take her some wine and cakes to make her feel better, and on the way to her cottage, you meet a wolf.  The wolf tricks you into disobeying your parents, and you go off the trail.  While you're distracted, the wolf consumes your grandmother.  You reach her house, and then the wolf consumes you.  It takes a passing huntsman to free the two of you.  Alric, like me, knows all of these stories, including yours."

"What does he want with us?" I asked.

Mary cleared her throat.  "Even though Alric has inherited a huge amount of gold--and therefore magic--from Henrik, it is not quite enough for him to take over Fable.  But I have spies who wander into the dark region.  Spies who have been in his castle and his libraries.  Alric has figured out that he can turn more of Fable to darkness and spread his control over it if he makes all of its stories fall.  That is, his new plan is to make all of the fairy tales you know end in tragedy and sadness instead of triumph.  With each one that falls, more of Fable will grow dark.  We can't let that happen."

I gulped.  "Alric wants to make sure my grandmother and I get eaten and never get rescued."

Mary nodded.  She was sad.  Even Brie gave me a look of sympathy.  "Yes.  He wants to make sure your story ends badly this time.  Alric has taken your grandmother.  I don't know what his exact plans are for her, but they can't be good.  Your story is his first target."

The world darkened for a minute.  A cloud moved over the sun and cast the whole room in shadow.  Even the elf guy, Stilt, seemed to dim.  

"This is what we are up against," Mary finished.  "We have to make sure that your story ends in victory or Alric will extend his control over a large area.  He will be going after the most famous stories first.  Like yours."

An immense weight seemed to come down on my shoulders.

If I didn't manage to rescue my grandmother, I would be letting more of Fable fall into darkness.  I wondered how the dark spots looked.  The slow, encroaching evil.  

"I think this Alric guy is trying to bait you in," Tate told me.  "You really shouldn't go.  If you don't go, your story doesn't end, right?"

"But it's my grandmother," I told him.  "I got her into this mess.  I have to get her out."  Anger rose up inside of me.  My skin itched a bit.  

"I think your gentleman friend is right," Mary said.  "Alric is trying to bait you in.  He expects you to go to your grandmother.  It is your story and what you are supposed to do.  And it is also your story to disobey and suffer the consequences for it."

"Here's this story stuff again," Stilt said.  "You'll love it."

"But if my story doesn't end, Alric can't win more of Fable, right?"  What about my grandmother?  

"You must go," Mary said.  "If you leave your grandmother to certain doom, the story ends badly, just in a different way than we expect.  The only way for you to succeed is to go to her yourself."

I felt terrible for even thinking of not going, but either way was awful.  Alric could win if I did go and I'd be putting Tate in danger.  I'd be doing the thing Grandma had told me not to do.  Going against her when she had good reasons behind her craziness after all.  She'd just been doing her best to keep us out of this situation, and I'd spent my whole life resenting her.  

The wolf must have eaten me in all my past lives, and I sat in its stomach, waiting for the huntsman to cut me out.  It was a disgusting thought that made vomit rise in the back of my throat.  Was that wolf out there, waiting for me right now?  He might have eaten my grandmother already and was waiting in her bed.  

And if Alric had his way, it would eat us both again, and there would be no rescue.  Fable would turn darker.  His influence would spread, maybe even to this village.    

"So what am I supposed to do?" I asked.  "March in there with an army and rescue my grandmother?  I can't just go right into the trap."

"Alric is mighty," Mary said.  "Don't think for a second that I have any power here.  I'm just the woman with a handy copy of all the fairy tales."

"You're more than that," I said.  "The people here listen to you.  You know.  There must be some way to avoid whatever trap this Alric has set for me."

"Your story will find ways to follow you," Mary said.  "The key is to find a way to win in your story.  And we do not have soldiers here.  No one who can go against Alric."

"She's right," Stilt said.  His weird inner glow faded a bit more.  It seemed to change with his moods.  "I've been face to face with the guy.  He can do things like shrink you and make you stand completely still.  I couldn't even strike him."  His shoulders slumped with something like shame.

Mary took the teacups off the table and headed back to the kitchen with them.  "The best we can all do right now is make sure that Alric doesn't make any more fairy tales turn dark.  Red, you are going to have to go and rescue your grandmother from the sway of the evil wolf.   The Watchers took her down the road, into the forest.  I imagine they took her to the cottage where she spent all her past lives."

"The forest?" Tate asked.

"Yes," Mary told him.  Her brown eyes locked on me.  They were tearful.  Scared.  This poor woman had been trapped here for thirty years, and now this home was threatened, too.  Soon, she'd have nowhere to go.  "If your story ends badly this time, I'm afraid the entire forest next to us will turn dark.  We may not survive here for long."

"Can I at least take a weapon?" I asked.  "Are there any, like, magical weapons in this place that I can use against wolves?"

Mary flinched.  "You're going to take the young huntsman."

"The what?" I asked.  

"The young huntsman.  Take him with you.  For your story to end happily, you will need him.  It's the way it's supposed to go."

I slid my hand into Tate's and squeezed.  He returned it.  It was better than nothing.  "I'm going, too," he said.  

Mary faced him.  "You're not part of the story.  I don't know what's going to happen to you if you go."

"I don't care.  I love Red, and I'm going."

Relief settled inside of me.  I wouldn't have to do this alone, at least.  “I might need more than one huntsman when I go on this,” I said.  “Like, some knights.  Do you have those here?”

“Henrik’s knights are gone,” Stilt said in a tone that told me there was a story behind that.  “There aren’t many here in the lighter region that will dare go into the darker one.  The man we’re up against can shrink entire kingdoms and imprison them if he wants.”

I shuddered.  This Alric guy could walk in right now and shrink us all if what this guy was telling me was true.  I squeezed Tate’s hand harder.  

“When do we leave?" Tate asked.    

Was that guilt in his eyes?  Maybe.  “Tate, I don’t want you to endanger yourself.  You don’t even belong in this.  If something happened to you because of this, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”  I faced Mary again.  “There have to be people here who can go with me.  Who knows how to fight.”

Stilt and Brie whispered some stuff to each other.  They had been to the dark region before if they’d defeated Henrik, hadn’t they?  They’d at least know the way around.  Stilt frowned at me.  “I’d help you, but the dark region makes us magical creatures…change for the worse.  It does with elves, anyway."

An elf.  That was what Stilt was after all.

“If I went with you, it would be worse than not having me go with you,” Stilt continued.  “Brie and I want to help.  But I don’t think we’d have any worth in this one.”

I thought of long, slobbery teeth going for my grandmother and I shifted leg to leg.  We were wasting time.  The wolf might have her already.  “Then I’ll go.  What am I supposed to do when I get there?  Let the wolf eat me?”

Mary shook her head.  “It won’t be that simple,” she said.  “To triumph, you will need to stay on the trail and don’t let the evil wolf lead you astray.  In your story, the wolf can’t sway you if you stay on the road.”

“Stay on the road,” I repeated.  “Sounds easy enough.”  Only I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be.  It would be far from easy.  Alric knew my story if Mary was right and he was sure to have something there to trip me up.  I also had the sense that Mary wasn’t telling me something.  It seemed too simple.  There had to be more to it than this.

“We need more than one guy for this,” Tate said.  “I know I’m a dude, and I’m supposed to act all tough, but I’m also a logical dude.  We have to take more than one guy with a bow.”

Mary pushed in a chair.  “We don’t have anyone else to spare in the village.”

Tate and I shared another grimace.  It was the one guy with the bow, then.  

“Okay,” I said.  “Show us this guy.  We need to get going.”

 

* * * * *

 

We stayed in the house for a bit longer.  Mary spent a bit of time outside.  She was going to get the huntsman guy who was supposed to cut to the wolf open if he dared mess with us.  I guessed it was better than just Tate and me heading down that road, holding hands and hoping for the best.  Meanwhile, Brie and Stilt walked outside, too.  They might need some space, just like I did.    

They had allowed Alric to rise, after all.  

When the walls of the house closed in so much that I couldn’t stand it anymore, I stepped out into the sun, and Tate followed.  

The sun was getting lower in the sky.  It was turning to later afternoon.  Soon, the night would come.  How would night be here in Fable, even in the lighter region? 

No one was around except for a middle-aged man pulling a donkey along on a harness.  He looked tired.  These weren't people who were ready for a fight.  I was here to protect them, not the other way around.  I had to make sure my tale ended right so the darkness from the negative region wouldn't spread here.

"I can't do this," I said to Tate.

He hugged me from the side.  "I'm going to go with you.  I don't care how bad it gets.  I'm not going to leave you."

"I shouldn't have dragged you into this."  It was how my life was supposed to be.  I'd always be punished severely for being a rebel and worse, others around me would suffer even more.  When Grandma and I got back home, I was going to go under her thumb again.  I'd have to to protect everyone around me.

If I had to do that, so be it.

At last, after we had stood out in the growing shadows for a while, Mary returned with a young man trailing behind her.  He wore a green tunic and brown pants, and he had the most serious look on his face.  He must be only a year or two older than Tate and me.

It was the young guy I had almost tripped over on the way to the creek.

The young huntsman.  

He nodded at us as he approached.  The guy was very professional.  He was tall, a full head taller than Tate, with dark brown hair that looked like it could have been buzz cut and an oval face with hard edges.  He looked like he could have come right out of the military.  

And he carried a bow in one hand and had an iron ax hanging from his belt.  

"I'm Macon," he said, extending his hand.  Tate and I shook it in turn.  "I will be taking you through the woods to your grandmother."  He didn't smile.  

"Thanks," I said.  At least the guy was acting like a pro.  How many wolves had he faced?  

But the guy wasn't one for friendly conversation.  He turned to the sun.  "It's getting late," he said.  “We should start walking.  We don't want to be wasting any more time than we already have."  

“Walking?” Tate asked.  "We're not taking a carriage or something?  Isn't that a little hazardous with wolves running around?"

Macon turned to him.  “Here's the thing.  I used to walk for miles in the dark hunting with my father.  We did it all the time a couple of years ago so that it can get done.  We managed to kill a couple of boars even in the dead of night.  Over the years, I've learned to shoot this bow with precision accuracy."  He held it out to let Tate admire it, but Tate looked more annoyed than anything.  "And if we have to, we can climb a tree for the night.  I've done that plenty of times."

“Well, how do you do against wolves?” I asked.  But Macon was already walking towards the road, all full of himself.  “Tate, we’re in for a long walk.”

“I agree.”  He sighed.  “A very long walk.”

Tate, Mary and I followed Macon towards the edge of town.  He didn’t even look back at us as we walked.  The guy was all business.  

"I think a carriage would be a good idea," I said.  "One with doors on it we can close for the night.  And we might be able to move faster."

"I respectfully agree," Mary said.  "I may be able to secure a carriage."

Macon turned.  He held up a finger.  "A carriage might draw a lot of unwanted attention to ourselves.  Thieves target them.  They make more noise and might attract the very things we are trying to avoid.  They're much harder to hide than you think and almost all of them are open and vulnerable at some point.  We have a three-day walk to the cottage where your grandmother is supposed to live.  A lot could happen between now and then."

"A long walk," I said under my breath when Macon turned away again.

We reached the dirt road, and I faced the forest.  It seemed a tiny bit darker now, but maybe it was because the sun was at a different angle.  The shadows under the trees were longer.  The underbrush, thicker.  Macon faced it for a long time like he was sizing it up.  He still said nothing to us.  The guy was going to be such great company.

But it was better than nothing.

“Red,” Mary said from behind us. 

Tate and I turned.  Mary stood there, holding my red hoodie and—oh, crap—a picnic basket.

“I don’t think I should take that,” I said.  “If Alric’s looking to have me killed, I don’t think it’s a good idea if I look the part.  I’d rather not be noticeable if you get what I mean.”

But Mary handed me the stuff, the hoodie in one hand and the basket in another.  “You’ll need your supplies,” she said.  “It gets cold at night here.”

“But my hoodie is bright red,” I said.

Mary frowned at it.  “Stilt!” she called, searching the small houses behind her.  

Macon stood there like a statue and waited while Stilt emerged from behind a house and walked towards Mary.  “You need to change the color of this,” she told him.  

“To anything but that,” I said.

Stilt took my hoodie and studied it.  Then the elf faced me.  “Yes,” he said.  “This is not the color to wear into the dark region.  I’ll change this for you.”

“Thanks,” I said.  Meanwhile, Macon shifted leg to leg.  "The dark region?  Is that where we're going?"

Macon was happy to provide me with information.  "The dark region doesn't have a specific border," he said, stressing every single word.  "It's more of a transition zone.  According to Mary, your grandmother's cottage is on the border of it.  Which makes sense, considering that part of your story is very dark."

Stilt held the hoodie and stared at it for a long time.  While we waited, a slight tingling sensation filled the air around him.  And at last, a dark green splotch appeared on the hoodie and grew until it had turned the entire thing to the color of pine.  "Is this better?" he asked me.  "I could have made it bright yellow."

“Much better,” I said.  I took the hoodie and put it back on.  It would at least blend in with the forest, and Tate wore leather, so we were more of a matching pair.  The hoodie still had the Disney castle embroidered on the front, but I wasn’t going to ask Stilt to change that.  It was good enough.  

“It was no problem,” Stilt said.  “Changing clothing is easy magic.  Much easier than changing your shape.  There are stories behind that, too, that I’ll need to tell you guys if you return.”

If.  I didn’t miss the way he said that.

Mary had that sad look again.  It made me feel so much better.  “Good luck,” she told me, handing me the basket.  “You'll know you're getting into the border zone when you feel the dread in your stomach.  Stay on the trail.  Don't let the evil wolf consume you."

Why wouldn’t she just come out and say if the wolf eats you?  If you die?  We all knew what she was talking about and I wasn’t a two-year-old.  But I took the basket from Mary and thanked her again.  She was helping us, after all.  

“One more thing,” Mary said.

“Which is?”  

“Fairy tales aren’t always truly the way people think they are.  There are sometimes other interpretations."

“Good to know.”  My story was simple, right?  Girl goes to visit grandmother, wolf tricks her into leaving the trail, wolf eats grandmother—

I had to stop thinking now.  

I turned away from Mary and followed Tate and Macon towards the darkening forest. 

 


Chapter Six

 

 

I had Tate carry the basket as we entered the forest and left the village behind.  I waited until we were out of view of Mary so I wouldn't hurt her feelings.

"I'm just not comfortable carrying this," I told him.

"I get it," he said.  "I wouldn't be, either.  At least it's not decked out in flowers."  It was a big picnic basket, too.  What had Mary given us?  But Tate opened it and grinned as he peeked inside.  "Ohh," he said, smiling at me.  "I'm sure your grandmother never let you have wine in the other world."

"Wine.  Are you kidding me?" I asked.  I had to look.  Tate was right.  The basket was full of cookies, biscuits, jerky, and right along with all the food was an old bottle of wine.  

"Actually," Macon said, drawing closer.  "Mary said that the wine has a sleeping draught in it.  You drink it, and you aren't going to be waking up for hours."

"Why would Mary do that?" I asked.  Was she trying to sabotage our rescue mission?

Macon raised his voice as if trying to get the entire forest to listen to him.  "She wouldn't tell me, but I'm sure there's a good reason for it.  You see, in Fable there are lots of uses for such a thing.  There are lots of magic artifacts here and dangerous creatures of all kinds.  There are also some magical creatures that are only dangerous when they're in the dark region.  Stilt's one of them.  Did you know he's the elf who used to be able to spin gold for Brie?  Mary said he's a character in the story Rumpelstiltskin."

"Are you kidding me?" Tate asked, shaking his head.  I wasn't sure if he was trying to distract himself from Macon's overbearing presence or if he was just overwhelmed with all of this. 

"No," Macon said.  His face showed no emotion.  I felt like he was trying to lecture us.  "He's good now because he's in the light region, but Stilt used to live in the dark region, and he was a bad guy.  Magical creatures change depending on where they are."

"Got it," I said.  I searched the forest around me.  Right now, most of it looked bright and cheerful.  It was the kind of place you'd see in a Disney movie with singing birds and happy rabbits hopping around.  The trees were all perfect and green, and soft grass grew in between them.  Flowers of every color popped up, and every art student would be thrilled to see the palette here.  A pair of bluish birds stood together on a branch, and a bumblebee flew past us, on the way to a large red flower next to the trail.  

We walked in silence for a long time, and the light got longer.  This place didn't feel dangerous at all.  "Mary said something about dark spots," I said at last.  

"There are dark spots out here in places," Macon said.  He searched left and right.  "There's one now.  If you look to your right, you'll see one way off the road."

I did.  

And it wasn't pretty.  

Way off the road, there was a spot that was just...different.  The sunlight coming through the trees had grayed, and some of the trees had lost their leaves, turning them into clawed skeletons.  Brambles grew around the trunks, and the trees that did still have their leaves were almost black and very, very thick.  Ponds of deep shadows hung under the living trees, and I didn't want to imagine what could be lurking in them.  It was as if a mansion-sized blob of evil had seeped from the ground there and poisoned everything.  

That was a dark spot.  

Okay.

I just hoped we didn't see any more of those any closer than that, but I had the feeling that we would.  We had three more days to walk.  

We left the dark spot behind.  It was close to the village.  Mary had said something about them growing slowly.  I hoped it was at a glacial pace.  

But the longer we walked and the farther we got from the village, the more dark spots I saw.  They came in patches, some closer to the trail than others, but they were there.  No birds dared land in them.  It was as if someone had taken a paintbrush full of despair and darkness and dabbed it in random places.  I only spotted a dark spot every thirty minutes or so, usually in the distance, but they were there.  Some were the size of garages while others were a bit bigger.  Tate was checking them out, too.

"I don't like this," he said to me.  "Am I the only person seeing a weird change here?"

"Here's the thing," Macon said.  He was going into lecture mode again.  "The forest wasn't like this before.  I've been here many, many times and I know the forest like the back of my hand.  That dark spot over there?  It used to be a den where a bear would sleep in the middle of the day.  Even they don't want to linger in those places."

I thought of Stilt and tried to imagine what he'd be like evil.  He must have been at one point.  Would he turn back into a bad guy who wanted firstborns if he hung out in a dark spot for too long?

"This will continue to get worse the farther we go down this trail," Macon continued.  His bow bounced on his back, and he got in the lead.  The guy checked the make sure his ax was still swinging off his belt.  It was.  I didn't want to see him cut open any living creature with that.  Grandma would freak if she knew about it. 

"Did my grandmother always live on the border of the dark region?" I asked.

"Yes," Macon said.  "She always has.  And you have always gone there in each of your lives, over and over.  I found her cabin a few years ago when I was hunting in that area with my father.  It was empty, but when I told Mary about it, she said it was hers."

"Good for you," Tate said under his breath.  

"Then why do I keep doing this over and over if I know how--" 

"Actually," Macon interrupted.  He lectured as loud as he could without yelling.  So much for keeping the noise level down.  "Legends do the same things in each lifetime because it's our story.  Your story always tries its best to follow you.  Until Mary got here and figured it all out, none of us were even aware that we've been here over and over, acting these out.  Well, King Henrik was the first to learn the truth about Fable, but Mary did find all this out on her own."

I turned to Tate.  We sighed at each other.  Macon was getting more annoying with each step we took into the forest.  The trail stretched out ahead, and I saw no sign of civilization.  Grandma was down there somewhere, and Alric had some plan to make sure we couldn't save her...or me.  

"My story is to be the one to save you each time," Macon continued.  "I've been hunting with my father for several years, and I've even killed a couple of wild boars on my own.  I've hunted foxes.  Even a few wolves who were taking off with the farmers' sheep.  I've gained a lot of experience out here.  Some people say you can't hunt bears, but I've proven them wrong.  I've gone out and..."

Tate and I faced each other.  I nodded.  

We walked slower, letting Macon go ahead.  His voice got lower and lower as he unknowingly put distance between him and us.  It was a huge relief.

"That guy is so full of himself," Tate said.  I could hear a bit of jealousy in his voice.

"And clueless," I said.  Macon walked ahead, bragging into the trees about his hunting conquests.  "I wonder if he has trophies of all his kills.  They're probably all rabbits and squirrels.  I feel safe with this guy."

"Or mice," Tate said.  "Maybe not even that.  Anything could hear him from a mile away."

Macon kept talking for several minutes and his words blended into the chirping of the birds and the forest noises around us.  I caught a fox darting between two of the brighter trees.  Its puffy tail vanished into the underbrush.  Macon didn't even notice it.  At last, he glanced back, and his eyes widened when he realized we weren't there.  "Come on," he said.  "We don't have time to waste.  Why are you hanging back?"

Yep.  The huntsman was clueless.

We said nothing and caught up.  Thankfully, Macon shut up, and we walked in silence for a while.  The shadows got longer under the trees, and I watched Macon's ax swing back and forth as he walked.  How good was the huntsman with that?  But I knew if I asked, we were in for another long lecture about ax throws and swings and how good he was at it.  

And besides, it was starting to dim in the forest.  We didn't want to attract attention to ourselves.  I didn't need to get Macon going for that reason alone.  

I pulled at my green hoodie, and a leaf fell on it.  It was brown with ugly spots of black on it.  I pulled it off, and a sense of dread filled the bottom of my stomach.  

"You feel that?" Tate asked.

We stopped.  Macon looked up, and I couldn't help but follow his gaze.

The tree hanging above us was dying, losing its leaves.  Its branches resembled fingers and claws.  A hornets' nest hung from one of them, and a bunch of scary-looking yellow and black bugs darted in and out.

Macon waved us on.  "We're standing in a dark spot," he said.  "And we need to move out of it.  It wasn't here before."

I wanted to ask him why he hadn't noticed it before this but didn't.  One of the wasps buzzed down towards us and zipped around my head.

Yes.  We were going to move.

Tate and I followed Macon out of the dark spot.  It was making my skin itch.  The grass around the trail had turned dark, almost black, and the light grayer, but I spotted lighter vegetation up ahead.  We crossed the threshold and the dread feeling in my gut dissipated.  

And then I felt the sting on my back.

"Ouch!" I yelled.  Then I bit in all the curse words trying to come up.  

"Keep going!" Macon shouted.  "Just keep walking.  Don't yell, or they'll all come after us."

I bit my lip as pain surged through my back.  I felt as if something had injected me full of venom and to make matters worse, Tate slapped his hand on my back and pushed me along.  I groaned as the green grass, and the golden sunlight surrounded us again.  We were out of the dark spot.  I waited for more stings to come, but none did.

At last, the burning, throbbing pain faded to the point where I could remove my teeth from my lips.  I sucked in a breath.  "That felt great."

"Sorry," Tate said.  "About slapping you on the back."

"It's okay," I said.  "You didn't get stung, did you?"

"No," he said.  "We didn't even do anything to provoke them.  It made no sense."

"Actually," Macon said.  Great.  Here we went again.  "Those hornets are aggressive, but only if you get close to their nest.  You only find them close to the dark region.  It looks like they're spreading out and colonizing these dark spots.  You probably lingered under it a little too long."

"Well," I said.  "I wasn't anywhere near that nest.  It was twenty feet above our heads.  Did I look at it wrong or something?  Was that like one of those neighborhoods where if you look at someone the wrong way, they kill you?"  

Macon didn't have an answer for that one.  Even though the sting felt like it was turning into a tennis ball under my skin, I let myself feel a bit of victory.  

We left the dark spot behind us.  There would be more of them the closer we got to the bad region.  We just had to keep walking.  So far, the dark spots weren't getting any bigger or any more frequent, but I knew that would change.

And the light overall was getting dimmer.  It must be dinner time by now, with the sun's rays just starting to grow long and orange through the trees.  We had come across no clearings and no houses.  There had to be something out here if there was a road.  I'd seen a man on a cart earlier today driving out of it.  

I didn't want to ask Macon any more questions, but I knew I'd have to.  Even if it was true that I'd spent all my past lives here, I couldn't remember them.  I didn't want to recall them.  

We passed another dark spot, one that was only feet from the dirt road.  I spotted a couple of huge rats foraging through some underbrush, and one of them stared at us, training its black-red eyes on us for a moment before it went back to eating.  I looked closer and regretted it.  The rat was chewing on a dead bird, a dead raven.  Macon was right that the different regions changed creatures.  I wondered if that applied to people or just magical beings and animals.  

I walked faster just in case the rats wanted to chew at my ankles.  

"Alric might have ordered those hornets to come after me," I said to Tate.  I kept my voice low so Macon wouldn't hear.  No doubt he'd go into another lecture.  "Maybe he's trying to make me run into the woods and off the trail."

"We need to stay out of the dark spots as much as we can," Tate said.  "I didn't like the way it made me feel."

We stayed quiet for the next twenty minutes or so.  The light got longer.  More orange.  I kept searching for a cabin, or any buildings off the road that Grandma could get stuffed inside, but there was nothing but trees and an occasional hunting shack that was falling apart.  Macon would go into a lecture about the history of each hut as we passed.  He told us all about how the one way back in the trees had been built forty years ago by his great-uncle, even though the thing was getting consumed by hungry vines by now and no one cared.  But at least Macon seemed to know these woods.

And then he stopped.

"What?" I asked.  

"There's another dark spot ahead.  This one goes right across the road.  We need to walk through it quickly.  Don't linger.  Especially you, Red."

He was right.  The whole world seemed to darken ahead, even more than the rest of the forest in the dying light.  The grass almost looked black, and a couple more hornet nests hung from the bare branches above.  It was a forest after a nuclear holocaust, one dying from radiation.  Even the sky through the trees appeared gray like a storm was approaching, but I heard no thunder.  

And something rustled through the dark trees up ahead.  Twigs snapped, and Macon reached for his bow.

"Good idea.  Walk right through," Tate told him.  "There's no way around?"

I checked.  It almost looked like a river of dark and depressing had frozen across the road.  I couldn't see where the river ended, but I could spot bright green and flowers on the other bank.    

"Maybe we should run across?" I asked, eyeing the hornet nests.  They seemed to have it out for me.

"Actually," Macon said, "when you run, you attract more trouble.  The creatures in the dark region are attracted to fear.  Being afraid does not help you in the dark region or these dark spots."

"They seem to be attracted to me no matter what," I said.  The trail cut right under the nests, and there were sure to be worse things in there.  "Alric might have something to do with that."

But Macon wasn't listening.  He knew everything, after all.  He waved us behind him.  "If we walk quickly, we will make it to the other side okay.  Hurry."

Tate shrugged at me.  "We need to stay close together," he said.

We held hands, and I gulped.  Macon stepped over the threshold, and we followed.  The dread feeling socked me in the stomach and I had to take in a breath.  If this was just a dark spot, how bad was the actual dark region?  

We passed under the hornet nests, and a few of the bugs buzzed around them, but these were higher up than the last one, and nothing zipped down at us.  Maybe they were too high to detect us this time.  

I walked as fast as I could without running.  My skin pricked and started to itch again.  It was happening all over.  Maybe the dark region made you go crazy.  I scratched my arm.  I might be getting some rash.  Tate faced me.  "Keep going," he said.  The itch got worse by the second, and it took all I had to avoid scratching.

And then the rustling returned. 

And it was closer.  Much closer.

The tall grass and the thorned weeds shifted next to us, and a russet form emerged.  A tail rose, and I grabbed onto Tate and pulled him towards the middle of the road.  

Macon was the last to notice.  He whirled around.  Cocked his arrow, ready to shoot.  

A lone wolf stood there on the edge of the road, staring at us.

I waited for it to lunge.  I knew I should run, but I couldn't.  The wolf stared.  There was a hint of red in its eyes, but it didn't growl.

Good day, Red.

The voice of a young man echoed in my mind, and I flinched.  

Where are you heading?

It was speaking to me in my mind, and its voice was so friendly that I couldn't help but relax just a little.  But then I remembered that this was the wolf who was supposed to try to lead me off the trail so it could cut ahead and eat my grandmother.  It had to be.  I couldn't listen to him.  It even knew my name.  

"It's none of your business," I said.  I was shocked at how brave I sounded.  

"Huh?" Tate asked.  "Did it say something?"

Was I the only person who could hear this wolf talking to me?  Maybe I was the only one because this was my story, but why not Macon?  He stood there, waiting to let that arrow fly, but the wolf didn't seem to mind.  Macon's arm trembled, and his eyes shone with fear.  So much for that brave guy.

I asked, where are you heading on this beautiful day?

It was part of the story.  I was supposed to tell the wolf where my grandmother was, and then it would trick me and make me stall out here.  Wasn't it supposed to trick me into going to pick flowers?  But all I saw here in this dark spot were dead shrubs and some things that might be black tulips, but nothing else.  It couldn't convince me to pick my grandmother a bunch of dry weeds, could it?

The wolf took one step closer but didn't come onto the trail.  Couldn't Macon the master hunter hit it already?

You are heading somewhere, the wolf said.  Yes.  It was speaking to me in my head.  At least its mouth wasn't moving.  It is dangerous up that way.  More dark spots lie ahead.  The magician, Alric, has set up a trap for you.

"What?" I asked.

He has, the wolf said.  It is a terrible trap that will keep your story from ending well.  If he wins, this entire forest will turn dark.

"But isn't that what you want?" I asked the wolf.  

"Red, are you seriously talking to it?" Tate asked.  "I'm getting a little scared here."

I snorted.  It was a delayed reaction, considering that this wolf could leap at us and tear out our throats if it wanted.  But the wolf sat down.  Had he even noticed Macon pointing that arrow at him?  

Not all of us wolves are with Alric, he said.  We are not evil.  We do not want to see you go to him.  If you let his darkness consume you, this entire forest will fall, and we will all be his slaves.  Even now, the dark spot tries to work on me.

The wolf's eyes were a little redder now.  A little scarier.  I saw the struggle in them.  

"What do you mean?" I asked.  I knew I should be scared of this wolf, but I wasn't.  Maybe that was part of my story.  I had to be tricked, after all.  The wolf looked right up at me.  The black pushed back against the red like he was trying to hold something wild and scary back.  

Don't do anything unwise, the wolf begged.  Your grandmother needs you.

And then a second wolf emerged from the underbrush.  This one was black and majestic as the first, but before it had the chance to speak, Macon freaked out.

"Go away!" he shouted.  "Go away!  I'll shoot you both!"

The first wolf got up and turned away.  Both bounded back through the trees and vanished into the gloom. 

"What did you do that for?" I asked.  "Those wolves weren't threatening us."

Macon turned on me and lowered the bow.  "What were they saying to you?" he asked.  "Animals can talk to us in Fable, but they seemed to only talk to you."

The itching on my skin worsened.  It was getting unbearable.  "The wolves told me Alric has some trap set up on the trail ahead," I said.  "They told us to find a way around."

The wolf was trying to lead me off the trail.  It wasn't with flowers, but with something much scarier.  

"I knew that would happen," Macon said.  "Here's the thing.  We need to stay on the trail.  The wolves are always liars in our story.  They're always plotting against us."

I took a breath.  The wolves hadn't seemed evil, but maybe that was part of my story, too.  I needed to stay on the trail.  I needed to listen to Mary.  I faced the ominous woods.  There was no way I should even think of going through there.  The dread feeling in my stomach got worse just thinking about it.

If I did that, the wolf would go and eat my grandmother.  It might even be doing that right now.  

But what if this time, the story got twisted and Alric was trying to trick me?  Maybe he wanted me to go down the trail, and there was a trap.  Things were different in Fable than they used to be, after all.  

"We should continue," Macon said.  "Before they come back."

"I thought you were a master hunter," Tate told him.

The pressure was building.  I could feel it in the air.  It was going to be an ugly rest of the trip.  And my skin was itching worse than ever.  I practically clawed at myself and grimaced.  "We have to move," I said.  "Get out of this dark spot."

Macon stared at me for a while like he wanted to say something, but then he turned and waved us along.  Tate and I followed and at last, we got to the other side of the dark spot and the trees became alive and happy again.  Tate had his fists clenched.  Maybe the dark spots brought out the worst in people too--but those wolves hadn't been attacking us.  

I watched the forest as we walked, but they didn't return.  I was almost disappointed.  

"Knock it off, Red," I told myself.

"What?" Tate asked.

"Nothing," I said.  I had to keep with the story to make sure it ended right.  But even though we were out of the dark spot, the dread remained.  That meant letting myself get eaten by the wolf so Macon could have his moment of glory and cut my grandmother and me out.  Then I'd have to thank him.  

But what if the wolves were telling the truth?

I had to stick to the trail.  I should believe the wise Mary over them any day.  

The gloom got worse as we walked, even though we didn't encounter any more dark spots.  It was getting close to nightfall.  Macon picked up his pace and went quiet.  So did I.  It was bliss when the guy wasn't talking.  

"Um, don't we need shelter for the night?" Tate asked.

"Actually," Macon said.  I groaned inside.  "We can always climb a tree for the night.  Most creatures here in Fable don't climb.  The wolves certainly don't.  Neither do the wild boars or the bears."

"The what?" I asked.

"The bears," he said.  "We can start looking for a tree now.  Your grandmother's cottage is still a good walk ahead."


Chapter Seven

 

 

Macon kept scoping the place out for the perfect tree that would protect us for the night.  I hung back with Tate.  The wolves didn't return.  I almost missed them.  I wanted them to come back.  They hadn't even gotten the chance to finish talking to me, after all.  

Things might not be as they seemed.  Mary had said that, too.  

"I think I see the perfect tree up ahead," Macon said.  "We can get up that and stay there for the entire night.  I've slept in trees lots of times and never had any problems.  My uncle used to say that you needed a shelter, but I've proven him wrong so many times that he had to take it back.  The man didn't know what to think when I told him how it was."

"I think Tate and I can find our tree," I said.  "I mean, one tree won't fit all three of us.  We should find separate trees."

"Here's the thing," Macon said, holding up a finger.

"Separate trees!" Tate shouted.

Macon jumped back, shocked that someone would dare interrupt his wisdom. 

"We'll both stay close to the trail," Tate said.

"And we'll call you if we need you," I finished.  "As long as we stay close to the trail, we should be okay.  There aren't any dark spots right here.  We should be fine."  The hornet sting still burned on my back.  The thing would stay swollen for days.  "You go on that side of the trial, and we'll be on this side.  That will give us a better lookout."

"Actually--"

"We'll take this tree," I said, walking to the closest one off the trail.  No dread feeling socked me in the stomach.  "This one will work for Tate and me.  Me and Tate.  If you climb up this, the branches will snap."

And I turned my back on Macon before he could start arguing again.  

He said nothing and stalked off across the trial and to another tree that probably could have fit all three of us.  I watched his green form climb up, and his bow got caught on a couple of small branches, and he tried to wrench it free for a couple of minutes.

"Thanks," Tate and I told each other at the same time.

Then we both snickered.

Tate and I were about to climb up our tree when we heard the woman calling.

"Is someone out there?  Help!"

It was an old woman's voice, coming from the direction of the trees.

Macon had just gotten up to his chosen branch when he froze.  The voice came again, and he scrambled right back down the tree.  

We all met back in the middle of the trail.  

"Help!  I've fallen and can't find my cane."

"Someone's in trouble," Macon said.

"Really," I said.  The guy was bringing out the worst in me, and I hated it.  But I couldn't stop the dread from rising inside of me.  "What if it's a trap?  Those wolves said something about one.  And Mary warned us not to go off the trail."

"Mary said that you couldn't leave the trail," Macon said.  "I can go see what the problem is with the woman."

"Is anyone out there?  I'm having trouble getting up."

"We are," Macon called to her.

"Shhh!" I said.  "It might be a trap.  The trap that the wolves were talking about."

"You can't listen to them, Red," Macon said.  "The wolf is always a liar in this story.  He wants to slow you down."

"Well, this woman will be slowing us down," I said.  "That sounds like a trap to me."

"And me," Tate said.  "Come on, man.  Stop being such a hero all the time.  Oh, wait.  You've already done that."

Macon gestured in the direction of her shouts.  "We can't leave her out here."

"Think about it," I said.  I felt terrible saying this.  "What on earth is an old woman doing walking out here at nightfall?  There's no civilization around here anywhere."

"There are hermits in Fable," Macon said.  "She may very well be one of them.  People do live out in the forest."

"Or she might be a witch," Tate said.  "Aren't those in fairy tales?"

"Sometimes, hermits can be very helpful," Macon said.  "Maybe she has something that can help us.  I'll go and see what I can do for her, and the two of you can stay here on the trail."

"I'm over this way!" the woman shouted.  "I think my ankle may have gotten bruised.  I may need someone to help walk me home."

We approached the edge of the trail and then I saw her.

An old woman in a shawl, lying on the ground well into the trees.  She lay in a clearing of dying sunlight.  Her cane had toppled feet from her, and it was clear that she'd been crawling around for some time, trying to find it.  The grass around her had flattened.  Her face was so wrinkled that I couldn't even make out her eyes.  

I felt horrible for even suggesting that we keep going.  

"Okay," I said, hating this.  "Macon, you go and see if you can help her up, but don't take long.  Don't walk her home unless you have to.  Do you see any dark spots around?"

Macon checked the trees.  "No," he said.  "None.  The two of you, stay here.  Listen to Mary and stay on the trail.  It's the way for you to win at your story."

And then Macon paraded right into the woods towards the old woman.

"I'm coming!" he said.  "I'll help you up, ma'am."

"Ready for more bragging later?" Tate asked me.

"Nope."  All we could do was watch.  I didn't dare take more than two steps off the trail.  My grandmother's life depended on it.  This whole forest depended on it.  I had to do what Mary said.  

Macon reached the old woman.  "Oh, thank goodness!" she said.  She extended her hand.  Her fingers were twisted and full of arthritis.  It seemed even the magic of Fable couldn't chase away common diseases.  Macon took her hand and slowly helped her to her feet.  I felt worse as I watched.  I had wanted to leave this old woman lying here because of what some wolves had said.  Maybe they were planning on eating her after we abandoned her here.  That could be the reason why they wanted us to go off the trail.

The woman stood and leaned against a tree, panting.  Macon went for her cane.  "I'm fine!" he shouted back at us and waved.  "Let me walk her home, and I will be back for you!" 

Macon let the old woman intertwine her arm with his, and the two of them walked back further into the trees.  

I didn't think he should be separating from us when he was supposed to be the key to my story ending the way it should.  

"Is it just me, or is she walking okay now?" Tate asked.

The old woman was walking just fine now.  Her gait had improved the moment she had turned away from us.  She wasn't even leaning on her cane now.  Instead, she let it swing by her side.  She was walking like a woman half her age.  Macon didn't notice. 

Something was wrong here. 

"Macon!" I shouted.

He waved again.  "I'll be okay!" he called back.  "This is nothing I haven't done before!"

"Get back here!  She can walk!"  There I was, being a big jerk again. 

But the woman said something to him, and the two of them walked faster. 

And then they disappeared into the trees.  

"Get back!" I shouted.  

But Macon didn't answer this time.  The two of them had gone down a narrow path through the grass and the trees that I could barely make out.  

"What do we do?" Tate asked.

I stood there on the edge of the road.  I didn't like this.  Should we go after Macon?

No.  It was what Alric wanted--for us to go off the trail.  

But Alric would also want Macon separated from us.

My heart raced.  What was I supposed to do?  I could get torn apart as soon as I entered those woods or I wouldn't find my way back.  Grandma had never let me go camping or hiking as a child.  I was the one kid not allowed to go on the camping field trip in the fourth grade.  I knew nothing about the woods.  Grandma had made sure of that.  

"You want me to go after him?" Tate asked.

"No," I said.  "Don't.  Then we'll be separated."  I faced the tree Macon wanted.  "I think we should wait for him to come back.  Something horrible will happen if we go off the path here."

"Something's not right about any of this," Tate said.  "I don't trust that woman."

"I don't, either."  I knew we should follow them.  Make sure she was just having Macon walk her to his house, even if the guy was annoying.  He didn't deserve to have something horrible happen to him.

I took one step off the road and terror squeezed at my heart.  I couldn't do this.  Alric would win if I screwed even one thing up.  More of Fable would fall.  So much was on my shoulders.

"I can't," I said.

"As I said, I can go," Tate said.  "I'm not part of this story."

"You shouldn't."  If something happened to Tate and I had to walk to my grandmother's alone without a weapon, what would I do?  I would finish my journey, but without Macon there to make sure we didn't get digested, Alric could declare victory over my story.  "We need to get in that tree for the night.  We can follow in the morning if he's not back by then."

Tate and I walked back to the tree.  I wasn't sure whether to panic or be relieved.  I should go after Macon and demand he come back.  I didn't know what else to do.  Either way, we were making a horrible decision.  

But Mary--

And Grandma.  She didn't want me to come to Fable at all, and here I was.  

Tate and I scrambled up into the tree that Macon had tried to climb.  The branches grabbed at my hoodie and at last, I settled onto the branch.  The night deepened, and soon, I could see nothing at all except for the stars overhead.  Even if we had gone down the trial, there was no way we would have seen a thing.  

Tate wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close.  The air cooled, and I was glad that I'd kept the hoodie.  Tate still had his leather jacket.  At least we were dressed the way we should be, and we'd ignored the Florida heat in favor of style.  

I opened the basket, which Tate had put on my lap.  "We might as well eat," I said.

We had a couple of the biscuits, and my stomach growled more after we had eaten them.  This was supposed to be for Grandma, right?  But we wouldn't even get there by starving.  We needed the energy to walk.  

"You think we should drink some of that wine?" Tate asked.  "This tree isn't the most comfortable.  I've never slept in one before.  We might need something to knock us out."

"Well, you've been camping when you were younger."

"In a camper that had a bed.  Dad was always the guy who had to outshine the neighbors.  The other kids were just interested in playing with me because of the stuff we had.  They all wanted the pool.  I was always the weird guy, you know?  They all came to my birthday party for the pool, not me."

"I came for you.  Glad Grandma let me do that."

Maybe it was because Tate's family was the farthest thing from fairy tales ever.   It could be the only reason I got to see him.

"I wonder what my parents are thinking right now," Tate said.  "I've never gone this long without calling them.  I wonder what it would say on the phone if it did go through?"

"I don't have that problem," I said.  "I don't even know where my parents are.  I never met them."  Then I faced Tate.  "Maybe they're here, and Grandma told me they were dead so I wouldn't wonder about them?"  She had some explaining to do once I found her.

And Macon still hadn't come back.  We'd been sitting up here almost an hour.

"I think we should go look for him," Tate said.  "I have the flashlight app on my phone.  It could just be that he can't see in the dark."

"Or he thinks he can, and he'll brag about it when he gets back," I said.  "More like, he'll brag about how he knows these woods so well he could get through them blindfolded."

"I'll go down.  I'll shine my phone down that little path and see if Macon's coming back.  Deal?"

"Deal.  That doesn't sound so bad."

Tate made to climb down the tree when we heard it.

Footsteps.  Snapping twigs.

And a growl.

The wolves had come back.

I held my breath.  Was it the same wolves?  I dared to look over the branch, but the light from the moon wasn't enough tonight to let me see much.  

Not two, but three wolves walked right underneath our tree.  The black one stopped to sniff the trunk and Tate grabbed my arm.  The wolf smelled for a long time while the other two watched, then moved on across the trail, sniffing the whole way.  The russet one made a quiet growling noise and followed the wolf in the lead, a majestic graying one.  They went over to the tree Tate and I originally was going to climb and then stopped there for a long time, circling it and investigating.  We'd left our scent all over the place.  

It was them.  The same wolves who had warned me not to fall for the trap.  

Maybe they wanted us on the trail after all so they could find us later.  The wolves might even have been counting on Macon leaving us here.  But they hadn't seemed threatening in the daytime.  

Neither Tate nor I said a word.  The wolves would figure out where we were soon enough.  The only reason they might not have detected us up here was the fact that Macon's scent was also all over this tree and it might be helping to mask us.  

And then the head wolf turned and headed back towards us.  I scooted further on the branch.  Would they sit there until we came down?  Then they would pounce.  And eat.  And if Macon didn't get back here in time--

"Stop.  I see you."

A voice like deep darkness washed over everything.  All three wolves stopped in the middle of the trail and faced someone who was approaching.  

I thought it must be Macon at first and he was finally back from taking that old woman home.  But the air grew sharp and cold.  Instead of the green-clad Macon, a man in a flowing black and red robe appeared.  He stood in the middle of the road, fearless in the presence of three wolves.  The man had a black hood with red trim pulled over his face, hiding it.  He reminded me of the evil emperor from the original Star Wars movies.  

The three wolves stood there and then backed away.

"To me," the man ordered.

The russet wolf growled and snapped at him.  The black one fled, crashing into the trees.  The gray one drew closer, and even from here I could see its eyes turning from black to red.  The color of glowing blood.  The wolf stopped in front of the man and the man stroked it on the head.  

I wasn't even sure what I was watching, but I kept holding my breath.  The guy was exerting some control over these wolves.  Well, the gray one.  The second one retreated.  It whimpered like it was trying to get the attention of its friend, but gave up at last and turned away.  Ran.  The gray wolf growled again as the man ran his hand down its back, but it didn't attack him.  

"He's controlling it," Tate whispered.

I flinched, but the man didn't turn his head to face us.  Instead, he turned away and the wolf followed him down the trail like some evil pet.  Tate was right.  The man had done something to the wolf and it wasn't nice.  

Was this what those two wolves in the forest earlier had feared?

They hadn't wanted to go to the man.

They hadn't wanted to turn evil.  

The wolf and the man vanished, walking up the trail in the direction we needed to go in.  A horrible thought struck me.  This man might be taking the wolf to where my grandmother was waiting.  They were going ahead to make sure my story and hers ended badly.

This man might even be Alric himself.

We waited up in the tree until the man's footsteps had vanished.  Somewhere, the other two wolves began to howl, and I caught a huge deal of heartbreak and sorrow in their cries.  They had lost their friend to the evil man on the road.  I could almost feel their pain.

"What just happened?" Tate asked.

"I don't know," I said.  "I don't know."

"I have to agree with you," Tate said.  "If this guy can turn wolves into killing machines, what can he do to people?"

The horrible cold tingling feeling vanished from the air as the man got farther away.  He had a lot of magic around him.  It wasn't the same kind Stilt had, either.  Stilt's magic felt light and warm and playful--at least while he was in the bright region.  This man's power was cold and sharp and unforgiving.  

He had to be Alric for sure.

Tate and I waited in silence for the man to come back, but he never did.  The night wore on and I don't think I slept any.  Once in a while, I'd start to drift off and lean against Tate, but his heart was beating so fast that I couldn't sleep.  My boyfriend was scared out here.  Nervous.  He had never been outside his rich, sheltered life and I felt horrible for him.  Tate hadn't volunteered for this.  I hated that I had dragged him into this.

"I love you," I told Tate every time I let my head fall on him.  "I'm sorry."

"I agreed to do this with you," he said every time.  "Don't beat yourself up.  I knew I was signing up for something bizarre when I saw your grandmother vanish into that flash of light.  I knew this wasn't going to be normal.  And you know what?  I think it's cool going on an adventure.  A real one, anyway."

I wasn't sure if he was being truthful or not.  Tate's heart was still pounding.  His adrenaline hadn't stopped pumping since we'd gotten here.  I could almost smell his fear.  It was coppery, like blood.  I had never noticed that before.

"We need to find Macon in the morning," I said.  "If that one wolf is all evil now and Alric is commanding it, we're going to need him.  Unfortunately."


Chapter Eight

 

 

Morning came too slow.  The wolves' sorrowful howling slowly faded in the distance.  Maybe they had gone in search of their leader.  Their friend.  

No wonder they didn't want Alric to win.  I'd seen what had happened to that wolf.  How it had changed.  It had turned from an ordinary wolf into some beast.  I remembered the struggle I'd seen in the other wolves' eyes in the dark spot.  The red, trying to creep in.  

All creatures would turn like this if Alric won and the fairy tales fell. 

Tate and I climbed down from the tree once we determined it was safe.  When I was at the bottom, I scanned the forest but spotted only a hare hopping through the flowers, munching on some dandelions.  Even Fable dealt with weeds.

"I think we're safe," I said.  "We need to find Macon."

Dread crept up into my gut as soon as I spoke those words.

We would be going off the trail and wasting more time.  My grandmother might even be eaten by now and sitting in the belly of that wolf that Alric had turned to his side last night.  Terror squeezed at my heart.  I wasn't supposed to do this if I was going to win.  But I couldn't go to my grandmother without the huntsman, either.  

We had to go down that path where the old woman had taken him.

And we had already wasted too much time hiding in the tree, but there was no way we could risk going through the woods at night.

I headed back to the spot on the trail where the old woman had been lying the night before, screaming for help.  The clearing was still there, but it was different this morning.  Right where the old woman had fallen, there was a new dark spot.  It wasn't big--just a bit bigger than her body--but the grass had turned dark, and the few flowers growing there had turned black and red, as red as blood.  

As red as my hoodie.

I had just noticed it.  My hoodie had turned from dark green back to bright, bright red--and the Disney logo had vanished from the front.  

"Tate!" I shouted.

"Huh?"

It took him a minute.  Then his eyes grew big.  "How did that happen?" he asked.  

"I don't know."  Stilt had said something about your story always following you.  Maybe this was it.  It was a way it was catching up with me.  My hoodie must have reverted to its regular color overnight.  The last thing I wanted to go through the woods wearing was bright red.  I took the hoodie off and hung it over a tree branch.  Then I thought better of it and slung it over my shoulder.  We couldn't leave this out here in case Alric returned with that evil wolf.  He'd know we went this way.  It was best to blend in as much as we could.

The path was almost invisible, and it cut right through the new dark spot.  Terrible sign.  The woman might have done something to the land.  What if we had to go into a more expansive dark area to find Macon?  

"Let's go," Tate said.

I hesitated at the edge of the road.

"Red, we have to do this.  I know you're scared."  He kissed me on top of my head.  

"I know I shouldn't be," I said.  It was rising all over again: the fear of disobeying.  Why shouldn't it?  All it had ever done was get me in trouble.

But I had no choice now.  Alric might have set this up so no matter what I did, I'd lose.

I took the first step off the path.

And then another.

"See?" Tate asked.

I felt like a little kid taking the first scary steps into a swimming pool.  I took another stride, and then another.  

And nothing jumped out at me.  

"We're wasting time," I said.

"We need smarty pants," Tate said.  "Without him in the story, the wolf wins."

I took two more steps.  Nothing had happened.  I had to swallow this terror and make the story end on my terms.  Alric wanted us to continue without Macon.  He also wanted us to get distracted.  He had set this trap up well, and Macon hadn't listened.  I wanted to clobber the guy for falling for the trap.

We walked past the small dark spot, giving it a wide berth.  My skin itched a bit as I passed.  What was with this annoying itching?  I hoped the negative spot symptoms ended there.

We passed and the itching faded.  The trail curved as we walked, going deeper into the trees.  This path looked as if someone had walked up and down it many, many times.  The old woman, maybe.  I watched the trees, and my terror faded a bit.  I could do this.  I could go against the rules without dying--maybe.  The fear was just my story trying to close in on me.  I had to fight it as Tate said.

We walked for about half an hour.  I saw no sign of any buildings or Macon, for that matter.  My stomach rumbled.  I was hungry, even though we had eaten before coming down from the tree.  Why was I so hungry?  It was sharpening my sense of smell.  I could smell the dandelions we passed.  The tree bark.  Water gurgled somewhere.  It all blended and drove me mad.  Everything was vibrant here in Fable.  

"I think I see something," Tate said at last.

He pointed up the trail.  There was a small clearing up ahead, but at least it wasn't a dark spot.  

And in the clearing was a random iron stove.  It was a huge stove, too, enough to fit one of the wild boars Macon had claimed he had killed.  

"That's...random," I said.  "What's a stove doing out here?"  It just sat there, not connected to anything.

"And weird," Tate said.  "They had an old iron stove like this on that one field trip we went on to that old Civil War house."

"I wasn't allowed to go on that one," I said.  "Grandma said she was afraid I'd trip on something and break my arm since there were all those trails you had to walk on."

"Oh," Tate said.  He shrugged.  "Maybe iron stoves had something to do with it."

We approached the stove.  I reached up and knocked on it.  It made a hollow metallic sound.

And then it shouted, "Hey!"

I jumped back.  Tate did, too, and covered his ears.  "Please say I didn't just hear the stove talk," he said.

"Can you get me out of here?"

I struggled to place the voice, but the metal muffled it.

I waited for it to come back, but it took a while.  "Hello?" I asked.

"It's me.  Macon."  

"How did you get in there?" I asked.  I leaned down to peer through the cage, but I saw nothing inside the stove.  "You're seriously inside?  I said you shouldn't have gone to that woman.  She turned out to be a witch, didn't she?"

"She did," Macon said.  I could hear the shame in his voice.  "I can't find a way out."

"We can't even see you," Tate said.  "I don't see anything when I look through the door."  He went to pry it open, but it didn't give.  

"You really shouldn't have gone to her," I said.  So the wolves had been right after all, right to warn us to find another way around.  Had Macon not pointed his bow at them, they could have had time to tell me about the witch.  "We knew Alric would be setting up traps all around us, and you still chose not to listen to us."

"Here's the thing," Macon said.  "There are hermits out here in these woods, and some of them are good and helpful.  If we hadn't helped the woman, Alric would have had some other trap up the trail waiting for us.  Not helping people out here in Fable always has consequences.  Mary always tells us about the people who don't help the poor and try to screw over their family members.  They always end up poor themselves, or even dead."

Tate and I grimaced at each other.  Nothing was ever going to be Macon's fault.  "Well, we need to get you out," I said.  "Did the witch leave you any clues?  We can't even see you in there."  It wasn't going to be as simple as opening the door and finding Macon crouched in there.  "At least she didn't try to cook you, or something."

"The witch must live nearby," Macon said.  "When she said her words, she touched me with an iron knife.  Before I could reach for my ax, I was inside this stove that wasn't even here before.  You may have to find the knife.  It must be the key to getting me out of here."

"That means finding the witch," Tate said.  

"And she probably lives in a dark spot," I said.  "Or close to the dark region."  I searched around us.  The clearing had another path going off from it, one leading into a darker part of the woods.  It was the only logical way to go.  There was even another small gloomy spot just off the path, one the size of a house.  Black and red flowers grew around the trunk of a large, gnarled tree.

"Watch out," Macon said.  "Do not linger in any dark spots for long, Red."

"Why are you only warning me?" I asked.  "It's not healthy for any of us."

But Macon had no words, no monologue of wisdom to bestow on us.  I shrugged and looked at Tate.  He shrugged back.  It wasn't like Macon at all.  

And I wasn't looking forward to finding some witch's house out here.  This whole thing said TRAP in huge letters.  She must be working with Alric to derail our plan to save my grandmother.

"We'll be back as soon as we can," I said.  It was possible Macon would be stuck in there until someone else came by, and that Tate and I would never come back from the witch's hut.  Alric himself might even be waiting there.

We had to be careful.  Just to be extra safe, I dumped my red hoodie in some underbrush.  We didn't need to have any bright colors on us.

Tate and I entered the next trail.  At least we had a path we could follow, and we wouldn't get lost.  All the forest smells got stronger, almost overwhelming.  How was Tate dealing with this all so well?

It only took us about twenty minutes to spot another clearing up ahead.  It wasn't a big one, and it had a low, creepy, dilapidated house right on the far side, one covered in vines with a roof made of dark shingles.  A pair of enormous gnarled trees grew up on either side, and more of the black flowers lined the outside of the house, forming a creepy border.  A bit of smoke rose from the chimney, proving that someone was probably home.

And worst of all--the house stood right in the middle of a large dark spot.

"I think this is where she is," I said.  I picked up another strange smell.  Something reeked of sewage and perfume mixed.  I wrinkled my nose.  "Something's disgusting here.  Don't you smell that?"

Tate sniffed.  "I smell smoke, but nothing else.  Maybe my allergies are kicking in."

"Maybe you can't smell it because you're not a Legend."  I crept a bit closer.  My heart pounded, and all my muscles tightened, ready to jump and hide as soon as that door opened.  But the windows to the cottage were small.  Tiny, even, like prison windows. 

"Well, the knife must be in the cottage," Tate said.  "I'll go look for it, Red.  You can stay here.  Alric wants you to go to that cottage and search."

"You're not doing this by yourself."  If something happened to Tate out here, I would never forgive myself.  

"No, you're not."  Tate's voice trembled.

"Yes, I am.  We do this together.  I'm not letting anything happen to you."  What was I saying?  There was no way I could protect Tate.  What was I supposed to do?  Tell the witch--or Alric--to be nice and leave my boyfriend alone?

We locked hands and forced ourselves to walk towards the darkness.

"Some hermit," Tate said, looking around.  

I wondered how long Macon could survive locked up in that stove or if his essence had gotten trapped.  The iron knife.  It had to be here somewhere.

A door creaked open, and Tate and I ducked into the underbrush.

We were close to the border of the dark spot now.  The green grass grew up almost in front of my face, and some gross bug that looked like a giant cockroach crossed with a moth perched right in front of my face.  It gave off a gross, smoky smell like burning tires.  I had never smelled burning tires, but this reeked how I imagined them.

But I could see above the grass just a little.

It was the old woman in the shawl, all right, and she was moving great without her cane.  The woman looked even more wrinkled now, so much that her face looked like clay.  The sewage with perfume smell got even stronger.  Was it her?  And how on earth could Tate not notice the stench?

The witch walked around her house, picked up something that must be her cane, and hobbled away into the forest behind her home.  Underbrush cracked as she walked.  She must be going to set her trap for someone else in the woods.

"I think she left that place empty," I said.  "And this looks like an even bigger trap."

"Then we'll need to be careful," Tate said.

We crept towards the house.  I bolted across the expanse of the dark spot, and my skin started to itch in that annoying way again.  All my senses sharpened.  The impending danger must be doing something to my nervous system.  I could hear every bird skittering around in the trees.  Every buzzing insect.  There weren't any of those hornet nests, thank goodness.

The door was unlocked.  Of course.  It was too easy.  The heavy wooden door swung in, and the pale, gray light of the dark spot illuminated a tiny room with a crooked wooden table and another iron stove.  I wondered if anyone inhabited that one.

"Better knock," Tate said.

I did.  The stove was still warm.  "Hello?"

A hollow noise rang through the stove, and I reached up and itched my back.  No one said anything from inside.  "Just a stove," I said at last.  "Look around for the knife.  I think we'll both be inside this thing if the witch comes back and we're still here."

There was a tiny bedroom attached to the room and a pantry with jars filled with gross things.  I didn't linger there long.  One of them contained eyes.  Another had something that might be toes.  I could smell brine leaking through them.  The itch got worse over my whole body.  What was wrong with me?  I rolled up my sleeve to check if I was breaking out into a rash, but my skin hadn't changed.

"Red, are you okay?" Tate asked.

"Yes.  This itch just keeps getting worse, though."

"That's not a good thing."  He opened a cupboard next to my head.  "There has to be something here."

The faint scent of metal invaded my nostrils, cutting over the brine.  I sniffed, and it seemed to be coming from the bottom of the pantry.  "I think it's in here somewhere."  I leaned down and felt around until my hand sunk into a hole below the bottom shelf, one poked right into the wood.  I reached in, fumbled around, and closed my hand around the dull blade of a knife.  "Got it!" I said.  "She thought she was going to hide this from us."  I pulled out a crude iron knife with a dull blade and a handle that might be--oh, crap--bone.  There were skulls carved on it along with eyeballs.  Eyeballs must be this witch's calling card.  "This must be what she used to imprison Macon.  Let's get back to him and get on our way."

Tate stared at me with wide eyes.  "How did you find that?" he asked.  "It was way under there.  Do you have radar vision or something?  I would never have thought to look."

I knew my answer would sound weird, but this was Tate.  I had trusted Tate with my grandmother's craziness.  And we were standing in Fable.  "I smelled the iron," I said.  "Didn't you?"

I handed Tate the knife, and he sniffed it, careful to keep the blade from touching his skin.  Who knew what purpose it served?  “I can smell it just a little if I shove it right up to my face,” he said.  He looked at me funny again.  “Is something going on with you?  If not, my nose is shutting down."

“No,” I said, resisting the urge to lean against a cabinet and scratch my back on it.  Why wouldn’t this itch stop?  I was going crazy.  I wanted to tear my skin off.  “Let’s get out of here.  I don’t like Macon, but I think the guy’s right about me not wanting to stay in the dark spots for long.  I don't feel right."

Tate and I moved through the tiny kitchen with the iron stove.  Boards creaked as we neared the exit.  I could smell the damp air outside.  The despair.  

And the awful sewage stench had returned.

Every muscle tightened, and I forgot all about the itch.  “Our friend is back,” I said, grabbing Tate’s arm.

“What?” he asked.  

I pulled him behind the cabinet, and we squashed against the wall just as the front door creaked open, and the odor grew so intense I had to hold down a gag.  Tate held his breath, and we pushed together as tight as we could.  Footfalls entered.  A joint popped.   The witch coughed.  The old woman smelled like a huge bag of garbage that had been sitting in the sun since July.  Tate breathed if the smell wasn’t even there.  

The woman’s cane tapped against the floor as she moved past our hiding place and towards the other room.  “Alric,” she said.  “I have delightful news and a gift.  I’ve trapped the huntsman for you.  But I also have news.”

“News?”  Alric asked.  I recognized the voice.  It was the same dark one from last night.  It was the man in the black and red robe.  The one who wanted to shroud all of Fable in darkness.  

My heart about stopped.  The second set of footsteps entered the house and another smell, one like a damp cave, invaded my nostrils.  It was fitting.  

“The girl has another companion, one who isn’t in her story.  He must have come from the other world to Fable with her.”

“Interesting,” Alric said.  These two were in league with each other.  Great.  The itch intensified all over my body.  I struggled not to scratch the skin off my arms.  And my back--I struggled not to think about that.  I felt like porcupine quills were trying to grow out.  I couldn't stay still much longer.  

“What should we do about him?” the witch asked.  "I am puzzled."

The two walked a bit further away.  Once the two were in the other room, we could go to the door and make a run for it.  

“I think I know, Mother,” Alric said.  He headed away.  The boards creaked as the sorcerer moved through the kitchen.  “He's a new element here, and he might hold the key to us changing the ending to this tale.  I say we should leave him alive for now.  It will be a great way to test Red’s loyalty once we sway her.”

Sway me?  I faced Tate, but it didn’t look like he knew any more than I did.  I was supposed to die.  Get eaten, and stay eaten.  Simple as that.  It was even there in the story.  

The two of them moved further into the house, and their voices dimmed.  Tate looked around the cabinet and then nodded to me.

All clear.  It was time to go.

The two of us crept out, and I was glad the floor in this room was dirt.  We tiptoed outside, and I breathed in the fresh air of freedom.  Well, not quite.  The woman’s horrible stench still lingered from where she had walked, and it was so pungent that I was sure I could follow the trail of it into the woods if I needed to.

A wave of dizziness hit me, and I stumbled away from the doorway.  The world exploded into strange colors.  Tate grabbed onto my arm and helped me steady myself.  The dark spot was doing something to me.  

"Red?" Tate asked.  He sounded underwater.

"Um..." I managed.  My head pounded and a migraine exploded on the right side of my head.  What was going on?  The itch hit a sickening peak, and we made it to the cover of the trail before I fell out of Tate's grasp and landed on the ground.  The world spun.  I could see where the dark spot ended just feet in front of us.  I had to get out.  Sounds exploded.  Birds were chirping.  Leaves rustling.  Colors grew brighter and more vibrant.

"Red!" he hissed.  "We have to get off the trail.  What's wrong?"  Tate stood there, shifting leg to leg.  

"I..."  My voice sounded thick.  Deeper.  

I couldn't get up.  I couldn't rise from my hands and knees.  I tried to crawl, but the world roared and tilted too much.  A migraine pounded worse than ever and my skin burned.  The dark spot was killing me. 

And then Tate cried out and jumped back.  

The entire world blurred and all the colors mashed together.  The grays and the dark green and the blacks.  Even the brighter colors of the rest of the forest.  They turned against each other like some painting trying to throw up.  Popping noises sounded throughout my body.  Joints cracked.  Pain rippled.  A blur that might have been Tate's leg rushed past me, and some underbrush crashed.  Maybe this was some seizure and the dark region brought out hidden illnesses.  

"Red," Tate managed.

The pain ebbed away.  The throbbing in my skull abated, and the world snapped back into place.  

I was alive.  

I had survived the attack.  

Tate stood there in the underbrush, and he slowly backed away like he wasn't trying to get my attention.  I could make out every blade of grass in the woods around me.  Every bug crawling between them.  Each smell popped.  Every sound.  I could make out the distinctions in the bird chirps around us.  They all had different voices now, different songs.  A metallic, almost sweaty smell hit me.  It was coming from Tate.  He still held the iron knife, and his eyes were huge.  I could make out the lines in his irises, and they formed rivers through the brown.   Something shone there.  

Fear.

I tried to get up again, but couldn't.  The last of the dizziness faded, and I managed to take a step.  Something didn't feel right.  I didn't feel right.  

And then I saw why.

Instead of hands on the ground, I had paws.

Large, reddish brown wolf paws.

And fur.  And an elongated face.  

Total panic seized me, and I turned in a circle, trying to see the rest of myself, but it was fruitless.  Tate said something else, but I was too lost in my freak-out to hear him.  

I had gone off the road.  It was my story to be punished for it.  

I hadn't thought it would be like this.    

Mary had said something about fairytales not always being the way people thought they were.

"Red," Tate said again.  I stopped and faced him.  He had his hands up like he was scared I was going to attack him.  I tried to shake my head to tell him that no, I wouldn't, but it didn't do any good.  My boyfriend had just witnessed this.  What was he going to think of me now?  But I couldn't say a word to him.  Something like a whimper escaped my throat.  

It wasn't just Fable that Grandma had been keeping me from all my life.

It was also this.

Tate swallowed and seemed to get his wits back.  He glanced in the direction of the house right when I heard the front door creak.  A whiff of raw sewage along with an even stronger smell of deep, dark cave wafted out.  Alric was emerging.  He'd come this way.  

"Run," Tate told me, ducking down in the tall weeds.  "Get out of here before he finds you.  Go!"

I remembered what he'd done to the wolf on the trail.  How its eyes had changed.

Alric would try to turn me evil if I wasn't already.  If that happened, I would fall.  My story would end the wrong way, and every other living creature in this forest would fall, too.

I bolted into the weeds, in the opposite direction as Tate.

Grass slapped against my face, and I came out of the dark spot.  All the colors turned bright and vibrant, and I could hear Alric's footsteps far behind me.  He said something to his mother and walked faster.  

He had detected me.  

Keep running.  I had to get away from the magician.  I knew that even without encountering him that I had no chance.  I'd freak out about my form later.  I had left Tate crouching in the weeds behind me, and I had to lead Alric away from him.  

I slowed my pace, trying to avoid every noisy twig that lay on the ground.  The weeds and shrubs hid me from view.  Alric slowed, and I knew he was searching.

"I know you are out there," Alric called.  His voice was a dark wave washing over the woods.  The cold, sharp magic invaded the air.  The breeze blew, and I caught his cave scent riding on it.  He was somewhere to my right and behind me.  The man could move fast, and he was fearless.  "Don't be afraid of me.  I can show you how to return to your human form.  You'll have great trouble without my help."

It was a lie.  The sorcerer had zero interest in that.  I crouched down as low as I could, and the grass smell masked his a bit.  All my senses zoomed in on Alric.  Nothing else mattered.  A twig snapped.  Then another.  He was walking to the left a little bit, almost like he was trying to circle.  He didn’t know where I was.  He might be a magician, but at least he didn’t have the sharp senses I did.

Did he?

“Come out,” he ordered.  He was a bit farther away, but his words were thicker somehow, pulling like dark syrup.  They were tugging at me, beckoning every fiber of my being.  I wanted to get up and walk to him.  No.  Alric was using some magic on me.  I knew what would happen if I went to him.  I’d fall under his spell and turn dark.  He would win.  

Or maybe he already had.

“Show yourself, and walk to me.”

The pull became overwhelming, and I knew what I had to do.

I lifted myself from the ground and bolted in the other direction.

“No!” Alric shouted, the pull of his voice gone.  He broke into a run.  "Get back here.  You can't handle that power by yourself."

I kept running faster than I ever had.  Underbrush and prickly weeds slapped at my face.  I wished more than anything that I could get my head above it.  Vegetation crashed behind me, and the cold magic reached a peak, crackling with energy.  The world tilted for a moment, then stabilized as I pumped my legs faster to escape whatever power he was using.  I left Alric further and further behind.  The trees got a bit thinner, and I could run more freely.  I weaved around them.  At least I was giving Tate a chance to get away.  

The sounds of his footfalls got fainter and fainter behind me.  At last, I had run so far that I couldn't catch a whiff of his scent on the wind.  The forest brightened around me, and I ran into another small clearing.  The grass shortened here, and I stopped, panting for breath.

Literally.

Now that I was away from Alric, the full situation came crashing down.

Was this what Mary meant by consumed by the wolf?

She hadn't been talking about getting eaten at all.

She'd meant this.

Either Alric had done something to me, or I had gone most of my life as an undiagnosed werewolf.

And the dark spot had brought it out, the same way it brought out evil in the elves.

I took another step.  I was getting used to this, but I couldn't help but look down again.  No hands.  Still paws.  They remained reddish brown--almost the color of the wolf who had warned me about the trap.  

Was I stuck like this for the rest of my life or could I return to my other form?

What was I supposed to do now?  

I breathed slower, trying to hold my panic down.  At least I'd gotten away from Alric for now.  I had to focus on what was going right here, even if it wasn't much.  

I froze as another twig snapped in the distance.  The footstep wasn't as heavy.  An animal.  A hare hopped into the clearing, saw me, and fled right back into the woods, white tail bobbing up and down.  

I had to find Tate again and hope that he wouldn't run from me.  

An ache crept up in my chest.  Tate had seen this.  My boyfriend had seen this, and now there was no way he would stay my boyfriend.  I couldn't blame him.  But now he was out in the woods, all alone, and so was Macon, still trapped in that stove.  Tate would get him out with that knife.  Maybe.

Or the witch had found Tate, and they were torturing him.  

I had to go back.  

The wind snapped through the trees, bringing the perfume of flowers and the scent of bark along with it.  I hadn't realized the variety of smells out here.  I had missed a whole layer of the world until now.  I caught an aroma that was almost like meat sizzling on the grill, but that was impossible out here.  

My stomach rumbled.

I needed to find a way to return to normal, at least for now.  I paced around the clearing, still on all fours and with sounds and colors at every angle.  Nothing was changing.  This fur wasn't going away.  I willed myself to grow taller, to regain my human shape, but it was useless.  Panic crept in, and I wasn't sure what to do.  I couldn't continue the journey like this.  I couldn't even talk to Tate if I found him again.  Or Macon, if he didn't decide to freak out and shoot me. 

The wind blew again, and with it came the faint scent of the underground.

I stiffened.  Alric was coming through the woods.  He hadn't given up.

I had to move. 

But I was also lost.  Which way led back to Tate?  All the trees looked the same.  A bird flew into one and vanished into a hole.  

The smell came from my right.  Alric must be several hundred feet away, getting closer by the second.  There was no way I could attack the guy.   Not if he could make me stop with his words.  

I crept back into the underbrush.  It might be better if I didn't revert to human form right now.  Alric couldn't see me as well as this and I could move faster.  See better.  I glanced back and spotted a dark, hooded shadow in the trees.  He walked towards the clearing and hadn't detected me yet.  Maybe I could circle back around and find Tate.  All I had to do was head in Alric's direction.

I crouched down and stalked back through the grass, making a huge arc around Alric.  I kept him in my sights, praying that his hood disrupted his side vision enough so I'd escape undetected.  Alric entered the clearing and stood there, searching, and I took the opportunity to move a bit faster, ducking under some low branches that would have caught me had I been my regular height.  I had to find Tate, and we needed to run.  

I wasn't sure if Alric continued, but I was able to straighten up and at least get my face out of the grass.  I broke into a run again.  I was getting used to these new legs.  The grass smells masked everything for a few moments until it thinned and I caught another smell on the air.

A metallic odor almost like sweat.

Tate's fear.  That's what it was.  

I could smell fear.

The tree trunks stood around me like the legs of wooden giants.  I turned my head, taking in the air, trying to figure out his direction.  I had to use it to get back.  Otherwise, I might wander around here for days.  

Tate was to my right.  

I turned and walked through the trees, checking every once in a while to make sure the man in the black and red robe wasn't following.  

And then I spotted it about half a mile ahead. 

Another clearing.

This one had the large iron stove that imprisoned Macon.  And standing next to it, waving his arms, was Tate.

My vision had sharpened enough for me to make out details.  My boyfriend had no color in his face, but at least the witch hadn't found him.  Tate had taken off his leather hat and thrown it on the ground.  I knew the topic of discussion.  Me.  He was freaking out.

And Tate still held the iron knife.  As far as I could tell, the stove still imprisoned Macon.  Tate seemed to have forgotten why he had the dagger.

Would Macon try to kill me when he got free?

Or had Macon known about this the whole time?

He'd warned me not to linger in the dark spot for long, after all.  I just hoped Tate saw some sense in his panic and hadn't blabbed the whole thing to Macon. 

"I'm not joking," Tate said as I approached.  His voice had a beautiful ring to it, almost like music.  The metallic scent filled the air. 

"She changed right in front of me.  She didn't even leave her clothes.  I ducked down, and the Alric guy went after her.  We need to do something.  Or shoot Alric.  I like the shooting idea."

Good job, Tate, I thought.  But he was doing his best.  He didn’t have control of his emotions right now.  Heck, neither did I.  Why hadn’t my thoughts changed?  Become wilder?  I still felt like myself inside.

I crept into the clearing.  Macon said something muffled inside the stove.  Tate still held the knife.  He’d forgotten that he needed to use it to cut the huntsman out of there.  I stood there, watching him scratch his head and shift leg to leg.  

Tate, I wanted to say.  But of course, I couldn’t.

I stopped next to him.  Tate was cursing under his breath and eyeing the stove for any hinges he might have missed.  Yes.  He had forgotten.  

Then he noticed me.

“Gah!” Tate leaped back and grabbed the edge of the stove.  He held the knife in front of him, and his eyes got big.  I silently begged that he wouldn’t wet his pants.  

“What’s going on?” Macon asked.  The iron stove resonated with his voice.

I couldn’t respond to him.  I stood there as Tate continued to hold up the knife.  

“Red, is that you?” 

I nodded, best I could, and stared up at him.  I hated this.  I hated that he was seeing me like this.  

He sighed in relief and lowered the knife a little.  “You don’t want to kill me?”

I shook my head.  Well, I tried to.  Pain erupted inside my chest.  Tate was scared of me.  I couldn’t blame him.  His limbs were tense, and the fear wafted off him stronger than ever.  

“Oh, man,” Tate said.  He shook his head and slapped his hand to his face.  “Oh, man.  The witch must have done this to you.  I wasn’t expecting this.  We have to find a way to get you back.  I should go back and kill her.”

“Excuse me,” Macon said from inside the stove.  “The knife.  Did you ever get it?  I need to get out.”  He was getting ticked.  I wasn’t sure if Tate could hear it yet, but I could.

Tate turned, trembling, but he kept me in his peripheral vision.  “We did,” he said.  “We have another little problem here.”

Macon might try to hurt me.  I didn’t want to have to fight him, as much as the guy was annoying.  But he still had that bow unless the witch had taken it.  

“I know that we do,” Macon said.  “You have to get me out before we worry about that.”

I backed away a bit.  Tate noticed.  His gaze softened, and he relaxed a bit.  

“You have to promise something before I let you out,” Tate said.  “You will not hurt Red.  She’s not going to hurt us.  And then you’re going to explain what’s going on here.”

I nodded in agreement, or I tried to.  I hoped there was a cure for this, or at least a way I could get out of this form.  

Macon said nothing for a moment, and at last, he caved.  “I promise.  But I can’t guarantee she won’t hurt us if we go through another dark spot."

His words sunk hit me.  Macon expected me to still be in this shape when we traveled.  It wasn’t a good sign.  Tate lifted the knife and hesitated, then jabbed it into the side of the iron stove.  

We had no choice.   

Iron flaked away from it and fell to the ground.  “You see anything?” Tate asked.

I drew closer, watching as Tate leaned down and tried to see what damage he’d done.  

“I see a bit of light,” Macon said.  “Here’s the thing.  You need to keep scraping away at that.  It was quite a curse that she put on me, and it’s going to take some work to get me out.”

Tate went to work, stabbing at the iron stove over and over again.  A hole formed in the side and the smell of armpits and bark wafted out.  Macon's smell.  I’d have to remember that.  The metallic fear coming off Tate only intensified as he studied the trees.  We were on the same page there.  Alric could walk into the clearing at any second and so could his mother.  We had to get out of here, quickly.

I smelled the air.  I wished I could talk, but I’d been silenced, at least to Tate and Macon.  Tate kept working, but at last, I caught a faint scent of the underground in the air.

Alric.

He was out there, still looking for me.

I went up and nudged Tate, urging him to hurry.  Tate looked down at me.  “I’m rushing,” he said.  Then he looked away like he couldn’t bear any of this.  “I’m going as fast as I can.”  He took the knife and scraped away, making the hole in the iron stove larger.  It was slow work.  

Macon was able to poke his face out.  It was like some strange optical illusion.  I couldn’t see him through the barred door, but I could see him through this opening.  It must be the curse.  

I sniffed again.  The cave scent was stronger this time, and there was the stench of sewage mixed in.  Alric’s mother had joined him.  I nudged Tate again.  All thoughts of my situation flew away.  They would hurt Tate to get to me.  

Tate broke out into a sweat and worked faster.  More iron chipped away, and Macon stuck his shoulders out.

“Glad to be free,” he said, squeezing out of the opening.  He grinned and stood.  He was oblivious to the approaching danger.  The scent rode on the wind from our right and behind.  Alric and his mother were headed back to the trail.  Then they would come here.  We had to get back to the road.  

Some underbrush snapped in the distance.  A bird took off into flight.  Macon took his sweet time stretching while Tate clenched his teeth.  "See?  I told you the knife would work."

I rammed right into Tate to urge him back towards the road, away from the house.  We need to go, I thought.  Could I speak to Tate with my mind as those wolves had spoken to me?  But he glanced at me, and I rammed into him again.  He couldn’t.  Fantastic.  

“Are you trying to say something?” Tate asked.

I nodded and looked back in the direction of Alric and his mother.  Tate couldn’t detect them.  They were trying to sneak up.  The smells grew stronger, so much that I was sure they would break into view any second.

I shoved into him again, and he backed up.  “I think we need to go,” he told Macon. 

I nodded again, and Macon reached for his ax.  “I agree,” he said.  

For once, at least, he wasn’t arguing.

The three of us walked back down the trail about as fast as we could without breaking into a run.  The smell faded a bit, and the panic died down inside.  The trees swallowed us as we got farther and farther from the cottage.  I just wished I could talk.  

But Tate and Macon weren’t talking, either.  Both kept their expressions stony.  At last, I spotted the dirt road through the trees and the dark spot where the witch had been lying the night before.  The area had grown a bit bigger since we’d come through and Macon put some distance between him and me as we walked past it.  I gave the small dark spot a wide berth.  

We stopped at the mouth of the trail and on the side of the road.  

Tate leaned down to face me.  His fear smell had vanished some, but he still wasn’t entirely relaxed.  “You can smell them coming, right?”

I nodded.

“We’re going to need you to watch out for us,” Macon said.    

I backed up and stared at them.  Were Tate and Macon kidding?  I wanted to stand on two legs again more than anything.  I wanted to know why this had happened.  They seemed to know something that I didn’t.  The two of them had been talking while I was out in the woods, leading Alric off our trail.

I wanted to shout at Tate that he was supposed to be supportive right now.  He was supposed to tell me that we’d find a way to turn me back and things would be okay, that Alric wasn’t going to turn me to his side.  

Tate and Macon looked at each other.  Macon cleared his throat.

Great.

“Here’s the thing,” Macon said.  He faced me but still kept his distance.  And his hand on his ax, too.  

Was his role in all of this to cut me open?  

Or to free me from this?

Tate and I watched him.  I could see the sweat forming on his brow, even though he kept his expression stern.

“The dark spot you were in brought out your other form,” Macon explained.  He was in his element.  He steeled his gaze and wiped all the emotion off his face, but his eyes gleamed.  “Dark spots and the dark region always affect magical creatures.  That’s why I told you not to linger.  Maybe you should have sent in Tate and waited for him.  Now the dark spot has woken up your real nature."

I snorted.  At least I could still do that.  I wanted to remind Macon of how we’d told him not to walk that creepy old woman home, but I couldn’t.  I had no choice but to listen and it was driving me nuts.

“It’s hard for young werewolves to change forms,” he continued.  Tate backed away and waited for him to finish.  Meanwhile, I tested the air again and found no traces of Alric or his mother.  “Until you've aged a few years, you won't have much control at all.  Only certain triggers will cause you to change.  You are likely stuck until you fall asleep.  For some reason, sleep always seems to make your kind shift back to human form.  Mary has told me a lot about the creatures in Fable."

I turned around so that I wouldn’t have to look at Macon anymore.  I hadn’t stayed in the dark spot for that long and besides, Tate and I had a mission in there.  Macon didn’t.  But at least I had an answer.  

“Your grandmother must be next to the border of the dark region,” Macon said.  “This is not a good thing.  She will be in wolf form when we get there, and the dark region turns your kind evil.  Yes.  She's like you."

I stared at Macon again and backed up a bit.

Grandma--a wolf?  

My kale-eating, health nut grandmother?

Macon continued.  He must have seen the question on my face.  "You probably had no idea what you are until now because your grandmother fed you rabbit food all your life or something.  There are ways to keep a werewolf's true nature at bay.  Some of your kind want the lives of humans and have successfully kept the transformations from happening.  Your grandmother must be one of them."

I shook my head.

It didn't make any sense.  It was the opposite of what my grandmother was.  

"Which brings me back to dark spots and the dark region," Macon continued.  "Werewolves are not by nature evil.  Right now, you’re okay.  Neutral.  But if you linger in a dark spot or the dark region for too long, you’ll become violent, and I will have to defend myself.  Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

I hated the way Macon was talking down to me.  To us.  But I nodded.  It wasn’t going to be good if we had to pass through any more dark spots.  It wasn’t going to be good when we got to wherever they were holding Grandma.  She could be turning dark already.  Alric only had to reach her before I did.  

“And if you turn dark, your story will end badly,” Macon continued.  “And I know what your next question is.  We can’t go back.  Avoiding your story won’t help us.  If we don’t get to your grandmother in time, she turns all the way dark and so does this entire forest.  And you will go with it.”

I shuddered.  It was wonder Mary had sent us on this quest.  We needed to finish the story the right way.  We needed to free Grandma and me from turning evil, or maybe even from whatever curse had made us this way.  It was the only way to ensure that Alric didn’t make this fairy tale fall.    

“But Red,” Tate said.  I turned to find him advancing on Macon.  “She needs to way to turn back.  I’m sure she hates not being able to tell you what a hypocritical moron you are."

I nodded.  At least Tate still had a sense of humor in all of this.  And some words of truth.  

But Macon didn’t seem to care.  “It will have to wait until she falls asleep.  I don’t know of any other ways she can change back before then.  We’re wasting daylight, and we need to move before they figure out that we escaped.  It’s still a long way to the cottage, and we might not even make it today now that this has happened.”  His tone dripped with blame, blame that he aimed at Tate and me.

Macon turned and started to walk down the road.  Tate sighed and followed.  “Come on,” he said.  “I'm sorry.  I should have gone into the cottage by myself.”

I walked next to Tate.  I only came up to just above his knees, and he towered over me, but at least his tension was melting away the farther we got from the witch’s cottage.  I wanted to remind him that I’d insisted on going with him, but I couldn’t do that right now.  I wouldn’t be able to for a while.

Grandma had spent her life hiding us from this.  It wasn't just the existence of Fable.

She had taken me and her out of Fable somehow and done everything she could to suppress what we were.  Her refusal to buy meat.  To let me go out in the woods.  Her forced diet of kale and broccoli and tofu.  

Grandma hated what we were and wanted to run.  

And our migraines.  

Once a month.  Always once a month, and I knew it didn’t have anything to do with hormones.

Were they always around the full moon?  I’d have to check if I ever got Tate back home.  I had a feeling I’d find a fascinating answer there.  Grandma and I did seem to get them at the same time.

Grandma had succeeded in keeping me from this and would have continued to if I hadn’t gone off to Disney World where that portal and the Watchers waited.  If I hadn’t done that, Alric wouldn’t be trying to destroy our story.  

Tomorrow, I could be a raging beast who wanted to tear throats out.  I didn’t want to do that now.  I looked up at Tate.  I’d never hurt him. 

Heck, I didn’t even want to tear Macon’s throat out. 

I wasn't evil.  At least, not yet.

We walked for a long time in silence.  Even Macon went quiet as the morning wore on.  Tate set the creepy knife inside the basket and rummaged around inside.  

“Hungry?” he asked me.

I nodded.  

I was very, very hungry.  

Tate fished out a biscuit, then changed his mind and pulled out a couple of strips of jerky.  “I guess your grandmother can’t force you to eat seaweed anymore,” he said.  “What excuse does she have?”  He handed me the jerky.  

I took it and chewed.  It wasn’t easy, but I didn’t think I could eat the biscuits right now.  The jerky was good but too dry.  I finally managed to swallow it, and Tate frowned at me.  “I don’t have any more,” he said.  “Maybe master huntsman here can shoot us something.”

Macon frowned at him.  “Actually,” he said.  “We shouldn’t be starting any fires out here.  The smoke will attract the wrong attention.”  Macon grabbed for his bow.  “Anything I shoot will have to be for Red only.”

“But we’ve got to at least cook—“

“Not for her, we don’t.”

I could sense the jealousy waves coming off Tate.  They smelled like the hard water that we got out of our well before Grandma got that water filter.  Tate got between him and me.  His fists balled.  “You’re not making her eat raw meat,” Tate said.  He kept his back to me.  “Why don’t we let her take a nap, so she can go back to her normal form and speak for herself?  It shouldn’t take that long.  What about that sleepy wine in the basket?  Have you ever stopped to think that’s what why Mary packed it?  In case this happened?”

I nodded.  It sounded like a great idea, but Macon didn’t like those.  I was hungry, and I didn’t want to wait to eat much longer.  The thought of raw, bloody meat wasn’t even turning my stomach. 

And that scared me.

“Here’s the—“

“Enough with that, man,” Tate said, more fierce than I had ever heard him.  “Let her take a nap.”

“Time is wasting,” Macon said, holding up a finger and standing there.  “If she takes that sleeping draught, she will be out for a while, maybe even until nightfall.  We can’t have that.  We can’t walk around here at night, even with her.  The clock is ticking.  We need to wait until tonight until she sleeps.  And besides, we need her heightened senses right now.”

I nudged Tate.  I couldn’t let this get out of control.  If the two of them went into all-out fighting, it would be horrible for all three of us and possibly every other living thing in these woods.  We could keep walking.  I could live with this for several more hours, especially with so much at stake.  I’d get mad at Macon later.  Grandma, too.  

“Let’s go,” Tate said, defeated.


Chapter Nine

 

 

Rabbits gave off a smell like roasting chicken.  They bolted back into the trees whenever they saw the three of us coming, white tails disappearing among the weeds and the flowers.  A whole group of them ran for their lives about an hour more up the road, and I noticed that they split to avoid a house-sized dark spot that was far back from the way.  I could even smell where they had been sitting on the road minutes before as we walked over it.  The group of them had left a dinner aroma going right into the trees.

Foxes gave off a weird scent like moss and burnt cheeseburgers.  One watched us from the edge of the forest, not moving as we passed.  Macon kept his hand on his ax in case it tried anything, but it was one of the least threatening things I had seen since entering these woods.

Master huntsman, indeed.

And deer?

They gave off the aroma of steakhouses.  I spotted one standing there on the edge of the path, and it stared at us like the deer my grandmother had almost hit with her car years ago when she was taking me to school one early morning.  This one had antlers that were making Macon practically drool. 

The wind blew in our direction, and that was when the steakhouse smell hit me full force.

My stomach rumbled.  My limbs trembled.  The jerky had done nothing but make me even hungrier than before.

“That’s a ten point,” Macon said.  He reached for his bow and stopped on the trail.  

“This isn’t the time to think about stocking your trophy room,” Tate told him.  “We need to keep going, right?  Oh, wait.  That deer is important to you.”

“Have you ever bagged a ten point?” Macon asked.

The deer stared Macon down as he drew his bow from his back and then an arrow.  The wind picked up, and the trees rustled, making the smell even stronger.  The hunger pangs burned.  I had to eat.  Something.  Anything.

A craze overtook me, and I broke into a run.

“Red!” Macon shouted.

The deer stood there like it wasn’t sure what to do.  I closed in.  At last, the creature turned and bolted into the underbrush.  Sticks broke, and grass bent over.

I kept chase.  Tate and Macon shouted at me, and I knew I was going off the trail and wasting us more time, but I couldn’t stop myself.  The steakhouse smell faded, but then I found it again on a shrub and followed it.  The deer bounded ahead, tail pretty much flipping me off, and I quickened my run.  I was catching up.  The deer caught its antlers on some tree branches and stopped, thrashing against them.  I had it.  

“Red!”  Tate shouted now.

I leaped and sank my teeth into the deer’s side.

The deer grunted in pain and thrashed.  Its back leg struck my side, and I went flying off, coppery blood on my tongue.  Brilliant red appeared on the deer’s fur as it struggled to free its antlers from the branches of the tree.  I jumped again, this time going for its throat, but the deer got one antler free and turned away just in time.  I missed and landed back on the ground.

An arrow thunked into the tree trunk, missing the deer by feet.  And then another sailed into the ground at my left, missing the deer by even more.  Macon was shooting at it.  Tate shouted at him.  We were both going after the same prey.

I made a third charge.

Jumped, and sank my teeth into the deer’s throat.

Blood gushed, and my stomach roared.  The deer thrashed, going into its death throes, and fell to the ground.  Its legs kicked and its black, deep eyes stared up into something I couldn’t imagine.  I went in to finish it off.

And then a hoof kicked me right in the side.

Pain exploded, and a sound like a yelp escaped me.  Someone shouted.  Footfalls thudded.  Spots blew up in my vision.  I staggered back, all thoughts of food and blood and hunger vanishing.  There was only the pain.  I breathed in, but a rib screamed, and I toppled over, letting the darkness take me.

 

* * * * *

 

“Red.  Wake up, please.”

I groaned, and the pain in my side exploded again, but not with the intensity as before.  I blinked, and Tate stood over me, framed in brilliant greens and golds.  My vision blurred, then snapped back into place again.  Tate was here.  He was even smiling as I opened my eyes.  

I clutched my side.  It felt bruised.  Maybe even broken.

I clutched my side--with hands.

I sat up a bit and winced with the pain.  I felt as if I’d been out for ages, but then the memories floated back: the thrashing deer and what I did to it...

“Red—you’re back.  Look.”

Tate was right.  I had arms.  Legs.  Not just legs.  And no fur.  I wore the same red hoodie I'd stashed in the shrubs and jeans, which had blood stains on the knees.  

I had changed back.  

“Oh,” I managed.  It was all I could do.  The rest seemed like a weird dream.  Tate helped me stand up, and I grabbed at my side again, groaning.  “I’m hurt.”

“You were knocked unconscious.  I saw it.”  There was unease in Tate’s voice.  It was obvious.

And then I saw Macon.

Standing over a deer with an open throat, bow in one hand and an arrow in the other.  Macon was busy trying to yank another out of the ground.

“Are you feeling okay?” Tate asked.  

“I don’t know.”

The deer lay there, deader than dead.  It had stopped thrashing.  It had bled out, turning the grass and the leaves crimson.  The blood wasn’t as brilliant as it was before and the smell not as intense.  Now, it just smelled like copper.  There was no steakhouse now.

I had killed this deer. 

With my teeth.

I had killed this innocent, terrified deer and I hadn’t been able to control myself.

Macon finally got the arrow out of the ground.  Dirt caked it.  It was better than looking at the sight.

For a few moments, I had become a beast.

“Let’s get back to the road,” Tate said, turning me away from the scene.  “Macon—you take care of this.”  

I walked away from the scene.  My knees trembled.  I was still hungry, but now my stomach was getting upset.  Upset with disgust.  With horror. 

This monster was inside of me, waiting to come out again.

I didn't even focus on my injured rib.  I walked, ignoring the pain every time I inhaled.  Maybe my bone was just bruised, and it would heal.    The deer’s hoof had packed more of a punch than I thought.

“You’re back now,” Tate said.  “You’re back.  Just don’t stand in any more dark spots.”  

I reached up and wiped my mouth.  My sleeve came back, blood-free.  At least that had gone away when I’d passed out.  “I think my rib might be cracked,” I said.

“Those hurt,” Tate said.  “My dad had one when he was younger.  He said he cracked it in a wrestling match.  You need to sit down once we get back on the road?”

I breathed in.  I could still smell the forest well, the bark and the leaves and the grasses.  Even the flowers.  But it wasn’t as intense as it was before and wouldn’t be unless I transformed again.  “I guess we didn’t need that sleepy wine after all.  Where did you leave that basket?”

Tate stopped.  We were almost back to the road.  “I left it right out here by the road when you ran off,” he said.  “I don’t know where it is.  I swear I put it right out here.  I put the knife in there, too.”

I checked to see if Macon was following, but he wasn’t yet.  Maybe he had to drag the deer out and hack off its antlers.  Macon had wanted to kill the deer just for a trophy.  It was stupid.  I’d tried to kill it to eat, at least.

But there had been a ton of blood--

“You know,” Macon said, stepping up behind us.  “There is a reason wolves are pack hunters."

“Shut up,” I told him.  "Your precision aim was great."

Macon stepped up next to us.  He wasn’t holding the antlers.  His arrows were back in his quiver.   “Problem,” Tate told him.  “Our basket is gone.”

Macon shrugged.  “It’s just a basket.  There are a lot of animals out here that might have wanted the food inside.”

Something hooted.  I looked up and found nothing.  My vision wasn’t as good as it had been before.  I felt as if someone had put those simulated drunk goggles over all my senses.  Were they always this dull?

But I knew they were still stronger than what they had been before.  Stronger than Tate’s and Macon’s.

And if I ran into another trigger, I would transform again.  I knew it.  I didn’t even know everything that could cause it.  

“Our food was in there,” Tate said.  “We might need to cook that deer after all.”  He knew I didn’t want to go back there.  “We might as well eat that.  Cooked, by the way.   And next time you shoot, make sure that Red is nowhere in the area.  You got that?”

Tate lunged and grabbed Macon’s sleeve.  The other guy recoiled.  “I was shooting nowhere near her,” he said.  “You saw that.”

Tate glared at him, and I thought he was going to deck Macon.  “You’re lucky you have stormtrooper aim,” he said.

Macon screwed up his face.  “What?”

“It’s something from the other world,” I said.  This situation was getting tenser by the minute.  “We…we should go cook some meat.  We don’t have our food anymore, and we don’t have anything else we can do.”

Tate let go of Macon.  He calmed down a bit.  Macon kept his grip on his ax handle, but he never took it out.  

Macon searched around as if looking for the basket.  Nothing turned up.  We hadn’t been in the woods that long.  No one could have just come by and stolen it.  We'd be able to see them out here in the woods.  The trees weren't even that close together here.  

And yet I had the most horrible feeling in my gut.  Something was wrong here.

“Come on,” I said.  Now that I was away from the deer, my stomach had calmed down.  “I’ll get a fire going, and we’ll have lunch.  But you have to do the carving.”

 

* * * * *

 

I stayed away while Tate helped Macon carve the deer and get some slabs of meat ready.  Tate didn’t complain.  Macon didn’t even ask me to help.  Maybe he was scared that the sight of blood would make me transform again.  Perhaps it could.  Macon had told me there was more than one trigger.  So I sat and kept feeding the fire, keeping the flames going.  I was doing something, at least.

Someone might have taken our food to slow us down.  To make us have to stop and do this.  Macon didn’t even look happy when he hacked the antlers off the deer and stuffed them into his pack.  He’d take his trophy.  He hadn’t killed the deer.  I almost told him that I had earned those, but the thought of mounting those made a horrible feeling rise in my gut.

At least we were eating the deer.  That was something.  It had died for a reason.

Tate and Macon cooked, and soon the aroma of venison rose up.  It still smelled a bit like the steakhouse, but it wasn't as much as before.  

And the longer I thought about the blood and the deer's throat, the scarier it got.

Grandma—why hasn’t she just told me?  

I wouldn’t have gotten so irritated with her.  

I might have even understood her.  Told her that I could deal with it on my own, so I could go free.

We ate as fast as we could.  “Why would someone take our basket?” I asked.  I almost wished I could smell whoever had removed it, but that had dulled back down some, too.  We couldn’t hang around to search for it.  

“I don’t know,” Macon said between bites.  “It might have something to do with the witch’s knife in there.  Maybe she sent an animal familiar to get it back for her.”

Tate stood up.  “Do they report back to her?  Her animal minions?"

Macon joined him.  “Maybe.  That’s why we need to finish eating quickly, and then vacate this area.  It might be a good idea to stay off the trail but walk along it instead.  We need to stay out of sight."

For once, I agreed with him.  Maybe his experience in the stove had humbled him a little bit.  

I finished eating, and strength returned to my limbs.  We headed back to the road, and there was still no picnic basket there.  There was also no one else on the trail and worse, there was a dark spot up ahead that butted up right against the road.  Dark grass and branches like fingers reached out as if they were trying to grab air.  We’d have to walk past it.

We moved on, staying a little bit off the trail.  The trees cleared a bit, and I could see back through to where the deer lay, dead and dejected.  There was a hole in the side where Macon had scraped out the meat.  

And further back in the forest, a small pack of wolves.

The russet one.  The black one.  And about five others, all colors ranging from gray to brown and everything in between.  

They stood there, watching us go, and from here I couldn’t tell if their eyes were ordinary black or turning the bloody shade of evil.  I quickened my pace and drew closer to Tate.  I wasn’t sure if it was for him or me.  

 

* * * * *

 

“Are all the wolves in these woods neutral?” I asked.

“Actually,” Macon said, “from what I’ve heard, they’re just as varied as people are.  Some are bad.  Some will leave you alone.  Others will run. Those we saw yesterday might have been neutral, but they were struggling against the effects of the dark spot.  Didn’t you see the growing redness in their eyes?”

“I did,” Tate said.

Macon was happy to continue, and I sighed an apology at Tate.  “A lot of the wolves in these parts are ordinary wolves.  Only some are shifters.  But all of the wolves in the dark region are evil.”

I thought of the one Alric had turned.  I shuddered.

That could be me tomorrow.

And grandma. 

And every other thing in these woods the day after that.

The light grew long and tired, and I kept searching the woods, but the pack of wolves did not return.  I imagined they were feasting on what was left of the deer, enjoying the free meal.  They weren’t following us, either.  We spotted another fox, this one with a gray head and an orange tail, but nothing else.  Why did no one ever travel on this road?

But at least I was walking on two legs again.  That was a plus.

“How much longer?” Tate asked.

We passed through another small dark spot, and I walked as fast as I could as the itch raced over my skin.  It had worsened.  I broke into a run and made it to the other side right when a migraine started.  The ache faded as soon as I crossed the border and Tate appeared next to me, panting.  “You should try out for track and field,” he told me.  “Really.  You’re a good runner.”

“Grandma always said no to sports.  Now I know why, at least,” I said.  I scanned the road up ahead.  There was a second dark spot, one that was even farther across than this one.  They were getting more common, and were the woods in general just getting darker?  I checked the trees.  Yes.  The leaves weren’t as bright as they were before.  Some of the trees were thicker and darker.  Others had gone entirely bare.  The woods, in general, were just transitioning.

And the night was falling again.  We'd traveled miles, leaving the witch's hut way behind us.  

Dread crept up into my gut.  We were getting closer to the dark region, where everything would be like the dark spots.

There, I would have to face the monster inside.  

Macon searched around.  “I see a cave over there,” he said at last.  “We can spend the night in there.”

“On the ground?” Tate asked.

“Yes.  We can sleep in shifts.  No worry.  I have weapons.”

Macon sounded so sure that I had to roll my eyes.  The guy hadn’t even been able to hit the deer.  He’d done an excellent job trying to kill the ground.  

Macon led us off the trail a bit, and we got to the cave.  It was a low one with roots hanging in its entrance.  Macon took off his pack and kept his ax close to him.  I climbed in.  It wasn’t a vast cave—it only went in about twenty feet, and at least it seemed made of rock instead of all dirt.  There was enough room to sit up, but nothing else.  

“Should I sleep?” I asked.  “Will sleep make me—change again?”

“No,” Macon said.  “That isn’t one of the things.  There might be—other factors.”

“I need to know what those factors are.  So it doesn’t happen again.  Ever again.”  I breathed out.  The entire morning was fading like a strange dream.  I wanted to get back to the other world where I could suppress this and forget about it and never think about it again.  I wanted to be normal.  Grandma had never let me be normal, and now even without her, I could never be normal.

Tate and I settled in the back of the cave while Macon remained at the entrance, ax on his lap.  

I closed my eyes, and strange images flashed before me.  Rabbits, all running for their lives.  The deer, thrashing against the branches.  Blood.  Lots and lots of blood.  I groaned, and Tate wrapped his arm around me from behind.  I leaned against him and chased the images away.  They would never go.  Not as long as I lived.  

"I love you," Tate said.  "Try not to think about today.  It'll be gone soon."

I wished he was right.  

I wanted to be normal.  I wanted Grandma to be ordinary.

I would find her and take her back home, somehow, and now that the truth was out, maybe things would be better for us.

A big part of me almost felt relieved.  

The images faded and darkness took their place, and I drifted off to sleep.

 

* * * * *

 

Something cold brushed against my arm.

I roused and jumped.  Tate’s arm flopped down and cold air wrapped around me as I checked out every corner of the cave.  It was dark.  Macon still lay at the entrance, but he was leaning against the wall and snoring.  So much for staying awake to keep watch.

Then I saw the source of the coldness.

The large russet wolf stood next to me, staring at me with black eyes.  Its nose was very close to my arm, and its breath blew against me.  

I jumped and held my breath.  The wolf waited as if expecting me to do something.  We stared each other in the eye for a long time, but the wolf didn’t make a move.  

I let out that breath.  If this wolf had wanted to kill us, it would have done so while we were asleep.  Macon let out another snore and then the voice of the wolf echoed in my head.  It was the same young male's voice I had heard yesterday.

Come on.  That man is annoying.

I shook my head.  I wasn’t used to this.

“Where?” I asked.  “Who are you?”

A friend.  The voice echoing through my head was barely older than Tate and Macon.

"I need more than that."  I wanted this wolf to go away.  I didn't want to think about wolves anymore.  Maybe if I closed my eyes, I would wake in the morning, and this would be gone.

And I also had a bit of a headache.  A migraine.  Not good.  Here in Fable, they seemed to signal a coming transformation.  Some trigger was around.  Maybe it was this wolf's proximity to me.  

I closed my eyes, but the wolf nudged me again.  

You have to come.  Your story is in great danger of falling.

"Huh?" I asked.  I sat up all the way, leaving Tate sleeping soundly next to me. Behind the wolf, pale light flooded the night.  I could make out the road from here, where there wasn't much tree cover.

We have a mission tonight.  Fail, and we all fall.

I saw no trace of scarlet in this wolf's eyes.  He wasn't evil.  Not like the wolf who had gone under Alric's spell.  "Okay," I whispered.  My heart pounded, and I thought of that deer again, grunting in pain and going into death throes.  Of the blood.  

I was terrified.

But I got up as quiet as I could and followed the wolf outside.

We stood under the shadow of the tree cover overhead.  The wolf looked at me, and turned his head to gesture me forward.  I glanced back at the cave and saw Tate's head leaning back.  He let out a snore, just not as obnoxious as Macon's.

The wolf stood there, waiting for me to make up my mind.  I nodded to him.  "I'm coming," I said.  "I need to be back here by morning."

The wolf turned away.  We need to go far, he said.  On four legs, please.

Fear squeezed at my heart, and a chill ran across my skin.  "I don't want to."

You must.

The wolf bounded away, leaving me behind.  

"I don't know how."

He stopped in a ray of moonlight.  Follow me, then.  I caught a bit of sneaky humor in his tone as if he knew something that I didn't.

I glanced back at the cave again.  I could dive back in and stay there.  The wolf wouldn't force me out--would he?  But maybe he was right that if I didn't follow, my story would fall.  I knew nothing about this world and the creatures in it, or what their motives were.  All the wolves were different, according to Macon.

Or maybe this wolf was with Alric, and he was trying to lure me to evil.  I had to make a choice, and the wrong one could mean disaster.

I stepped after the wolf.  What did he expect out of me?  Macon had said I couldn't control the change without a whole bunch of practice, and besides, there was no way I wanted to do it again.  

I entered the moonlight, and the migraine socked me full force along with the horrible itch spreading across my body.  

And then I looked up.  

The moon hung right overhead, full and bright as I had ever seen it.  This wolf had led me right into a trap.  

I went to jump back, but it was too late.  I sank to my knees, and my joints cracked and popped, sending waves of pain through my body.  My hands spread out on the ground and I tried to straighten up, to get back on my feet, but it was no use.  The world blurred together and all the sounds intensified.  I could make out different pitches in the cricket songs.  Something moved over in the forest behind me, making twigs snap.

And at last, the pain faded and the world cleared.

Instead of my hands, reddish brown paws spread out on the dried leaves.  The wolf stood there, staring at me, and I could almost see the sly smile on his face now that we were about eye level.  Well, it was there in his eyes.  If he could laugh, I was sure he would.

You jerk, I thought.  I mostly just said it to mask my fear.

Hey.  I had to do what I had to do.  No time to talk.  Follow me.  By the way, name's Russet.

He bounded away for a second time.  

I stood there for a second, trying to hold down my panic, but it was no use.  So I ran after Russet, trying to work it out, to leave it behind in that tiny clearing and not think about what was happening.  Russet kept pace, letting me stay caught up, and we moved quickly through the forest, leaving Tate and Macon far behind.  They'd freak if they woke and found me gone.

I might not come back from this.  I didn't even know what I was entering.

The forest was so much brighter now.  I could make out every plant around me, and everything seemed almost blue in the light.   I made out the form of a big, snowy owl sitting in a tree above.  It watched us with huge eyes as we ran underneath it.  I was glad when we passed.  The thing was creepy.

We ran for a long time, but my legs refused to quit, and no burning took over my lungs.  My busted rib no longer hurt.  Russet kept running, leading the way deeper into the woods, and the trunks all got closer together as if trying to suffocate me.  But I dodged in between them.  The faster I did this, the faster I could return, sleep, and forget about this.  

And at last, the land sloped downward, and Russet slowed.  We're almost there, he thought.  

I slowed, too, amazed at my lack of tiredness.  The trees thinned just a bit, and the grass grew thinner as if feet had trampled this area many times over.  The ground turned to dirt, and I realized we were on a trail, a narrow one with large paw prints on the edges.  And human prints.  They mixed as if they had been side by side for ages.  It was a trail that werewolves often used.  

We went for what seemed like miles.  The trail curved around a giant pile of animal bones.  Antlers.  Ribcages.  The remains of deer and hares and maybe bigger prey.  I smelled the faint scent of meat as we passed.  My stomach rumbled.

I would not think about food.

Not here.  Not now.

We passed the bones, and I was glad to leave them behind.  The world opened up, and the moonlight streamed down.  

There was a small village in the clearing below.  The trail wound down to it, and Russet took it, leading the way.  The houses stood wedged in between trees on the edges of the forest, arranged in a circle around a large fire pit.  They had thatch roofs and were little more than huts, and all of them had open doorways.  I could see inside one and made out a bed of straw.  Another had only a pile of hay on the dirt floor.  There were no farms here, no gardens.  

And standing in the clearing were about a dozen wolves.

They watched us coming, and I stopped at the top of the trail.  Russet must have heard me because he turned around.  

Red, come on.  He was impatient.  

The whole pack continued to stare.  There were no people here.  Just wolves, all of them some shade of gray or brown or black.  

This isolated place was a werewolf settlement, far from civilization.  

I scanned all of them, but saw no sign of red eyes or raised hackles.  Some were smaller than others, a couple hardly more than pups.  All of them watched, waiting for me.  It was the same pack I'd spotted earlier that day.  

Red, you can't run away from what you are.

Russet sounded a lot more impatient now.  The annoying humor was gone.  

Yes, I can.

I turned away.  I was freaking out.  I wanted my life to stop turning over like a boat caught in a hurricane.  I had to get back to Tate and Macon.  I had to get back on the trail like Mary had warned me, or this would consume me.  I'd become nothing more than a wild animal that Alric could exert his control over.  Mary knew her stuff.  I had every reason to believe her.

But Russet's form appeared in front of me, and I stared at his fur.  His black eyes were hard.  Maybe even frightened.  

We have a mission tonight.  You cannot continue until we complete it.

I breathed out, hating the sound.  It came out more like a snort.  

Red, what has your grandmother done to you all your life?

Russet stared me in the eye.  He dropped his ears a bit in what I guessed was an expression of sympathy or sadness.  

You know about my grandmother?

Russet brushed past me and headed down towards the wolf village.  Or den.  Or settlement.  I stood there for a moment, watching him go.  I was free to leave.  I didn't have to stay here. 

But instead of fleeing, I followed. 

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

Russet and I reached the center of the village, and I tensed, unsure of what would happen next.  

I stood next to Russet.  It could be the part where Alric came out and beckoned to me.  I glanced back up the trail to the forest above but saw no one.  He didn't appear to be hiding in any of the huts, and I sniffed but caught no scent of him on the wind.  Alric wasn't here.  He couldn't mask his smell, could he?  My heart pounded, and I waited.  It was all I could do.

These wolves knew of my grandmother.

That might be something.

A single gray wolf stood and approached.  I got the sense that this one might be the leader.

Red.  We feared we would never see you again.

An old woman's voice echoed in my mind, and I forced myself not to back away as she closed the distance between us.  But her voice was kind, and she stopped inches apart, then touched my nose with hers.  I took it as a friendly gesture.  This wolf was old.  Turning white around the nozzle, even.  She seemed to be the eldest in this pack.  I wondered how she'd look in human form.

Who are you?

She backed away a bit.  Your grandmother's sister.  You may call me Gray.

I was getting the hint that color names were the trend here.  My name was Red.  My grandmother's first name was Lavender.  I couldn't imagine her here.  As a wolf.  With the name of Lavender.  And least of all, eating meat.  

But she may have been here before.  Must have been.  

You used to live with us, Gray thought.  It was when you were just born.  But your parents were caught by Alric and turned dark, and they wound up in King Henrik's court as he was gathering his forces at the time.  

Sickness welled up inside of me.  

I thought some curses.  Some swear words.  

Alric has been hunting both regular wolves and werewolves for a long time, Gray continued.  Your grandmother took you to the other world after your parents turned dark.  She wanted to protect you from Henrik and Alric as she feared them finding you, too.  Only last night, Alric discovered my brother and turned him dark.  Russet and Ebony barely escaped.  It has been a sad day here.  

The other wolves bowed their heads in grief.  The sadness in the air weighed down like a million stones.

The three wolves on the first night.

It was them.  

You were searching for me, I thought.

Gray straightened up.  Her chest was silvery, shining in the moonlight.  Yes.  But we cannot talk more about this now.  You must find your basket if you are to complete your story the way it should be.

My basket?

All this was over a simple basket?

It contains something you will need.  It is why Alric ordered it taken from you.

I thought of the wine and the biscuits.  The picnic basket was a big part of my story.  But how would that save us?  Then I remembered that it contained the knife of the witch, the one with the scary bone blade.  Alric's mother's dagger. 

It was the dagger that could remove curses.

Excitement bubbled up inside of me.  Maybe I wasn't doomed to this life.  The huntsman was supposed to cut Grandma and me out of the wolf at the end of the tale.  Will that magic knife remove my curse?

Russet snorted.  I caught the laugh in it.  I wanted to snap at him.  

But Gray was more patient.  You are not cursed.  There is nothing to remove.  You were born this way, just like your parents and your grandparents before you.

I wanted to protest, but I held my thoughts in so no one would hear.  Nothing was private here.  We had a mission.  I had to get that basket back.  That knife had to be good for something if Gray said so.  

And she sounded so much like my grandmother that I couldn't help but believe she was her sister.  A less crazy version of her.  What was I thinking?  She was a wolf, at least until the moon went down.  

Gray faced a wolf on the side of her, the black one I'd seen three times now.  Ebony will go with you, she said.  So will Russet.  You must recover your basket, but one of Alric's servants has taken it.  Ebony knows where it may be.  Alric has set up camp a couple of miles from here.  He is not immune from needing sleep.  But he may have lookouts.  You will need to take care of them.

I shook my head.  I knew this was a horrible question, but I had to ask it.  Why am I going if this is so dangerous?

Gray remained patient.  She had led here for a long time.  Because this is your story.  You must.  It will fail if anyone goes in your place.

I hung my head.  These wolves had already risked themselves to find me and lost one of their members.  I didn't have to be a jerk about this.

It's okay, Gray said.  She drew closer and touched her nose to mine again.  You are scared.  That is normal.  You should be.

We were going to be facing Alric.  

And whoever was working with him.  His mother might still be there and they might be sleeping in shifts unlike Macon had promised Tate and me.  Ebony drew up to my side so that I stood between her and Russet.  In less than an hour, the two of them could be red-eyed beasts who cared about nothing other than tearing throats out.

And so could I.

We need to go, Russet thought.

 

* * * * *

 

So is that village, like, where I was born?

The three of us ran along another trail, one that led even deeper into the forest. The woods got darker and darker as the trees grew thicker and blotted the moon from view.  I wondered if getting back in the shadows would restore me to my human form, but no such luck.  

Yes, Ebony thought.  She had the voice of a woman in her twenties.  I'm sorry about your parents.  They are likely in the underworld now.  I've gotten word that all of Henrik's wolves were sucked down into it after a few people escaped from the castle.  Getting them back to the light region would have cured them.

The underworld?  Fable had one?  

I have never been there.  It is difficult to escape.  

Russet ran ahead, and Ebony and I followed.  The trail became narrow, then wide again.  It was a trail that animals often used.  I caught a whiff of the steakhouse scent.  The chicken smell and even something like smoked ham.  My stomach rumbled, but I wasn't as hungry as I was before I went after the first deer.  

Grandma had taken me from the truth.  I'd spent my life thinking my parents were just lazy jerks who had abandoned me.  

My grandmother didn't want to be a wolf, I thought.  

Russet slowed a bit and let us catch up.  He panted.  You're right.  Some of us crave the lives of humans and leave the pack, but what's the fun in that?  

Well, no offense, but I don't want to be one, either.

We stopped, and Russet looked at me.  We all needed a rest, anyway.  I estimated we'd already run a full mile.  Ebony joined him in staring.  I felt exposed.

As soon as I get her back, I thought, I'm leaving and living a regular life.  Could I do that, knowing all of this?  Knowing that my parents were still here, trapped in some underworld?

Russet took a step back.  But this is the life of freedom.  Your grandmother has only made you think this is bad.

It isn't me.  I don't want to kill things.

We only kill to eat, Russet thought.  It is the order of things.  It is not evil.  Dark wolves kill for fun.

Ebony turned and pointed her nose down the trail.  She wasn't listening.  I smell him.

I stiffened and breathed in, taking in the fresh night air.

It was there.  The smell of a damp, dark cave and it was coming from farther down the trail.  Alric had settled down for the night--hopefully.

We just had to get into his camp and take the basket.  

Russet bounded forward, but not as fast as he had before.  We followed.  The smell grew stronger the farther we got, and we moved through a small dark spot.  

Hurry, Ebony thought.  We don't want to linger in this.

The smells in the dark spot got danker.  There was more rotting vegetation under our feet, and the land grew swampy, almost.  Water squished under my feet.  It was gross, and I bounded forward through thorns, desperate to get out of it.  Branches from shrubs reached at me, clawing, but I ducked to dodge them.  It felt like the dark spot was slowing us down.  

And I was getting hungrier.  I wanted to snap at something.

No.  

Russet flattened to the ground and crawled under the root of a gnarled, monstrous tree trunk.  I followed, and Ebony came up behind us.

This dark spot has grown since yesterday, Russet thought.  I could feel the tension in his thoughts.  The fear.  We have to do this quickly.

I straightened up and stood in a regular part of the forest again.  The ground solidified under my feet, and I breathed in air free of rot.  The urge to snap at something disappeared, and the earth sloped down again.  There was a small clearing in the forest, one not as big as the one with the village, and a tent had been hitched up in the center.  A fire pit still smoldered with embers and smoke curled towards the sky like some signal.  A pair of leather boots stuck out of the tent.  

It was Alric.  He was sleeping here, just a couple of miles from the werewolf village.  He was way too close for comfort.  He could walk into the place and make all the residents evil tomorrow if he wanted.

This is bad, Ebony thought.  Very, very bad.  He could find us.

I scanned the small camp.  I saw no sign of my basket or the contents.  No wine.  I wondered if Alric had enjoyed it.  If so, this was a good thing.  He'd be knocked out.  

Ebony stood there next to me.  He's asleep, she thought.  He wasn't when I came through here earlier.  But I saw him with your basket.

He must have it in the tent, I thought.  Alric wasn't going to make the same mistake Tate and I had by leaving it on the side of the road.  I wondered how he'd gotten it when he hadn't been anywhere near us when I killed the deer.  

Somewhere, an owl hooted.  It was a low, mournful sound.  I searched the trees above and caught a glimpse of big yellow and black eyes.  A dark brown owl. It was watching us, waiting for something smaller to step into the clearing, perhaps.

The basket. 

I had to get it back, take it to the cave, and sleep before morning, or I'd be stuck this way until at least tomorrow night.  That was if I even succeeded in rescuing my grandmother.

I took the first steps down towards the tent.  The boots sticking out didn't move.  Alric had hung his robe on a nearby tree branch, and a small dark spot had formed around the trunk.  The tree itself was dying, losing its leaves and turning into a skeleton guard.  Alric and his mother were so full of dark magic they could create these dark spots.  Maybe it was how the others had formed.  

Careful, Ebony thought.  Alric is always full of tricks.  And do not kill him.  Killing any human will turn you dark.

I wished she hadn't mentioned killing.  I got so close that I could peek inside the tent.  The smoke from the dying fire overwhelmed my senses and blocked out the sorcerer's cave smell, but the sharp, cold magic wrapped around me like it was trying to suffocate me.  It prickled and poked at my skin, trying to cut.  I hated the feeling and wanted out of here as fast as I could.

Alric was lying down with a wool blanket over him.  He was snoring and had a clean haircut as a businessman would.  I'd expected a long beard and scraggly hair, but Alric had some sense of style, even here in Fable.  

And the basket sat there right next to his sleeping form.

It was open as if he'd rummaged through it, but I caught a whiff of the bitter wine and the iron of the knife.  My stuff was still inside.  I crept into the tent, glad it had no noisy canvas floor.  The wind blew and made the flaps billow in and out.  

The cave smell took over now.  I crept closer to the basket, brushing Alric's leg.  I'd never been this close to the guy.  I knew Russet and Ebony were still out there, waiting.  If I woke Alric up, I would endanger them both.  

I caught the handle of the basket in my teeth and lifted it.  The wine bottle made it heavy, and it sloshed inside, but I didn't dare drop it.  I turned and exited the tent, my stuff in tow.  A sense of victory washed over me as I emerged into the night air.  Ebony and Russet waited by the dying fire, and Russet's eyes lit up with amazement.

That was too easy, I thought.

The owl hooted again, and this time it was much closer.  The sound of flapping wings met my ears right before the impact came.

Feathers exploded in my face, and I dropped the basket.  Claws ripped at my nose and pain flared.  I smelled blood--my blood.  The owl screeched, trying to alert Alric, and a groan came from the tent.  He was waking.  I had to grab the basket and get out of here.  I backed away, flattening my ears, but the owl wouldn't let up.  I retreated towards the tent, towards where Alric was rousing.

Someone growled, and the owl let out another screech as they pulled it away.  Russet had the owl by the wing, and it thrashed to get away, but it was making more noise.  I grabbed the basket again, trying to ignore the burning pain all over my face. My nose.  At least my eyes were okay, but every time I breathed, I felt like my nose was going to rip apart.  The owl had done a number on it.

Ebony brushed up against me.  Run.

"Ah!" Alric shouted.  He cast off his blanket, and it landed next to me.

It was too late.

Alric blinked.  He stood there in long underwear, and his cave smell grew overwhelming, washing over even the smoke.  The owl flew off, disappearing into the trees and dripping blood while Russet stood there and watched.  Feathers fluttered to the ground.  Alric wasn't all the way awake yet.  He'd been counting on his owl guard to alert him if we showed up.

"You," he said, focusing his gaze on Russet.  His voice grew darker than I'd ever heard it.  "You hurt Peggy.  Come here."

Russet stared and then stepped closer.  His black eyes glazed over.  

No!  Ebony thought.  She went to move in front of him, but Russet pushed past her.   He was going right to Alric.  Alric had him under his spell, and I had the feeling the magician had something else in mind than turning Russet to his side.  The rage burned in the man's eyes.  Somewhere, Peggy hooted in pain.  Her blood mixed with Alric's scent and the smoke.  

My heart pounded.  Russet was almost to him.  The pain flared across my face again, but I ignored it.

I dropped the basket and jumped at the magician.  He turned too late.

"Gah!" he shouted.  

I snapped at him.  I didn't know what I was doing, but I had to keep him from killing Russet.  Alric fell to the ground and raised his hands to defend himself, but not before I found his shoulder and bit.  

Wool and fiber parted, and I found his skin.  Blood leaked out, and before I could finish, something rammed into me from the side, and I fell off Alric.  Ebony stood there, pinning him down while he seethed and grabbed his injured shoulder.  Russet brushed past her, free of his spell, and seized the basket which still lay on the ground.

Run, he thought.  Now.

Russet bolted for the cover of the trees and Ebony followed.  I took one more look at Alric, who lay on the ground with his face closed in pain, and I knew I had to take the opportunity.  

I ran after the others, leaving the evil wizard behind.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

We didn't stop running until we had passed the dark spot and gotten most of the way back to the settlement.  Russet stopped and panted, dropping the basket on the ground.  The moon had sunk lower in the sky, and I guessed it might be three in the morning.  We had spent half the night going to Alric's camp and back.

I could tell my cuts had swollen.  My pulse pounded through them.  I had taken a beating in the last twenty-four hours.  The deer, and now that horrible owl that I had never suspected would be in the way.  How could a bird have done this to me?  

Russet faced me.  You shouldn't have done that.

What?  I thought.  It was getting late.  I had to get back to the cave before someone woke if they hadn't already.  Attack Alric?  He was about to kill you.

Russet hung his head as if ashamed of this whole thing.

I didn't kill him.  Just hurt him.  

Ebony butted in.  Red saved your life.  

I know she did.  Russet faced me.  Alric will come after us.  He is a very vengeful man.  And now, perhaps a more powerful one.

Russet picked up the basket and continued.  I followed and realized we were passing the pile of bones.  We weren't heading back down to the settlement.  Instead, Russet was taking me back to the cave.

Thanks, I thought.  I still didn't know what I needed in the basket, but I'd trust Gray's judgment on this.  

We walked for another couple of miles and at last, came to the same cave where Macon was still snoring away, and Tate was passed out from exhaustion.  They had no idea where I had gone all night, and I'd have to explain it to the two of them when they woke.

I wasn't sure I wanted to tell Tate I'd attacked a guy, even if it was Alric.  

And I didn't want to tell Macon.  He might decide to put an arrow through my heart.

You can sleep now, Ebony thought.  I hope we will see you again.

The two of them vanished back into the trees before I could thank them again.

I found I was disappointed that they were gone, that I might not get to meet them in human form, ever.

My muscles still sang from the long run through the woods.  I set the basket down next to Tate.  I tried to lie down and close my eyes, putting my body between the basket and the cave entrance, but I couldn't calm down.  I kept watching the darkness and waiting for something to emerge from the underbrush or the trees, but nothing ever came.  Alric and that horrible owl were miles away, and I wasn't sure if they could find the way here.  They must have known we were camping close to the edge of the trail.  

There was no trace of him in the wind.  Him, or the injured owl.

But at last, I closed my eyes.

I ran through the woods, freer than I had ever felt in my life.  There was no one to tell me what to do or that what I was doing was dangerous.  

It had almost been enjoyable.

The pain on my face faded as darkness pulled me into its depths, and at last, I think I fell asleep.

 

* * * * *

 

"Red, why are you on the ground like that?"

Tate shook me, and I woke.  Daylight had come, and I breathed in, but there was very little pain around my nose now.  I rubbed my face with my hand and blinked.  Tate stood above me, leather jacket squeaking as he shook me again.

"I'm awake," I said.  

Macon yawned next to us.  "I'm tired," he said.  "Someone had to keep watch all night.  At least we have only one more day of this."

"Then maybe you can tell us how this basket got back here," Tate said.  He held it up.  "Since you were awake all night."

Macon seized the basket.  "This is a trap."

"It's not," I said.  

But he took it out of the cave as if it were swarming with poisonous spiders.  He checked inside and pulled out the bottle of wine with the knife, but nothing else except a crumbling biscuit.  

"It's fine," I said.  

Macon said nothing.  "You never know here in Fable," he said.  "Alric could have planted something terrible in here."  Then he put on his lecture face.  "Here's what might have happened.  Sometimes, in Fable, animals help out with quests.  It appears to be the case.  Perhaps some fox found our basket and brought it back during the night."

I sat up.  I still wore my red hoodie.  It was the color of blood.  Alric's blood and that deer's blood.  Last night seemed like a distant dream, but I rubbed my nose and discovered a small scratch there, left over from the owl attack.  I was healing fast.  I took a deep breath and couldn't even feel my busted rib anymore.  

On exiting the cave, I searched around for Ebony and Russet but found no trace of them.  They had gone back to the settlement far back in the woods.  Maybe they had even evacuated it.  I couldn't blame them.  Alric was in the area, and he could catch all of them at home if he wanted.  

I didn't want Gray and the others to go dark.

Not like my parents.  My eyes welled thinking about them and what they might have been like before that.  

And today was the day.  I would face my grandmother in a state she had worked her whole life to avoid.

Macon looked down the road and handed the basket to Tate.  "We need to walk several more hours," he said.  "Then we'll be at her cottage.  The forest will get darker and darker on the way there.  We're at the start of the transition zone."

"The what?" Tate asked.  

I shrunk back.  If Macon thought some cute fox had brought back our basket, I would let him believe that.  His vow to defend himself from me if needed still rang through my mind.  

"The border of the dark region.  There's no line on the ground and no sign to tell you when you're in it.  It'll just grow more and more foreboding the farther we go.  Fable is fluid that way.  There are no hard borders anywhere."

And Macon picked up his bow, put it on his back, and led the way.

I linked my hand with Tate's, and he kissed me on the cheek.  I couldn't detect his scent too well now.  I'd been back on two legs for too long.  I didn't bother to remove the red hoodie.  It would continue to follow me until I saw this through.  

I might as well own it.

The morning started out bright, but as we walked, the sky seemed to get more overcast until I swore it was about to rain, but no drops ever came down.  The trees' leaves grew a darker and darker shade of green.  I'd seen this process starting late yesterday, and Macon was right that we were in some transition zone.  A feeling of dread slowly crept in under my stomach, and Tate's hand grew colder in mine.  He might be feeling it, too.  

We were heading right into Alric's lair.  The region that he did have control over.

"Look," I told Tate.  "You can turn back.  I don't want to hurt you when we get to the dark region."  If that dark spot had made me transform, the whole region would for sure.  It could turn me evil.  I could attack Tate, and I'd never deal with myself if that happened.  

He tightened his grip on my hand.  "I'm in this with you.  Besides, I'm not part of this story.  It's time to shake it up a bit."

"But Grandma and I are supposed to be consumed by evil before our curse gets broken," I told him.  "What else could Mary have meant?  And if I don't attack you, Grandma could."

Tate went quiet.  He glanced down at the knife the basket held and pulled it out.  The bone handle looked worse than ever, and the details of the skulls and eyes popped.  Maybe it was because we were getting closer to the dark region.  "This both casts and removes curses," Tate said.  "It freed Macon from his.  Maybe this can work for you, and you don't have to transform anymore."

You are not cursed.  Gray's words rang through my mind.  I'd been born like this.  "I don't know if it's going to happen that way.  Maybe it can reverse the spell of turning evil?"

"Red, if you don't have a curse, I don't know what it is."

I went silent.  Macon didn't even say anything.  I'd expected him to launch into another lecture, but maybe the foreboding sense of doom was keeping him quiet.  I almost missed it.  Things were different today.  

We could all die today.  

Or worse--become Alric's slaves.  

I hoped the guy was injured enough to slow him down and he wouldn't be there when we got to the cottage where Grandma was supposed to live.  

But I knew that was a long shot.

 

* * * * *

 

"This is getting worse," I said.

The forest had taken on a dark green hue, and the sky looked like it was going to open up with rain for sure, but still, no drops came down.  On closer inspection, I realized the color wasn't from clouds at all.  It was the natural color of the sky.  

Some of the trees had turned skeletal, and pale beams of sunlight still managed to make it to the ground in places.  The flowers had grown duller as if we were walking into an area where someone was draining the color.  It still wasn't as bad as the dark spots, but the more we walked, the more the dread feeling rose in my gut.  I didn't like this.  

"I agree," Tate said.  "Even the animals are gone."

All through our journey, we had seen foxes, hares, squirrels, and birds all over the place and not a single one of them had tried to attack us.  Now there was nothing except for some occasional crows and ravens hopping around on the ground or calling to each other in the trees.  I expected to find them feeding on some dead body somewhere, but at least that didn't happen.  I kept rubbing my hands over my arms to make sure no itch was exploding across my skin.  Check.  At least I wasn't in danger of a transformation here because if that happened and this place turned me aggressive, things would go downhill quick.

We passed a couple of tulips growing along the trail.  The red had been leached out of their blossoms as if they were in a TV where someone had turned down the saturation.  A crow landed in the middle of the road, cawed at us, and flew off as if warning us not to go any further.  Macon got out his bow and aimed at it.

"Come on, man," Tate told him.  "It's just a bird."

"Birds can be dangerous in the dark region," Macon said.  "You have to watch out for them."

I said nothing, but I agreed.  I rubbed my nose again, but the small scratch was gone.

A twig snapped somewhere.

Macon turned, bow ready and freaked out.  But at least we had someone with a weapon, even if he was no good at shooting it.  Heck, it might be better if I took the bow.  I'd at least shot those arrows they made us fire at targets in high school.  I might do a better job.

"Something is out there," he said, "and it might be getting closer."

I went silent.  I hated that we had to trust Macon right now, but my senses weren't as sharp as they'd been yesterday.  Perhaps moon phases had to do with how good they were, and they'd continue to wane right along with it.  Still, I searched the forest around us and heard another snap.  There was no other sound.  

And then I spotted a large, dark shape somewhere in the trees.

"There," I said, pointing.

Macon turned and pointed his bow at it.  The blob moved, and I couldn't tell its shape from all the underbrush around it, but it was getting closer.  And bigger.  Yes.  The animal was headed our way for sure.

"It's a boar," Macon said.  "Quick.  Climb a tree.  I'll deal with this.  I've dealt with many boars, and they can be very aggressive.  Especially here."

The boar broke into a run and slowed again.  At last, it emerged onto the road, and Macon still didn't shoot at it.  And then I saw why.

The boar wasn't a threat to us.  It bled in multiple places.  On the back of its head, streaming from a bite wound.  On a leg.  And on its face.  

I winced.  This boar was in no shape to attack us.  It looked up at Macon with big eyes, almost as if begging him to shoot the arrow and end its misery.  It took another step, and collapsed on the road, leaving a blood trail behind it.  Its side heaved up and down in agony.

"It's dying," Macon told us as if we couldn't figure that out.  "I don't think I need to shoot it."

But then something else charged into the clearing.

A dark brown wolf, with hackles raised and red-black eyes.

It wasn't a wolf I had seen before.  It charged the boar, growling and snapping its teeth.  The wolf bit at the boar's back over and over as if trying to inflict as much pain as it could to the animal.  The boar moaned in pain as more open wounds appeared on its back, spurting blood.  Tate and I backed up into the weeds.

Stop, I thought to the wolf.

But it didn't respond.  It raked its claws across the flesh of the boar.  Why wasn't the wolf just going for its throat?  It was the fastest way to kill it and put it out of its misery.  But this wolf was taking its time.  Maybe even enjoying the torture.  Macon stood there, bow raised, not sure when to shoot.  The boar continued to groan.

And was this a regular wolf or a werewolf caught too close to the dark region?  Its eyes weren't as red as the ones on the wolf Alric had enslaved.  This one inhabited the middle ground.

I rushed up to Macon.  The wolf, absorbed in the torture, didn't even notice.  I seized his bow and caught Macon glowering at me.  The weapon was heavy in my hands, but I drew back the arrow and aimed at the boar on the ground.  I let the arrow fly, which pierced the boar's chest with a thunk.  There was one final groan from the animal, and then it went silent.

The wolf stopped and glared at me.

It was almost as if it was saying you spoiled my fun.

Then the wolf stood.  It made no effort to eat its prey.  This wolf had killed it for enjoyment, just as Macon had wanted to kill the deer for its antlers.  

It may or may not attack me.

“Shoot it!” Tate shouted at me.  But I couldn't move.  Macon was silent.  Shaking.  Scared.  I had the idea that he’d never faced an actual evil wolf before.

A low growl sounded in the wolf’s throat.  It didn’t try to communicate with me after that.  I stepped forward.  I might be the only thing keeping this wolf from attacking Tate.  And Macon.  

“Stop,” I said.  “You don’t have to be like this.  If you go down the road the way we came, you’ll feel better.”  

The wolf took one step closer to me, a low rumble sounding from its throat.

And Tate seized my shoulder from behind.

He pulled me back, and I went flying into him.  The wolf jumped, all sharp teeth and claws.  It didn’t care what I was or what any of us were.  It was so crazed that nothing mattered but killing anymore.

The bow snapped, and an arrow flew.  This time Macon’s aim was good.  The wolf jumped over Tate and me and yelped as a point shot right through its hind leg.  Droplets of blood flew as the wolf landed on the other side of us in a heap.  It scrambled to its feet and limped away through the trees, growling the whole way and leaving the dead boar behind.  The air smelled of metal.  Its blood and the wolf’s blood.

“Red—are you okay?” Tate asked.

I stood and brushed myself off.  Tate grimaced.  He’d saved my life.  The wolf hadn’t had any interest in talking to me at all.  It just wanted to tear out my throat.  I couldn’t get the hatred in that creature's eyes out of my head.  

“Here’s the thing,” Macon said.  He was still shaking but going into his lecture mode all over again.  “Light wolves and dark wolves don’t get along.  A wolf that dark isn’t going to care what you are.  It’s best not to approach them at all.”

I was so relieved that I couldn’t feel annoyed with Macon.  But then a horrible thought hit me.  “Where’s my grandmother?” I asked.  “That wasn’t her—was it?”  

My heart broke.  

It could have been.

She’d been even closer to the dark region than this for days.  She would have transformed by now and worse.

“I don’t know,” Macon said.  “That wolf was so far gone that it seems it's hung around the dark region for some time.  Once in a while, dark wolves wander into the border regions to hunt.  Some of them are regular wolves turned dark.  Others are werewolves who have forgotten that they even have a human form.  Both are dangerous.”

“Point taken,” Tate said.  “We should move before it comes back with friends.”

“What about the boar?” I asked.  “It had to die.  We shouldn’t let it go to waste.”

Tate faced me.  “Since when did you get such a taste for meat?”

I shot him a look that wiped the smirk off his face, but I was glad for the joke.  

Macon walked up and tapped the boar with his boot.  It was no longer suffering.  I was glad for that, at least.  “Actually, it’s not a wise idea to eat this.  It could potentially have werewolf saliva in it, which could have some adverse effects on Tate and me.  We need to move on.”

My stomach rumbled, and I forced myself to look away from the body.  Maybe the crows would come down and eat it.  Or the wolves would come back and have an excuse to leave us alone.  I checked the forest to see if Russet and Ebony were out there, but no luck.  They must fear the dark region.  If the place could wipe away their human memories, I didn’t blame them.

But I was going in.

And judging from this, we’d be there in a short time.  The sky had darkened almost to thunderstorm gray.  

Would Grandma know me when I got there?

Or would she try to tear out my throat?  If I hadn’t seen her yet, that was?

 

* * * * *

 

Things didn’t get any better farther down the road.

The road itself grew bumpier, and now grass and weeds grew up from it.  No one maintained it here.   I didn’t think Fable had a road commission and if they did, there was no way they were visiting this place.

The sky got so dark above that I was sure a crack of thunder was going to sound, but it never did.  Instead, an eerie silence fell, only broken by our footsteps and an occasional crow crying out in the distance.  The hares and the foxes had vanished.  They had no place here.  More and more of the trees had vines crawling down them, which only darkened the forest more.  Stagnant ponds of water got more and more common, and the whole place smelled like a swamp.  There were still dark spots here and there, but it was getting harder and harder to tell them apart from the rest of the forest.  We hadn't made it to the dark region yet.  Macon was right that there was no line or sign.  

And my skin itched just a little.  

It was starting.  Great.  The itch wasn’t nearly as intense as it had been in the dark spots, but I knew that wouldn’t last.  

“How much farther?” I asked.  

Macon glanced back at me, and then at a giant, split log with some creepy white mushrooms growing out of it.  The things spelled death.  “Maybe twenty minutes.  We’re almost there.  Your grandmother’s cottage is set far back from the road in a clearing with some oak trees growing around it.”

I thought of her wanting to get away from the pack.  “Was this area always so dark?”

“No.  It used to be a light area.  I’m sure your grandmother wouldn’t have hidden in a place like this if it was this gross at the time,” Macon said.  “But Alric made her come back, now that he’s managed to turn the place darker.”

For once, he wasn't too annoying.  A bit of sweat had formed on his brow even though it was cooling down without the sun.  I couldn’t make it out in the sky anymore.  

My grandmother had inhabited this cottage in her past lives.  She had spent her life avoiding it.  I imagined a low, sad building in disrepair even worse than the witch’s house.  I had Tate hand me the basket.  

It was almost time to see this story through and make it end the right way, whatever that was.  We had to save Grandma and me from the grasp of turning dark.  I could think of no other thing that would work here.

I checked inside the basket for the knife.  Check.  The wine.  Also, check.  There was one lone, crumbling biscuit left, but I had no desire to eat it.  Mary had packed those as snacks.

But I was getting ravenous again.  I’d had nothing except for deer meat since yesterday.  I offered Tate the biscuit.  

“No, thanks,” he said.  “Maybe you should eat.”

My senses were beginning to sharpen again.  I could make out the tiny inflections of Tate’s voice.  I could smell the fear pumping through him.  Tate was scared of me attacking him. I hated that thought, so I made him feel better by eating the biscuit.  It was dry and tasteless now.  “Buttery,” I joked.

Tate smiled.  “When we get back to the other world, let’s go to the Universal Studios park instead of Disney World, okay?”

“Okay.”  That sounded awesome.  Never mind that I had no idea how we were going to get back.  I couldn’t ask Alric if we could borrow his magic mirror.  

But at least in the other world, I could suppress this whole wolf thing.  Grandma and I had done it for years.  It would take more kale and seaweed and vegan dinners.  More avoiding Halloween and going out at night and fighting our migraines.  I could forget all about it and so could Tate.  He didn’t deserve to get dragged into something so weird.  

A wave of sadness washed over me.  

I’d be going back to that sheltered, tiny life.  

And if I ever had kids, I’d have to inflict the same on them.  

I’d have to become Grandma.  If we even got back.  

“Tate—are you okay with this?” I asked.

“With what?” 

My heart pounded.  “With me not being a normal person.”

Tate smiled.  “You didn’t hear me saying we should make more trips?  Of course, I’m okay with this.  Well, with the times that you’re, you know, a person.  During the times you're not, we’re going to have to take breaks.  But just temporary ones.”

Relief coursed through me.  “I plan to be a person as much as I can.  Trust me.”  But even as I said it, I thought of Russet and Ebony.  They were such free spirits.  Nobody told them what to do.  They lived out in the wild, with no crazy rules or restrictions.  They didn't worry about appearance all the time.  

They'd been a breath of fresh air.

Macon walked ahead of us and then held up a hand to say stop.

We did.  Tate and I stayed close together.  The swamp smell grew stronger than ever, and Macon kept staring ahead.

I looked.  My vision was sharpening, and I saw what had caught Macon's attention.

There was a smaller path veering off this one.  A single, pale ray of sunshine illuminated the entrance as if trying to tell us where to go.  I didn’t get where the sun could be coming from with the sky so dark.  It was the weirdest illusion I’d ever seen.

“That’s the way to the cottage,” Macon said at last.  “We should proceed with caution.”

“That way?” I asked.  The trees were even thicker surrounding the path, and I couldn’t see where it led.  Macon had said the house was far back from the road.  Alric had taken my grandmother far from help.  From anyone else.  He would expect us to take the path of least resistance to the cottage.  “You know what?" I asked.  "We should take the hardest possible way to get there.  Alric will expect us to waltz down that path and into whatever trap he has set up.”

Macon whirled around and held up a finger.  “Here’s the thing,” he said.  “The path is the safest possible way to get there.  There are poisonous things in these woods.  Thorns grow through here all the time, and it’s tough to get through.”

“Shut up,” I said.  "Enough with this 'here's the thing' crap.  Your judgment has helped us make great progress so far.  And I thought you were the master hunter.  You've been in these woods, right?  You've hunted here.  If anyone knows a better way around that Alric won't expect, it'll be you, right?"

"I agree with Red," Tate added.  "We need a different way around, and you're going to stay quiet about it.  You're going to stay quiet, period."

Macon opened his mouth like he wanted to argue some more, then closed it.  We were winning on one front, at least.

"We all need to work together," I said.  "It's my grandmother in there.  I'm going after her.  This way."

I turned towards the woods, and the itching got a bit worse all over my body.  The transformation was getting closer the longer I stayed in this border area, but it wasn't imminent.  If I waited here too long, it would be, and I didn't want it to happen this close to the dark region.  

I might hurt Tate and Macon.

But still, I walked towards the woods.

"Red," Macon said in a tone that said stop.  

I didn't listen to him.  It hadn't gotten us very far.  Tate followed me as I stepped onto the moist, smelly ground.  

I was getting over my fear.  

There was a whole world out there, and I wanted off the narrow path.  

It was like the ground in the dark spot I had walked through before.  Just as rank.  Just as swampy.  Huge tree roots rose out of the earth and more of those white mushrooms grew out of rotting logs.  We had entered a place of rot.  Why would my grandmother have ever settled here in her past lives?

It might not have been so bad before.  I had a feeling it wasn't.

Macon had shut up.  We walked in silence along the path, and it wasn't fun.  It was tempting to get on its raised, dry ground, but I knew better.  We had to dodge around huge puddles of water and even a full pond, which took us five minutes to figure out how to do so without falling in.  Macon was right about one thing.  The path went far back from the road.

Or this forest could be going dark because it knew my story was about to end that way.  

I shoved that thought out of my mind.

The minutes dragged out.  The itching across my skin didn't get any worse, but it got no better.  Or it was getting worse so slowly that I didn't notice and my transformation would creep up on me.  This place wasn't entirely dark.  I could still spot a few rays of sunlight here and there, and some of them had some gold left.  

Maybe there was some hope for my grandmother.

Then I heard something.

Footsteps.

Human footsteps.

I grabbed Tate's arm.  "Someone's coming down the path," I said.

He stared at me funny.  Tate couldn't hear it yet.

"I believe you," he said, and the three of us ducked in some underbrush.

I could see through a small opening in the thorny bush, right past some raspberries that looked too red for comfort.  

It was the Watchers, all parading right down the path towards the road.  The man in the tan shirt and the security guard.  Behind them walked the other four Watchers, including the man who'd been behind the hotel counter.  They talked in low voices among themselves, and Grandma wasn't with them.

They had stashed her somewhere, in that case.

Or they didn't want to be around her right now.  

"It's been hours," the man in the tan shirt said.  I could barely hear him.  "She has to show up sometime today."  

And the guy in the tan shirt held a sword.  The security guard, a bow.  These people were armed and ready to deal with us.  

"I'm not staying back there," the guard said.  "I don't care what he says.  We'll be dead if we do."

I looked right at Macon.  If we'd taken the path, we would have run right into them.  He just shrugged.  I was sure he'd have some other excuse later.  He always had to be right.

They vanished down the path and towards the main road.  

Grandma was close.  The Watchers were expecting us.  I wondered how.  Maybe Alric sent messages back and forth with his owl or something.  Or he had some magic mirror that could communicate with them.

Once I didn't hear their footsteps anymore, I got up.  "Come on," I said.  The itching was still there all over me, and it might be a little worse, but it was nowhere near the level it had been outside the witch's hut.  "They don't know we're taking this way."

Macon said nothing.  The time for arguing was over.  

We had to go around another pond, and while we were walking around it, I brushed up against a cluster of those white mushrooms that were growing on the trunk of a dying tree.  They burned a bit when they touched my skin, and I moved past them quickly.  I hoped nothing ever tried to eat those.

And then I spotted it.

A low house, with a yellow thatch roof and surrounded by ancient trees.  

It was a bright, clean house in a clearing up ahead, right where the path ended.  Flowers grew in clay pots in the windows, and they were gorgeous and happy.  The trees around the house were greener than the ones around us, and the grass even appeared mowed.  Red brick made up the home and showed no signs of erosion.

A sense of familiarity washed over me.  Macon and Tate stopped, trying to see what I could.  They must have because at last Macon said something.

"That's her house.  I remember this from a few years ago.  It was empty at the time, and the flowers weren't there.  And it looked much older."

"Do light spots exist?" I asked.  It was the closest thing I could imagine to one.

"I don't know," Macon said.  "This might be a trick that Alric is pulling.    When I was here, the windows were broken, for one thing, and the brick was almost brown.  It's a glamour that Alric has cast.  He wants you to go in there, relaxed."

"Then he's been here," I said, chest constricting.  

"Possibly."  Macon looked at me with a look of sympathy, his first ever.  "However, it might have been before your grandmother got brought here.  Alric was behind us much of the time during our journey."

"We have to keep some hope," Tate said.

What did we do if I walked in there and my grandmother was dark?  I didn't want to see her as a wolf, even less a snarling one with red eyes.  Macon might have to shoot at her.  He might have to hurt her, and she might also try to attack me.  

But still, I pressed on, steeled for whatever was to come.  "Come on," I said.  "Let's go in there before those Watchers come back."


Chapter Twelve

 

 

I looked everywhere before I dared step into the light of the cottage's yard.

It appeared mowed, all right, like that guy's lawn down the street from my grandmother who kept it perfect all year long.  Even my grandmother had never maintained anything this perfect.  Something was wrong here. 

The grass sure felt real under my shoes.  Smelled real.  Whatever magic was at work here was light magic.  I felt the air for any trace of that sharp power that Alric radiated, but there was none.  A bluebird landed close to us, pecked the ground, and took off again.  The cottage had tulips planted all around it along with lines of daisies, none of them with a hint of darkness.  There wasn't even a single dandelion here.

And the door was closed and the curtains of the cottage drawn.

"Do we go in through the front door?" Tate asked.  "I'm going in there right along with you."

Macon held his bow up.  "I see no other or quieter way to enter.  Do you?"

"Down the chimney?" Tate asked.

"That ends badly for a wolf in another story," Macon said.  "The chimney is out, with Red here and all.  I'm not sure if stories can cross with each other.  Though I do think that stove back there was from another one."

"The front door, then," I said.  

Tate handed me the basket.  "You might need this," he said.  "It could be important.  Mary wouldn't have sent this if it wasn't."

I took the basket from him.  It was heavy with the bottle inside.  It had some importance.  

And I walked towards the front door.

I didn't dare knock.   No one would answer.  No one I wanted to see, anyway.  But the wooden door came right open.

I about dropped the basket.

The inside of the cottage wasn't what I expected at all.  Instead of some rustic place, this was--

"Your house," Tate muttered.

He was right.  Glass windows.  White carpet.  The lavender couch and even the television waited in the living room.  I stepped out of the cottage and studied it from the outside, but it looked the same as it did when we approached.  I peered back inside.  It was the weirdest illusion I'd ever seen.  All the glass windows seemed to look out on my yard back home, too.  There was no dark forest surrounding this.  Even the fridge hummed in the kitchen that shouldn't be.

"What is this?" Macon asked, trying to squeeze into the doorway.  "I've never seen a building like this."

"We'll tell you later," Tate said. 

For once, he didn't know everything.  "This is a trap," I said, backing out.  At the same time, I was tempted to go inside and check for Grandma.  But Alric must have something to do with this.  He'd cast a spell to make this appear familiar to me, to lure me in.  Maybe he even wanted to make me think this was a way back to the other world.  

"I agree," Macon said.  "It is.  You should let me go in there first."  He held up his bow.  

I swallowed.  "I need to go in there first.  It's the story.  We don't want to mess with it."

"Alric already has," Macon said.  He was as serious as ever.  "We need something he doesn't expect.  And that's me going in first."

"And getting yourself killed," Tate said.  "You don't want that."

I glanced down the hall to where Grandma's bedroom was.  

She was there.  

Waiting.

I took a first bold step into the house.  I wasn't sure what to do, so I held the basket close.  I hoped I knew what to do when the time came.

And meanwhile, the itch grew a bit more intense.  This place wasn't light at all.  It was just as dark as the rest of it.  The light was a lie.  So was the carpet and the TV and even the scene outside.

Footsteps crept in behind me.  Grandma's bedroom door stayed shut.  My pulse raced in my ears, and I could smell Tate's coppery fear again, and Macon's bark and armpits smell.  We were all nervous.  

I reached the door.

Paused and took in a breath.

I pushed the door open just a tiny bit.

It creaked, giving away its real age, even though the door never made noise in the other world.  Grandma's lavender bedcovers came into view along with her pink curtains.  Sunlight streamed in through them, casting the bed in a glow of the same color.

The blankets were pulled over a large, sleeping form in the bed, completely covering it.  The shape wasn't right.  Not for Grandma.  A low, scary breath came from under the sheet.

Macon gulped.  He raised his bow next to me.

"Don't shoot," I whispered.  I set the basket down on the ground, not sure why.  Then I took out the knife just in case.  I wanted something in my hand.  Anything.  The itch still covered my body, but I was nowhere close to changing yet.  A migraine hadn't even started.  

For a second, I wanted it to happen.  I could defend myself better in the other shape.

With the knife raised and Macon at my back, I approached the bed, but then Tate pushed in front of me, grabbed the cover, and pulled it back.

The sight was just as horrible as I'd imagined.

No.  Worse.

The wolf lying there in the middle of the bed was the same one who had attacked the boar that morning.  The dark brown one.  

Complete with eyes more red than black and an arrow wound in its leg that had already started to heal.  

I backed away and so did Tate, ramming into me.  The wolf lifted its head.  

Growled.  

There was no other communication.  The wolf stood on all four legs and glared at me with so much hatred that it withered my heart.

It wasn't her.  Not Grandma.  It couldn't be.  

The wolf opened its mouth, revealing all its teeth.  They were sharp.  Very white, almost unused.  Its brown fur stood on its back, and I wanted to scream at Macon to shoot.  But the wolf jumped off the bed before I could and stretched as if some spasm had seized its entire body. 

Tate and I backed into the wall.  The wolf grew in size, fur retracting into the skin, and I held my breath.  It stood taller, molding into the figure of a human, and on the other side of a blink, a man stood there.

A man in a red and black robe with the hood pulled over his face.

He reached up.  Dropped his hood, which collapsed around his shoulders.

It was Alric himself.  

He trembled like he was in some internal struggle.  The man stared me down with just as much loathing as he had in wolf form.

I didn't understand.  Alric wasn't--

He took a step towards us.  Macon dropped his bow.  I still clutched the knife, but what good would it do me against the most powerful magician in Fable?  

"See what you've done to me?" he asked.  "What you have taken from me?"

I tried to smash into the wall, but it was no use.  Macon made no effort to pick up his bow.  He could shoot Alric right now.  But either Macon couldn't move, or he was too terrified to attempt.  Stilt had said something about Alric freezing you. 

"See?" Alric roared in my face.  The cave smell hit me, and the cold magic wrapped around me, then wavered again.  The magician trembled.  Alric was having trouble controlling it.  "Don't you understand, girl?"

"Understand what?" I managed.

Alric stepped back, not taking his gaze off me.  He reached up and tapped his shoulder, his injured one.  Then, disgusted that I still didn't get it, he rolled up the sleeve of his robe along with the sleeve of a red shirt that he wore underneath.  

The bite marks were still there, pink and angry and healing.  

Tate faced me.  "You bit this guy?"

Alric yanked his sleeve back down as if ashamed of it.  "You gave me your disease," he snarled in my face.  "Even I, an experienced shapeshifter, cannot resist it and the effects of the dark region."  He lifted a fist and showed all his teeth.  "I will not be a simple beast!"

I wanted to throw up.  I had caused this.

"Where is my grandmother?" I asked.

"She's run away," Alric said.  "I was going to allow the two of you to serve me and invite you into my ranks, but that's changed now.  You've destroyed my life.  I will tear out your throat.  Or better yet, I will make you tear out your gentleman friend's throat first.  I'll give you a few moments to regret what you've done, to feel the evil taking over your body before I destroy you."

Tate backed away.  This plan was why they wanted him.  He was here to turn me bad.

The cold magic wrapped around me and the horrible itch spread across my body.  Alric was forcing me to transform.  A migraine exploded across my face.  The magician trembled as he held his transformation back and the magic wavered again.  He was losing concentration.   A bit of hair sprouted on his face, then retracted again.  

I could move.  I grabbed Tate's hand and dodged out of the room, pushing past Macon.  Macon picked up his bow and fired a shot.  The arrow hit something with a thunk.  

The pain faded, but the itch stayed as bad as ever.  Tate and I stopped in the kitchen to wait for Alric.

A growl sounded from the bedroom, and I knew Alric had lost control again.  He would destroy us all.  It was my fault.

Macon bolted down the hallway, bow in hand.  His face had lost all color.  He'd closed the bedroom door, but claws scraped against it.  Growling cut over everything.  Alric couldn't use magic in that form, but he didn't need to.  

"We need to go," Macon said.

"But my grandmother!"  It would do no good to go without her.  She must still be alive and not all the way dark.  The whole forest--and I--would have gone dark if she had died.  

"We can't look for her now," Macon said.  "Alric said she ran off."

The clawing got worse on the door.  Alric had lost his ability to use doorknobs.  He'd break out soon.  Even if we got out of here, he'd hunt us down.  

He might even kill my grandmother.  

And then he would win. 

I gulped.  "We need to fight Alric."  My headache was creeping back.  Alric's magic had brought me closer to the change.  He couldn't turn me evil while in wolf form, could he?

Tate got in front of me and grabbed my arms.  "You're not thinking about it.  Please say no."  Behind him, Alric rammed into the bedroom door.

It cracked. 

"It's the only chance we have."  I handed Tate the knife.  "You need to cut Alric.  It should remove his curse.  And then Macon needs to kill him."

Macon reached for his ax.  He said nothing.  Tate hesitated.

My migraine intensified.  I might not survive this.  

And then the world blurred together and every sound exploded in my ears.  

It was upon me.  The change.  

Joints popped.  Pain rippled.  Tate shouted something.  I fell to my knees and dropped the knife.  A blob that might have been Tate picked it up.  

The world snapped back into place, and the house was taller around me.  The cracking sound exploded from the door as I took a step forward, getting used to my legs.  I was smaller than Alric.  Less fierce.  More crazed.  He'd been in this semi-dark area for longer than me.  

I looked up at Tate and Macon.  They held their weapons ready, and Macon swallowed.  I nodded to tell them that I had this, but I wasn't sure.

The door splintered down the hall, and a dark brown wolf snout came out.  A scent like burning wood came out with it.  Alric's rage.  It mixed with Tate's fear and made a smell that I would never forget.

The snout retracted, and another thump sounded, and then the door fell right off its hinges.  Alric, the wolf, jumped through and a bit of blood seeped out on his snout.  He faced us.  His eyes had turned even redder.  Soon he would forget he also had a human form and that he was the magician who wanted all of Fable.  But he would be no less dangerous.

And he walked towards us, step by step.

Macon backed up a bit.  Alric was expecting me to make the first move.  It was there in his eyes.  They were bloodthirsty.  He wouldn't kill me fast.  I would be like the boar, suffering while he tortured it.  

And then Alric lost all control and lunged.

I moved out of the way and let him slide across the linoleum and into the fridge.  He rammed into it so hard that the door popped open and a package of kale fell to the floor.  Alric stood there and shook his head while Tate held the knife out, drawing closer.  But Alric turned his head and faced him.  Growled.

I took the chance.  I leaped at Alric and snapped at the back of his neck.  My teeth found flesh and Tate jumped back as Alric thrashed, trying to throw me off.  Macon shouted at me to move, but I couldn't.  Already the darkness of this area crept into me.  It made me want to snap and keep my grip.  Alric had done something terrible to my grandmother.  He needed to pay.

Alric growled and raked his claws on the kitchen floor.  He thrashed so hard that I couldn't keep my grip.  He was bigger than me, almost twice my size.  I flew back, sliding against the floor, and Tate moved in with the knife.  He stabbed, but Alric recovered just in time and closed his jaws around his forearm.

Tate swore and dropped the knife.  Blood leaked out.  The smell filled the room.  He was going to kill my boyfriend.  Going to tear his arm right off.  I jumped, landing on Alric's back again, and he let go of Tate's arm.  Macon shoved Tate out of the way, and blood dripped.  Tate seethed.  I snapped at Alric again, but he thrashed so hard that I couldn't land another bite.  I fell off and landed on my side.  Alric swiped at me with a massive paw and pain streaked across my nose.  

And then he focused all his attention on me. 

The world became all growling and canines and fur and blood.  Tate's cries grew far away.  Alric swiped at me again, and the world exploded, then went black.

Joints popped.  More pain spread through my body.  My shape was changing again, back to human form.  Sounds amplified and Tate's cries of pain mixed in with cursing and Macon telling him to keep the pressure on the wound.  Alric growled.  I'd been knocked out for a second, knocked out as I had with the deer.

No, I thought.

I needed my wolf form right now.

Alric leaped on me.  Claws dug into my shoulders.  I was dead.  I blinked and saw nothing but red eyes over me.  It was death.  It was evil and agonizing and bloody.

Glass shattered.

And then another form rammed into Alric from the side.

A lighter colored wolf, smaller than him but just as fierce.

Alric yelped and toppled away from me.  The second wolf snapped at him while Macon and Tate dodged out of the way.  I must be dreaming.  Maybe I was dead already, and this was just my brain shutting down.

But I climbed back into full consciousness, aware of the throbbing across my nose.  I was alive.  The pain meant life.  

And the two wolves wrestled: one dark brown and the other grayish-blond.  The gray-blond wolf was smaller, with eyes halfway between red and black.

It was Grandma.  

It had to be.  

I sat upright when Alric bucked her off in his craze.  She landed against a chair and yelped.  He turned his attention back to me and leaped again.  Macon ran forward with his ax, but slipped on some blood on the floor and went down.  Grandma struggled to her feet, and the weight of the wolf landed on me again.  I held up an arm to defend myself, but he bit right into it, bringing his teeth down with so much force that I felt my bones crack.

There was no pain.  Only shock.  I wouldn't live long enough for the pain to register.  I flailed around as Tate screamed my name and appeared above me, beating at the wolf with his fists.  He was just as injured as I.  

My hand met bone and iron.

The knife.

I wrapped my hand around it and jabbed it right into Alric's side as hard as I could.

He yelped and fell away.

I got up, cradling my arm.  It was hanging at a strange angle.  Alric turned in a circle on the floor, trying to dislodge the knife from his side with his teeth, but it was no use.  Dust rose from him.  Then smoke curled up from his wound.  The blade fell away as his skin peeled back, revealing black and red underneath--the colors of his robe.  

His wolf skin crumbled and fell away, turning to dust.

And Alric was left lying there, curled up into a ball like a baby.  He was out.  Unconscious.  The knife with the bone handle was lying next to him without so much as a trace of blood.

I had removed his curse.  

I stood there, arm hanging at a strange angle just under my elbow, with blood seeping out and dripping onto the floor.  Shock overtook me.  Macon rushed over and opened kitchen drawers until he found one with Grandma's towels.  He took one out and wrapped it around my arm, then tossed one to Tate.  Behind us, Grandma growled.  She advanced on the unconscious Alric like she was about to tear out his throat, then stopped.  

She looked up at me.  

"Don't kill him," I begged her.  "He's human now.  You'll turn dark."

Grandma turned away and took another step towards him.  I lunged forward and grabbed her by her shoulder blades.  It was no easy feat.  My busted arm screamed, and I dropped the towel.  "No!" I shouted.  "I'm sorry I went to Disney World.  I am.  Let's get you out of here before the Watchers get back and then Macon's going to shoot Alric.  We're almost rid of him."

"Actually," Macon said, advancing.  "I don't know if arrows will kill this man.  He's too powerful.  King Henrik was immortal due to all the gold and magic that he had and now that Alric has all of that--"

"Just shoot him!" Tate shouted.  "Then we need to go!"

Macon trembled. 

Pulled an arrow back and let it fly.

It plunged into Alric's chest with a sickening sound.  Alric gagged and then thrashed on the floor, still unconscious but in pain.  His cold magic flared as he rolled over and grasped at the arrow in his chest.  Did the man have a heart?  

I didn't want to stay to find out.  I grabbed the knife and turned away.  I couldn't watch this.  

Grandma seemed satisfied.  She turned away and led me back towards the door.  Why wouldn't Grandma talk to me?  She could.  I knew she understood me.  

I grabbed the towel off the floor and wrung it back around my ruined arm.  It would heal.  I knew it would.  But Tate had a matching injury, and he was human.  His wouldn't stitch itself up anytime soon.

Or would it?

Macon looked ready to throw up.  We piled out the front door and onto the perfect lawn.  It was wavering now, and I caught flashes of tall grass and prickly weeds.  Alric's magic was going haywire.  He might be dying.  Or not.  

But we had to leave.  Grandma bounded across the lawn and towards the trees as if she didn't want us to see her this way.  She was partly dark.  We had to get her back to the light region and out of the border area.  

"Wait!" I shouted at her.  "Come with us.  Please.  I'm sorry."

She stopped and faced me.

A bit more black crept into her eyes.  

"I know why you did all those things you did," I told her, running to catch up.  I tried to ignore the horrendous pain in my arm, but it was hard.  The sleeve of my hoodie was bloody.  Torn.  The itch was returning, too, but I didn't fear it anymore.  There was nothing I could do about it, anyway.  "And I still love you."

She stood there.  I waited for her voice to echo in my mind, but it never did.  

She was ashamed of this.  She always had been, and that wasn't going to change.

I turned to Macon.  "I think we need that sleeping draught.  She needs that."  It would make her change back.  I needed to speak to her.  

Macon nodded and ran back to the cottage.  He must not have run into any problems with Alric, because he came back out seconds later, basket in hand.  "Alric's still," Macon said.  "He might be dead after all.  We should have her drink this, and then we'll take her back into the light region."

But Grandma was turning away again, stalking back into the forest, head lowered.

She felt like a failure.  Like she had screwed up and let me down.

"Stop," I begged, trailing after her.  I didn't know what would happen to her if she just wandered around.  "It's okay.  I know it's not, but it is.  I'm just glad to have you back."

And then she finally spoke.

I only wanted you to have the life I always wanted.  But instead, I made you live in prison.

She continued walking.  I had to stop her.  "Grandma--I told you it's okay.  I don't blame you for doing what you did.  You knew Alric was here and that he'd come after us.  You did the right thing.  All this was just the story catching up with us."

I wanted you to have the life of an ordinary girl.  One I never had.

"I never did."

And she stopped and looked at me again.  The red fought against the black in her eyes.  

Could I go back to that prison made of kale and glass?  That world without anything wild?  

The thought was unbearable now.  

"And this is okay.  I had a good adventure here."

And besides, I could think of no way out of Fable right now.  Tate was here with me.  

I think I need to sleep for a bit.

Grandma walked towards me.  Macon uncorked the wine bottle with the knife, and the bitter smell came out.  I could see the grimace in Grandma's eyes.  

Macon leaned down.  Let the red liquid pour.  Grandma lapped it up, lay down, and closed her eyes.  She breathed slowly, and I sat down next to her.

"We had better go," Macon said.  "As soon as she changes back, we'll need to carry her.  Tate and I should make a blanket sling so she can sleep while we get her out of here."

The itching grew a bit worse again.  The change was trying to creep back, but the fear was gone.  Alric might be dead.    I had no reason to obey anymore, to stay on the narrow little trail.  My story had finished the way it should.

I was free.

Macon took his ax out and ran back inside the cottage.  Tate shuffled closer to me.  Grandma grew more relaxed and breathed more slowly.  

"You know," he said.  "I got bit."

"I know you did.  Your sleeve looks horrible."

He held it up.  Blood had crusted around the tatters of his leather sleeve.  His steampunk jacket.  "I'm sure the elf guy can fix that.  But I got bit."

Then I realized.  "Oh.  But we have that curse removing dagger.  You should be okay."  My arm wasn't pounding as much as before.  The healing process had already started.  I was glad for it.

"Well, as long as we're here in Fable, I don't want to have to take breaks from us being together all the time.  I'll think about it once we find a way back to the other world."

"You're saying you don't want us to take off the curse."  

But before Tate could say anything else, Macon returned with the blanket.  "Let's get her on," he said.  "We're going to take turns carrying her out of here."  He set the blanket on the ground just as Grandma's shape started to change.  She had fallen asleep.  In seconds she would be the Grandma I knew.

"Is Alric dead?" Tate asked him, clutching his injured arm.

Macon paused.  

"Well, is he dead?" I asked.

Macon shook his head.  "I don't know.  I rechecked the kitchen, and he wasn't there."

 

* * * * *

 

We headed back towards the lighter areas, leaving the false cottage and the darker parts of the forest behind.  It was slow going, carrying Grandma while she slept away on the makeshift hammock and we almost dropped her a few times, but she remained out.  Perhaps this was why Mary had supplied the sleeping draught.

For Grandma's sanity.

The woods got brighter and more green the farther we went.  I hoped Grandma would wake up soon.  Walk on her own.  Talk.

But what would she say?  

Grandma and I had a lot of fixing to do either way.  

Tate kept his arm cradled as we walked.  He managed a smile at me once in a while.  Grandma got heavy, and we took turns carrying her.  She slept more peacefully now, and the sun got brighter and brighter.  

Where would I go now?

And then I spotted a lone wolf standing in the middle of the road ahead as if welcoming us out of the border region.  Her eyes were black and soft.  When she spotted Grandma on the blanket, they lit up with joy.  

It was Gray.  

And this was a reunion.

Gray bounded forward, and Macon jumped back, reaching for his bow.

"Stop," I told him.  "This wolf isn't evil.  Only the ones with red eyes are evil.  You don't need to shoot at any more of them."  Macon said nothing and went still.  

We set Grandma down, and Gray sniffed her, then gave her lots of sloppy wolf kisses.  Grandma groaned and turned her head away.

You've brought back my sister, Gray thought.  Her words swelled with more gratitude than I could imagine.  You're both safe.

I struggled to hold the tears back.  Alric might have gotten away.  Macon shot him, but he vanished.  

Of course, he did.  Until his story catches up with him, Alric will continue to live.  Mary knows this.

I let my mouth fall open, shocked that Mary and Gray knew each other.  

But that is not for you to worry about, Gray said.  Your story is over.  You are free.  Russet and Ebony have been looking forward to seeing you again.

Free.

Grandma had no reason to hide things from me now.  We were in Fable, and the truth was out.  Until we found some magic mirror--and I had the feeling it would take a while--we were going to stay here.  But what if Grandma wanted to go back to the kale-eating, safe life she'd put us through?  

I had a feeling I'd say no.  

Exhaustion overtook me, and I leaned against Tate, limbs shaking.  If it hadn't been for Russet and Ebony, I wouldn't be here right now.  We might all be dead.  No.  We would all have died, with our throats ripped out by Alric.  And Alric would be a raging beast, unstoppable.  

And I found that I did want to see them again.  And I would.  

And on the blanket, Grandma continued to snore.

Come on, Gray said.  Let's get her home.  See if we can't give her the chance to come around.

Tate and I picked up Grandma again and followed Gray off the trail.
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Chapter One

 

 

"Someone stole the fetal pigs."

Mr. Godfrey walked into the classroom, dingy lab coat hanging over his body.  He sucked in a slow breath and continued.  "We will not be doing our planned dissection lab today.  Instead, we will need to do a special assignment to keep up with our curriculum."

I shifted in my seat.  

A special assignment.  It couldn't be good.  It never was.  

I hated Mr. Godfrey's fifth-hour Zoology class.

I didn't hate any other class more.

It wasn't the homework, the smell of formaldehyde or even the aquariums scattered around the room.  It wasn't the creatures ranging from harmless beetles all the way up to the foot-long millipede that inhabited a tank very close to my desk.  

The problem was Mr. Godfrey and Shorty, who I had to work with in lab today.

Shorty scooted his chair closer to me and grinned.  The guy was annoying, and he always managed to hang around my locker at the end of the school day, standing in a creepy manner while I deposited my books.

"Hey, Candice," he said, sliding his chair another inch towards mine.  He was close to violating my personal space.  "How are you today?"  He flashed his trademark grin.  Shorty was the guy who would manage to smile in an apocalypse.  It was all he'd done since moving here six months ago.

"Fine," I told him.  "Dissecting stuff isn't my thing, though."  Shorty might try to touch my thigh.  Ew.  My skin crawled.  

"It's not mine, either," Aimee said from behind us.  "I need one more science credit, and I can graduate and get the heck out of here."

Pencils tapped and backpacks zipped open as people took out their books.  Nobody looked thrilled about whatever was coming.  One guy in the back was sleeping, and a girl I didn't know was texting.  Mr. Godfrey was great at keeping the class engaged.  Not.

"But dissecting things is fun!" Shorty said.  Sarcasm?  I could never tell.  He shifted and pulled at his black jeans.  His palms were damp with sweat.  Maybe he was trying to pull my leg after all.

"Are you sure?" I asked.  "Your happy mask isn't holding up right now."  It was the first time I'd ever seen Shorty drop his act.

"I have a reputation I need to keep up," he whispered to me, smiling again.  "As I said.  It'll be fun!"

"I don't think cutting open things that should have had a chance to live qualifies as a joyous activity."  I thought of the fetal pigs we were supposed to take apart, and a bitter taste rose in my mouth.  I didn't get why someone would steal them, except for use in some sick prank.  We'd find them hanging from the school sign tomorrow.

Shorty turned away and closed his Zoology book.  His brown hair was slick and wet from hanging by the door at lunch, telling everyone how great the rain was.  Shorty tapped his pencil on his desk, and his grin faded for a second.  Yeah.  He was nervous about the lab and not hiding it well.

Had he stolen the pigs?

"We will have to resort to Plan B today," Mr. Godfrey said in his best monotone.  He shuffled around to the storage room behind his desk.  The rain roared, and thunder crashed.  The whole room was dark and gray except for the dim lights coming from fish tanks.  Shorty shifted in his seat but grinned again when he caught me staring.  

"Dude, are you always this happy?"  Chris asked.  "Go frolic in the rain or something."

"Sure!" Shorty said, getting up from his desk and pretending to skip a few paces to the door.  He studied the storage room door to make sure Mr. Godrey wasn't coming back out.  But then he caught a glimpse of our teacher's backside sticking out of the doorway, scrambled to his desk, and sat down.  

I watched the clock on the wall.

Plan B couldn't be as bad as dissecting a fetal pig--right?

I hoped that our dissection lab would go quick.  I wished I was assigned to work with Aimee-or better yet, Josh on the other side of the room.  That guy was serious eye candy.

But Shorty?  I always wondered if he was half accordion.  My lab partner looked almost smashed.  Of course, his appearance didn't factor into my opinion of him.  I would not be shallow just because I had the rich dad.  I didn't want to be the squeamish one, either.  I sat up and tried to look relaxed.  

Mr. Godfrey emerged from the storage room, belly first.  He held a terrarium full of frogs.

Amazingly, his horrible breath hadn't killed them, considering that he had his face almost smashed onto the mesh lid.  The frogs were alive.  Hopping.  One of them stood against the glass wall, pawing at it with its green hands.  It croaked as if it were pleading for help.

My stomach turned over.  

We were going to dissect live animals.

Mr. Godfrey cleared his throat and spoke in the monotone that he reserved for every occasion, including yelling.  Our teacher was the opposite of Shorty.  "We are investigating the fetal pig incident," he informed us, placing the aquarium on his desk.  "I needed to procure another lab for you today.  Thankfully, our supplier made a strange mistake today and we got a delivery of frogs a couple of hours ago.  We haven't done this lab at our school for a long time, but it is still perfectly legal.   This will fulfill our dissection requirement.  We will be doing a vivisection of these frogs with the help of an online tutorial video which I will start shortly.  There are enough of them for every table."

Aimee gagged.  "Live frogs?"

Josh frowned.  "Isn't there some law against that?  That's animal cruelty."

"There has to be," I said.  At least I wasn't the most squeamish person here.  Poor Aimee was taking on a pallor.  The texting girl had pocketed her phone.  People shifted in squeaky chairs.  Becca whispered to her partner. 

Mr. Godfrey showed no emotion.  He faced the class, and that one frog kept pawing at the edge of the tank, trying to escape.  I couldn't stop watching it.  "We must keep up with our curriculum.  It is quite simple.  We will use pins to hold the frogs in place while we make our incisions down their undersides."

"There has to be some law against this," Aimee said.  "It would be one thing if the frogs were already dead."

"We can't kill them first?" I asked.  "You know--with some gas or something?"  I was too grossed out.  An urge to get up and leave the room washed over me, and I started to get out of my chair.

Shorty spoke.  "There are laws, but they don't cover frogs or rats or things like that."  He tried to smile, but all the color had gone from his cheeks.  What was with him?  He couldn't be that desperate to maintain a reputation that wasn't even worth keeping.

"Shorty is right," Mr. Godfrey said.  "What we are doing is legal.  Shorty, can you pass out the pins to the rest of the class?  We will be paralyzing the frogs by pushing the pins through their spinal cords."

"What?" Aimee asked.

"But won't the frogs feel that?" Aaron asked from the back corner.  "I mean, I wouldn't want a pin pushed through my neck."

Shorty sprang up from the desk and brushed past me.  Mr. Godfrey handed him the pins.

I raised my hand to ask to duck out but Shorty blocked the teacher's view of me.  

Aimee was already standing.  "Isn't there also a law saying we don't have to do this if it grosses us out?  In some states, we have the right to bow out of this on moral grounds."  She looked around at everyone, expression pleading.  

"She might be right," I added.  The poor frogs kept hopping around in the terrarium.  I knew that they didn't know better, but I imagined that the one trying to climb out knew what was coming to it.  

Shorty held his hands out, and Mr. Godfrey handed him a plastic box of needles.  He wasn't smiling.   

We were supposed to hold the frogs still with those. 

"Can we just take a zero on this?" Josh asked.  "Or do another make-up project?"

Shorty faced him for a bit but didn't dare argue.  

But Mr. Godfrey did.  "The frogs will feel no pain from this," he said.  "We will be able to watch their hearts beat, and identify key parts of their inner anatomy."

I waited for Josh and Aimee to say something, but Josh sat back down.  Aimee gathered her books.  I'd leave with her.  This was gross.  The frogs couldn't tell us what they were feeling.  How did we know this wouldn't cause them agony?

A memory tickled the back of my mind.

Help us.

A soft voice, one barely louder than my own thoughts, echoed in my mind.

I stopped, sucking in a breath.  That one frog was still clawing at the side of the tank.  

Was it facing me?

No.  Not again.

This hadn't happened since I was six.  

Please.  Help us.  

The other frogs all crowded to the edge of the tank, trying to climb out.  I had the sense they were all making a group effort to escape.

Shorty faced me as if expecting me to do take action.  He tossed the container of pins hand to hand, hesitating. 

Candice.  Get us out of here.

It was the one frog.  The leader.  It hopped towards the top of the tank.  The terror in its voice was so much that my heart started to pound.

Aimee brushed past me and left the room.  She was out of here.  Josh got up and followed.  They were giving up and leaving the frogs to die.

Help us.

I thought this would never happen again.  That I would never hear another frog.

I had even reached the point where I'd convinced myself that it had never happened at all.

Get us out.  Please.

Please.  Please.  Please.

The voices intensified.  No one else paid them attention.  Only I could hear them.  I turned away and looked out the window, but the other frogs were joining in.  Shorty was passing out the pins to each workstation, taking his time.  No one else got up to protest.  The vivisection would go as planned.

I don't want to die.

We will suffer.

The dark one will triumph.

The pleas turned to screams in my head.  Lightning flashed.  I turned towards the tank.  Shorty set the pins down on our desk.  "Candice," he said.

I strode past him.  The frogs scrambled over each other now, trying to climb, and their cries all blended together in a mournful, desperate concert of despair.  I had to shut them up.  I had to make it stop.  

I ran to the tank, grabbed it, and tipped it onto its side.

Glass cracked.  Everyone went silent.  Frogs flew out and onto the floor, hopping towards any hiding place they could find.  They scrambled under the teacher's desk.  Others made a beeline for bookshelves and cabinets.  A few more fled through rows of tables.  

The voices all silenced.

Mr. Godfrey backed up a bit, shocked.  His eyes got huge as he studied me.  He must have never had something like this happen before.  

And Shorty stood there, mouth falling open, along with the rest of the class.

A straggling frog hopped over my lab partner's shoe.  The teacher cleared his throat.  "Candice, go down to the office."

I swallowed.

What had I just done? 

Those voices shouldn't have been there.  

My stomach turned.  Mr. Godfrey stood there, expressionless, while Shorty shook his head in what might be an effort to regain his senses.  He dropped the rest of the pins on Aimee's table and scrambled after one of the amphibians.  He picked it up, studied it, and set it back down again.  "Wrong one," he muttered.  "Where is it?"

"Candice," Mr. Godfrey repeated.  "Go down to the office.  I will send down a discipline slip shortly, as soon as we have this mess cleaned.  Shorty, you will take her there.  I need everyone else to have their lab partners for this."  His voice remained as monotone as ever.

Shorty balked.  "But don't we need to get all the frogs back before I go?  We can't have them hopping around the school."

Mr. Godfrey turned on him.  "Take Candice down to the office."

"But the frogs!" Shorty yelled.  He was almost in panic.  

I had to hold back a nervous laugh.  What room did I have to talk?  I'd just run up here and let all of them loose.  What made it worse was that voices echoing in my head had commanded me to do the deed.

I had to get out of there and go home.  There was no way I could come back here tomorrow.  The only consolation was that Josh had left.  But he'd hear about my stunt.  I'd forever be the psycho girl.  It was even more horrible than being the rich girl.  

Shorty sighed and walked away from the bookshelf, letting the meter stick fall to the floor.  "Come on," he told me, in a hurry.  "Get down there so I can get back here and...and finish my assignment."

"What is with you?" I asked.  I had no room to say that, either.

I grabbed my backpack, zipped it up, and followed him.  Shorty just waved me out into the hall.  Everyone watched as I left, and I felt my back prickling under everyone's stare.

I'd screwed up.

Once out in the hall, Shorty stared at me.  His eyes shone with terror.  Was he that worried about his grade?  

"Why did you do that?" he asked.

"I don't think it's right to cut up frogs that are still alive," I told him.  I couldn't give him the real reason.  No one knew about that.  

"Candice, you never get in trouble.  You always follow the rules."  Shorty walked, waving me along.  "Come on!  I have to get back to class.  Why did you do that?"

I hated my reputation.  Candice knows nothing about real life.  Having a ball at your house this weekend?  What's in your lunch?  Caviar?  Why aren't you in some posh private school?  

"I told you," I snapped.  We walked past the senior benches.  My jeans flapped.  I wore my baggy ones today with the holes in the knees.  They matched Franco's.  I made it a point to only wear thrift store stuff.  It stopped some of the snide comments and the stuffy rich accents that people used around me.  

"Maybe your dad will call the school and fix this all up for you," Shorty said.  He quickened his pace.  Then he lowered his voice and did a cruel imitation of him.  "Hello, school.  Can you be light on my daughter?  I'll pay you if you get her out of detention."

I caught up with Shorty.  My temper was building, and now I didn't care if I did get detention.  I'd deal with it.  Dad wouldn't even figure it out for weeks.  "What is your problem?  I do one thing, and you're all over me.  Do you have some sick fascination with torturing animals and I ruined your fun?  I'd rather be the rich guy's daughter than some freak who's going to end up in some documentary about psychopaths."

"You don't know anything about me," Shorty said.  

I ran out of breath following him to the office.  My blood sang.  I hated arguments.  They always got my pulse going, making me feel sick afterwards.  But this called for it.  The stress was getting to me.

At least it beat thinking about the voices in my head.

"And I don't want to," I said.  "It's no wonder you don't have any friends."

A flash of pain came over Shorty's face.  He turned away, breaking into a jog. "Office," he said.  "Hurry.  I have to get back to class.  Sorry I'm being such a jerk, but...never mind."

He was shaking.

Shorty, the weird guy, was shaking. 

He was the person who came into class late and sat slouched in his seat in the back of the room.  Something wasn't adding up here.

We got into the office, and I sat down in one of the leather chairs that had collected plenty of sweat and nerves over the years.  Shorty turned and bolted back down the hall a second later.  The office lady, Lisa, was in the middle of a phone call.  She'd ask me what I'd done as soon as she hung up.

I put my backpack down on the floor.

It was then that I heard a strange, throaty sound from deep within it.

Oh, no.

Thank you.

The voice echoed through my mind.  I tensed, forgetting all about whatever would come from Mr. Godfrey as soon as he was done sentencing the rest of the frogs to a horrible death.

It was the leader frog.  The one who had begged for my help.  I recognized its--his--voice.  Now that the other frogs weren't here to join in, it sounded like a classy young man.  

And he had hitched a ride in my backpack. 

I unzipped it, heart pounding, and found my laptop along with its charge cord.  A pair of large, yellow and black eyes peered up at me from the tangled mess.  I caught a glimpse of green skin with blackish spots.  The frog's throat swelled and shrunk.  The creature made a sound like a giant bow string snapping.  

I stood up.

This frog had stalked me and then thanked me.

I searched for a place to dump it out and let it go, but there were no doors nearby.  The office was in a central hub in the middle of the school, and I couldn't dodge out without Lisa noticing.  She already gave me her silent glare.  Making students nervous was her game, and she did it well.

Then she hung up.  

"Sit down," she ordered.  "I assume we'll be getting a call from your father before the week is out."  She sighed and returned to her computer.  Somewhere, another phone rang.

"My father's not going to get involved in this," I promised her.  I was sick of everyone thinking my family was ready to pay bribes.  My dad couldn't even stay home from a business trip long enough to offer one.

"Sit."  Lisa's eyes grew intense.

I had no choice.  I zipped up the backpack and sealed my stowaway inside.  It made another bowstring sound but Lisa, thankfully, had turned to her computer.  She must think it was some strange ringtone.  I was sure she'd heard plenty of odd ones.

You need to take me away from here, the frog said.  Away from him.

I swallowed.  Stop talking to me, I thought.  Oh, God.  I was talking to a bullfrog in my head.  

You must.  Or our story will fall.

I snickered.  I was losing it.  If anyone knew about this, I'd get more than detention.  

I shoved the backpack as far from me as I could.  The frog could wait until I got out of here, and then I'd dump it at the first ditch or swamp I found.  Shorty wouldn't find it there.  

A guy named Jesse brought in the detention slip from Mr. Godfrey.  Jesse gave me a nod of respect, and left right before I heard the frog one final time.

If the story falls, we all fall.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

I didn't dare open the backpack again until I left the school at the final bell.  The frog rode with me to Algebra 2.  Thankfully, it stayed quiet except for one croak that made the class look up.  Someone giggled.  After that, my passenger seemed to get that he needed to stay quiet, and there wasn't another incident.

I knew Shorty would be hanging around my locker when I got out, so I decided to skip going.  I didn't want to see the guy.  Franco usually waited right outside the school by the benches, and then we walked home together.  Well, to my house.  Franco lived in the old part of town, where the houses were historic, as his parents liked to say.  

I wished I could live there, too.  

I had Lit homework I needed to fetch from my locker, but I decided I'd get here early tomorrow and do it in the hall.  That book was huge, and I didn't want it to topple over and crush the frog.  I picked up my backpack, careful to keep the laptop even.  I didn't want frog guts all over and besides, the creature had gone through more than I had today.  It deserved to live.

Even if it was gross.

First ditch, then.  I'd dump the little guy out, let it hop away, and go on with my life.  And I would never, ever go near any frogs again.

I'd have to tell Franco about the detention.  The tank.  He'd probably commend me for that.

I’d leave out the voices.

Once the bell rang, I bolted outside.  I reached the old bench with the crooked seat and waited.  Franco finally came out of the school, old backpack in hand.  He slung it onto his back and joined me, but he wasn't smiling.  Franco tended to get in some bad moods sometimes.  His dark hair hung in his face.  Bad sign.

"What's wrong?" I asked.  We were all having a great day.  We matched in more than just our clothes, then.

"Shorty.  That's what," he said.  "The guy kept asking where you were.  I told him he could go look somewhere I'm not going to repeat.  He’s upping his act today."

I thought of the argument, and my stomach tied in knots. “Let’s go, then.”  We walked away from the school, wasting no time, and I forgot all about my frog for a moment.  “So, how was that History test?”

The frog croaked again.

Franco stopped.  "What was that?" he asked.  "New ringtone?"

I gulped.  The frog made another croak.  Go.  Go until we are far away from Shorty.

I kept walking, pretending that nothing crazy was happening.  It wasn't easy.  The faster I got rid of it the better.  "Okay.  There was an incident in Mr. Godfrey's class today."

Franco grinned.  "I heard about it."

"I'm sure the whole school has."

"Candice--that was awesome.  Mr. Godfrey couldn't even find all the frogs, and a few of them were hopping down the hall between classes.  I picked up a couple and took them outside.  It's horrible to cut up animals alive.  It sounds really cruel.  I should bring that up to the peeps."

"I agree."  We headed across the field and towards the little path that led to the sidewalk.

"I didn't know you were into animal rights."  

Sweat formed on the back of my neck.  Franco belonged to the Friends of Animals Club that met twice a month here at the school.  If I remembered right, Aimee did, too.  The Club had something to new to chew on other than factory farming.  There would be a meeting in the hall tomorrow morning for sure.  Posters might appear in the cafeteria, complete was marker-drawn frogs trembling in terror before a bloody scalpel. 

"You sure you don't want to join?" Franco asked.

I about shrunk at the thought of being the poster person for the Club.  Oh, look.  The rich girl's getting involved.  They must need the money.  I could hear it now.  I understood their cause ,but the idea of having to speak in front of others made me wither.  "Can I just make signs or something?."

"I can ask Aimee about it," Franco said.  He never chastised me for wanting to be quiet and he never bothered me about getting out more.  

We left the school grounds and walked through town now.  The frog croaked again, and we stopped once we reached the street corner.

"Let me see this frog you brought with you."

I set the backpack down, glad to have someone else who could get it out.  Franco unzipped it, shuffled around with care, and pulled out the creature.

The huge frog stayed in franco’s cupped hands as if too terrified to move.  But then it seemed to relax when it realized Franco wasn't Shorty.  The frog let out a single croak, throat puffing out and in.  I begged for it not to talk to me here and for me not to be crazy.  Maybe that was some isolated incident caused by a memory from my childhood going haywire.

It was a memory I had never told anyone about.

"Big bullfrog," Franco said, bringing it closer to his face.  But the frog recoiled from my friend's breath.  "We'll find him a pond or something before we head home. How’d you hide him all day?"

The frog turned on Franco's hands, facing me.

I held my breath.  Behind the frog, Franco smiled.

"I think he likes you," he said.  "Why don't you give him a big kiss?"

He shoved the frog right at me.  

"Franco!" I yelled, backing away.  

"Come on," he continued.  "Frogger's glad you saved him from Mr. Godfrey's torture chamber.  Even bugs don't like that classroom.  The least he can do is give you a big smoocher."

"Um, no thanks."  I was glad for Franco's sense of humor.  I needed it after today.  

Franco dropped his hands a bit. "I'm just kidding.  Let's get Frogger here to a pond so we can forget this crap day ever happened."

The frog smashed itself down into Franco’s hands.

He's here.

I turned.  Franco followed my gaze.

Shorty stood a block away at the corner of the flower shop, staring at us.  The guy let his arms fall to his sides.

Shorty ran towards us.

"Really?" I asked.  "Let's go."

"I agree," Franco said.  "I'll talk to the creep later and see what his problem is."

The frog croaked on Franco's hand again.  Away, away.

"We're going," I muttered, both to Franco and the frog.

Wow.  I was talking to an amphibian again.

We made it across a crosswalk, and I was sure we got some stares from the stopped traffic.  Franco kept the frog in his cupped hands and ran with it in front of him.  Shorty's footfalls met my ears.  He was running after us.  Franco searched around for somewhere to hide, but there was nothing.

The traffic light changed.

Shorty had to stop on the other side of the street while cars zoomed through the intersection, allowing him no way through.  Franco and I kept jogging.  "I'm glad that's a long light," I said.  "Now what?"  We kept our quick pace.  This was the opportunity to get away from him. 

"Guys!" Shorty yelled, but the sound of a school bus rumbling past blocked him out.

Franco searched around.  "Down this street."  We turned a corner and passed the florist.  Shorty was watching this.  He could catch up, but at least we were putting distance between us and him.  We turned another corner, went down an alley, and then another street.  I didn't waste time looking back to see if he was following.  Franco led us through the grounds of the elementary school and along some shrubs that grew on the edge of the playground.  We were losing him.  

And at last, we cut through a hole in the fence and emerged on my street.

We'd stepped over a threshold.  The houses were giants, made of stone as if Medusa had glared at them all.  The yards were all a perfect green and free of all weeds.  Mailboxes stuck out of beds of pink rocks.  Did Shorty know where I lived?  He could find out.  That was what the Internet was for, even though I'd never seen him with a phone in hand.  "What if he comes this way?"

"The guy's never been that creepy."  Franco still held onto the frog.  Its eyes were huge and its pupils dilated.

"He's starting now.  And you still have that frog."

The frog croaked again, but didn't speak.  I was relieved.  It seemed to only happen when Shorty was around.  That doubled my reasons for avoiding him.

Franco and I slowed our pace.  We found the driveway to my house and scrambled up it just in case Shorty decided to show up.  Dad's Hummer was gone, and Marge would only be cleaning for another couple of hours, leaving me alone for most of the night.  I thought of Shorty trying to break in.  Today was a weird day, but things could always manage to get worse.

I wondered if he was after this particular frog.  It was stupid, but the frog sure seemed to think that was the case.

We stopped by my garage door.  I wanted to get inside.  "Stay with Marge," Franco told me.  "After I take this frog to the park I'll go find Shorty and talk to him and see what's up.  He shouldn't be following you around like this and acting weird without an explanation.  He shouldn't be doing this to you, period."

"Franco, thanks."  I didn't know what I'd do without him.  He was the most loyal friend I’d ever had.

"Hey, you're my friend.  That's what we do.  Fist bump."

He freed one hand and we hit our knuckles together.  "See you tomorrow."

I headed inside and Franco gave me a second fist bump right before I shut the door.  I headed upstairs and past Marge, who swept around the potted plants.  “Where’s my dad?” I asked her on the way up.  "He was supposed to be home today."

“He just called,” Marge told me, not taking her gaze off the dirt around the pots.  She swept a bunch of it into the dustpan and picked it up.  “He’s going to be out of town until Friday now.  Some urgent meeting came up.”

I sighed.  There was always some urgent meeting.  My dad headed a company that made computer cases and they were always busy.  Always going.  The last time I’d seen him was Monday night before he left to answer some call.  It was Wednesday now.

"You're on your own for dinner tonight," Marge said.  "I need to go pick up my children from daycare a bit early.  They have a game tonight."

I still had the detention slip in my backpack that he'd never sign in time.  I thought about calling Dad, but remembered Shorty's words.  No.  I'd leave him out of this.  There was no need to make my reputation any worse.  And I couldn't call Mom.  She lived over in the next state with her boyfriend.  My parents had split up when I was seven.  

I stalked up to my room, leaving Marge to her cleaning.  The stairs were polished as always.  I made it to my room and ran to the window.

Franco was walking back down the street in the direction we’d come.  He still held the frog out in front of him.  Shorty was out there somewhere and I hoped, really hoped, that he had no clue how to use the Internet.

Yeah, right.

I closed my curtains, making sure there was no light coming in.  My room dimmed and I set my backpack down next to my bed.  Shorty wasn’t here.  The frog was gone and no voices rang in my head.  It was the strangest day I’d ever had.

I flopped down on my bed.

It had been my strangest day...except for that other one.

 

* * * * *

 

I always loved crystals and collecting them.  I got my first huge amethyst chunk at the planetarium gift shop when I was five.  Dad had even ordered me a big bag of polished gemstones the summer after that, and a book so I could look up what they were.  I'd spent that whole summer before first grade flipping the pages and trying to read the names of my treasures.  

So, a little before I turned six, I begged for that purple crystal ball in the window of that new age store at the mall.  

"No," Dad said after about a second of contemplation.

"Oh, come on," Mom told him.  "She's a girl.  She could have asked for a diamond."

"I'd rather she have that," Dad said, and steered me away from the store.  

I was sad.  I kept thinking about that big amethyst ball for the rest of the day.  Something drew me to it.  I even dreamed about going to that store and stealing it.  I had never obsessed over anything like that before.

Two weeks later, on my birthday, Mom surprised me with a heavy box in pink, glittery paper.  

"Where did you get that?" Dad asked as soon as she produced it from under the sink.

Mom didn't answer him and set the box in front of me, pushing my cake out of the way.  My friends--all girls I had forgotten the names of--leaned closer to see my prize as I tore open the paper.

That beautiful purple amethyst ball sat inside, nestled in pink tissue paper.  My heart swelled as soon as I saw it.  I got out of my chair, jumping up and down.

"Thank you!" I told Mom.  "Thank you, thank you!"  I gave her a kiss on the cheek.  

“It was no problem, sweetie,” she said.

Dad stood there, gave a tense smile, and stalked out of the room.  Mom looked after him, then went to work cutting the cake.

Later in the day, I sat in my room, admiring the new addition to my collection.  The guests had all gone home and the farmhouse was quiet.  These were the days before Dad started his company.

It was all quiet except for my parents arguing.

They'd been doing that a lot lately.

“I told you, Peggy.  We can’t be getting her things like that.”

“Do you honestly believe that's going to find you?”

“I’ve told you a million times.  There are stories.  And they follow us.  It doesn’t matter where we are.  You know where I came from.”

“But Candice is my child, too.  She’s of this world.”

"I fled that place for a reason.  That woman told me what would happen to my daughter if I stayed there.  I can't risk a certain someone getting to her.  Candice is my daughter.  That does make her--"

"Would you stop it?" Mom asked.  "She could hear us."

I grabbed the amethyst ball.  I wondered if it had something to do with why Mom and Dad were mad at each other.  I slid out of my room and towards the back door, avoiding every creaky board that I knew was there.  The light was long and tired outside.  The grill still smoked on the deck from where Dad had cooked.  Mosquitoes buzzed around me, and I waved them away.  Mom and Dad's voices got lower.   

I headed out to the back of our property, leaving their anger behind.  My stomach turned.  I hated their arguments.  They seemed to have more and more of them lately and deep down, I felt like they were my fault.  I didn't understand why I was making them so angry.  

I headed down the trail to the pond, letting the tall grass hide me.  Dad had told me many, many times never to go there, but I just wanted to be alone for a while.  Our pond was underneath a green canopy, and the late afternoon light poured through the openings, making the water shine.  This was a private, magical place that I had only dared come to a handful of other times when Mom and Dad argued.  But they were distracted, talking about things I didn't understand.  They wouldn't catch me here any time soon.

And besides, I was too unhappy to care.

I sat down at the shore of the little pond and rolled the amethyst ball between my hands, studying the purple lines and swirls within it.  I imagined that this ball was magical and that a fairy would pop out.  I could ask it to make my parents not hate each other.  To make us a happy family like the others.  The light rippled on the pond between the lilies that grew on its surface.  A blue dragonfly hovered over the water, shining in the light.  I felt like I was in a giant dome tent of nature.

I rolled the ball between my palms again.  I wanted to stay here.  It felt more like home than the house I had just left.  

And then the amethyst ball fell from my hands.

I watched it flee through the mud and closer to the water.

It slid under the surface, continued to roll, and vanished into darkness. 

I sat there for a long moment, unbelieving.  Then my chest tightened and the tears rushed to my eyes before I knew what was happening.  My gift.  My ball.  It was beautiful and now it was gone.  Mom would ask where it was and I would have to tell her that I went down to the pond.  She'd be hurt.  She would tell me what an ungrateful girl I was to let this happen after she had spent all this money on me.

Fear clutched my chest and I started to cry.

I cried louder and louder.  A bird took off into flight.  The dragonfly hovered near me like it was wondering what was going on.  It took off again, annoyed by my tears.  My throat hurt and a lump formed there.  I had messed this up, and now my parents would be even less happy.

I stopped to take a breath.  The water rippled by the shore.

A large frog stuck its head out of the pond.

It made a single croak. I studied it, waiting for it to go back into the water, but it continued to stare with those big yellow eyes.  

And then a voice echoed in my mind.

What's wrong, little girl?

I stared in wonder at the frog.  Its mouth didn't move, but it could talk, just like in that movie where the cat and the dog journeyed through the wilderness together.

"I've dropped my ball in the water.  It was my birthday present, and Mom and Dad will be mad when they find out.  I'm not supposed to be here."

The frog croaked again.  What will you give me if I get the ball for you?

My heart leapt.  

I thought and thought while the frog waited.  "I can give you some of my toys."

I am not interested in toys.  I am a frog.

"I can give you my watch."  I went to undo the pink band from my wrist.

The frog shifted.  No.  Not a watch.

I felt as if I had plunged into a dream.  "Then what?"

Your companionship.

"My what?  I don't know what companionship is."  It was a big word.  

Be my friend, the frog said.  Take me wherever you go.  Forever.

I backed away from the pond a bit, but I wanted my ball.  I needed to get it back and return to the house before Mom and Dad found out I was missing.  I could come back here whenever Dad was gone.  I’d talk to the frog and be its friend.  "I will."

The frog dove back into the water, kicking its long legs.  It vanished into the depths of the pond and I waited.

A minute.

Two.  

And then, I waited five.

And at last, I caught movement under the surface.  

My purple ball rolled towards me, heading uphill.  

The frog came behind, pushing it and straining its huge legs.

I gasped and reached for the ball.  I pulled it from the water and turned it around, making sure it was the right one.  It was, all right.  I wiped the water off it with my shirt.  I could tell Dad I'd spilled water on it from the sink.  

"Thank you," I told the frog.  "Thank you, thank you!"  I stood up, overjoyed that I'd gotten it back.  "I'll come back here every time I can and be your friend."

"Candice!"

It was my mother.

She stood at the edge of the water.

She faced me, mouth falling open in terror.  Her gaze went down to the frog.  I had the feeling she'd been standing there for a bit.

"Your father was right," she said.  "Oh, no.  He was right."  And then she ran for me, scooped me up, and carried me away from the pond as fast as she could.

 

We moved away a month after that.  Mom or Dad wouldn't tell me why.

 

And a year later, they split up.

 

* * * * *

 

I sat up out of bed.  It was later--much later.  No more light poured through my curtains.

The amethyst ball still sat on top of my dresser between a couple of books which held it in place.  I'd kept it secret from Dad all these years, and now that he was rarely home, I could leave it out.  It sat among towers of clear quartz and pink shards and an open geode that Dad had bought me last Christmas.  

Until now, I'd forgotten all about its rescue.

I got up and reached for the ball, taking it in my hands.  It was cool and reminded me of the way the water felt when I reached in to grab it.

More of the memory came back.  The frog shouted for me as Mom carried me away.

Where are you going?  I can't catch up.  Carry me.

I set the ball back down.  Did Franco still have the frog, and was he still trying to find it a home? 

I wondered if my backpack passenger would recognize this amethyst ball.

No.  That was stupid.  It couldn't even be the same frog I'd met ten years ago.  They didn't live more than a year or two, right?

And frogs didn't talk.

I'd imagined the whole thing when I was little, and maybe Mom had, too.  Maybe my parents had insisted we move into the city a long time ago so she could be closer to her family.  

Maybe it didn't have anything to do with that pond.  

Perhaps she hadn't left because she couldn't handle the strangeness.    

I wished Dad was here now.  That I could ask him about what he and Mom used to argue about all the time.  I knew I should hope that one day he would tell me, but I wasn't counting on that.

My phone buzzed.

A text.

I picked it up and read the words.  

 

FRANCO: At park.  This is...interesting.  

 

ME: What?

 

I checked the clock near my bed.  It was eleven thirty.

Franco and I hadn’t seen each other for hours.

I'd slept the whole evening away, and now it was getting close to midnight.  That wasn't right.  Franco shouldn't be confronting Shorty at this hour.  The park was closed.  Something wasn't right here.  He should have let the frog go, and been out of there a long time ago.

My phone buzzed again.  

 

FRANCO: Shorty tried to take the frog.  Wouldn't let him.

 

I thought of the little swamp right next to the park, the one that the big kids used to tell us was the home to swamp monsters that ate someone's little brother many years back.  Franco and Shorty couldn't be hanging out there, could they?  

 

ME:  What does he want with it?

 

This wasn't adding up.

 

FRANCO:  I threw it in the pond.  Shorty's nuts.  He keeps looking for it.  Pond looks weird.  Come check it out.

 

My heart raced.  

Why on earth would Franco ask me to go out to the park at this hour?

 

ME: Maybe you should get home.

 

A pause.  I waited, and the clock ticked another minute.  

 

FRANCO:  Something's happening.

 

ME: What?

 

No answer.

I waited another minute.

He still didn’t respond.

 

ME: Franco?  Answer me.

 

I sent the text.  Nothing.  

I shook the phone, frustrated.  What if he and Shorty were fighting?  I didn't know what Shorty was capable of.

 

ME: Answer me.

 

I waited another minute, but nothing came through.  The park wasn’t a dead zone, either.  We’d both sent messages out of there plenty of times. 

Maybe something really was happening.

I threw open my bedroom door.  “Marge?”

Only silence greeted me.  The only light came from the kitchen below, which Marge always left on so I wouldn’t trip and die on the way down.  It was a long, heavy silence through the entire house that got heavier and heavier.  I hated it.

“Dad?” I called.

Nothing.  Of course.  He was gone for two more days, and Franco was waiting at the park.

I had to go out there.

Alone.

Something might have happened.

I thought about calling the police, but what would I tell them--that Shorty might be fighting with Franco over a frog?  They'd laugh at me.  And besides, the park was just five minutes away.  It would be faster if I rode my bike there.

I didn't get out my bike very often, but when I did, it was usually to ride around the trails in the park with Dad on one of his rare days off.  That, and it was an Assenmacher with every bell and whistle you could think of.  There was no way I'd ever ride it to school, and it wasn't all because I was scared someone would steal it.  

I ran down to the garage and found our bikes sitting way over at the side, behind where Dad's Hummer occasionally sat and next to the tennis rackets we had never used.  I got out my bike, and since I didn't have the remote to open the garage door, I had to drag the bike up the steps, through the kitchen, and out the front door.  I was certain Marge would be ticked when she came to clean again in the morning.  She could spot a dust mite in Mr. Clean's house.  

I'd clean it up when I got back home.  Franco came first.

I hesitated on the outside of the front door and almost forgot to lock it.  I got on the bike.  The night was empty.  Dark.  Chilly.  I should have put on a jacket.  But it was too late now.  I pulled out my phone, hoping for anything that could tell me I could go back inside and be safe.  

No more texts.

Nothing.

I shoved my phone back in my pocket and rode.

The park was three streets over and about half a mile away.  My heart pounded the whole way there.  I wasn't that scared of a cop rolling by.  In fact, I wanted one to come past and ask what I was doing outside so late, even if I got in trouble.  I could tell them there were more people in the park way past closing, and they'd at least go shine a spotlight on that.

But no such luck.  Officer Newton was probably out trying to pull people over for breathing too loud or something.  

I wished there was somebody.  

Anybody.

The park waited up ahead.  The streetlight in front of it was dark.  It never had been before.  That one was always the first to light in the evening and was the unofficial signal to get home.  I tried to see inside the park as I pedaled my bike closer, but it was no use.  I made a right into the park and stopped next to a swing set that shone in the moonlight.  It was a clear night.

I wondered where Franco had taken the frog, and if it was going to freeze to death out here.

Why was I worrying about that?  I had to find Franco.

And maybe, Shorty.  I wasn't looking forward to that part.

I rolled my bike deeper into the park and nearly tripped over the border of a sandbox.  I edged my bike around and passed a tree.  It stood like a dark guardian, its branches blocking out the moon.

And then I heard voices.

“That was my phone, man!”  Franco.

“I didn’t throw it in there.  You saw what happened.”  It was Shorty.  "You shouldn't have let him go."

Judging from the sounds of it, Franco’s phone had ended up on the bottom of the pond.  It explained his lack of responses, at least.

“Hey,” I shouted into the park.

“Over here!” Franco said.  

I followed the direction of his voice.  Shorty cursed.  “Candice, get lost.  Go back home.  You don’t want to be here right now.”

The pond came into view.

Moonlight reflected off the glowing surface.  It wasn't just some reflection, either.  The water seemed to give off a radiant, magical energy, and it about took my breath away.  The air didn’t feel right.

I stopped.  Shorty and Franco faced me.  

"Why are you out here so late?" I asked.  

Franco shifted.  "I let the frog go in a ditch earlier, but then do you know what happened?  It followed me home!  I was going out to take out the trash before bed, and there it was, on top of my mailbox, staring at me."

"That's because it's no ordinary frog," Shorty said.  "Why won't you listen to me?"

"It what?" I asked.

"I'm not making this up," Franco said.  "Then I decided to bring it here since it's a lot farther from my house.  And Shorty was here, waiting.  So I threw the frog in the pond before he could grab it."

"Okay."  I shook my head.  "Frogs don't follow people home."  

But they didn't hop into backpacks and hitch rides, either.  Or talk.  Or stay perfectly still in peoples' hands while they ran away from crazy people.

"Candice, go home," Shorty said.  "We need to get away from this pond.  As in, far away.  Can't you see it?"  

The glow had brightened, as if the pond were building to some climax.  The air tingled, making my hair stand on end.  

"I'm not leaving until you come with me," I told Franco.

"My phone's in the water," he said.  "Shorty and I were wrestling, and then it fell."

“I told you to hand me that frog,” Shorty said.  “You have no idea what you’ve just done.”  The panic had returned to his voice.  He was freaked out even more than before.  He backed away from the water as if scared something would come out of it.

“I returned it to its natural habitat,” Franco shot back.  “It’s a frog.  Why are you so hell bent on killing it?”

"I told you, it's not really a frog.  I'd explain, but...look, we just have to get away from this pond."

“I’m not convinced,” Franco said.  “You’re the one who threw my phone in the water.  No frog would have taken it.”

“Only it did,” Shorty said.  "You saw it grab on and pull it in the water after you dropped it.  It wasn't me."  He faced me again.  “Candice—get out of here!”

“What is this all about?” I asked.  I was losing my patience.

And quite possibly, getting freaked out.  What if Shorty knew that I could hear the frogs talking?  This might have something to do with all of this.

He couldn’t, of course.  I’d never even confessed it to Franco.  I hadn’t even remembered the first time it happened until this afternoon.  It didn’t make any sense.

Shorty stood in front of Franco.  “You shouldn’t be here."  I could feel the tension in the air.  It felt electric, almost.  “We need to get away from this pond right now.  Run!”

“Not without my phone,” Franco said.

Shorty turned on him.  “Your phone is bait.  You are b

ait.  The frog dragged it into the pond because it wants you here at midnight.  It wants Candice.  You’re not getting it back.  Come on!”  He grabbed onto Franco’s arm and pulled him away from the water.

Franco slugged him and they both went down, wrestling on the grass.  

"Knock it off!" I yelled.  The electric feeling intensified.  It seemed to be coming from the pond.  Shorty could be onto something. 

Shorty struggled to get up, but Franco tackled him again.  They rolled over the sidewalk and closer to the water, lost in their fight.

"You've got problems!" Franco yelled.

Shorty gasped for breath.  Even in the pale light I could tell that his face was red.  "Franco--let him go.  He's had enough."  I was sure the guy wasn't going to bother me after this.

But Franco was too far gone being the protective friend.  He kept a hold on Shorty and his feet splashed into the water.

"Franco--it was just a phone.  I'll help you buy another one!  Maybe he’s right that we should go."

Franco loosened his grip a little and Shorty sucked in a breath.  "Candice.  Run."

I ran up to them and pulled at Franco's arm.  The glow emanating from the pond got so bright I had to squint.  The moonlight reflecting off it took on a silvery sheen and for a moment, I was standing on a shore of light. 

I tugged at Franco again, and the silver morphed into gold, blinding me.  The megical energy washed over my whole body.  I was falling.  Green and gold light stabbed into my eyes.  I screamed and closed them.

My feet hit ground. 

Mud.

I sucked in a breath.

Shorty and Franco stopped scuffling next to me.  Something had happened.  

Shorty cursed.  "I told you to run.  Now you're never going to see your home again."

 


Chapter Three

 

 

I opened my eyes, and light stabbed again, making me squint.

Shorty and Franco were on the bank of the pond, getting up and brushing mud off themselves.  At least they weren't fighting anymore.

But it was daylight now.  Bright sunlight filtered down through lush green trees. The pond now had lots of huge green lilies floating on top, complete with white flowers that seemed to glow in the sun.  The surface of the pond itself sparkled.

Shorty backed away from it as if something was going to come out and grab him.

"What?" Franco managed.  "It's, um, day.  Were we like, abducted by aliens, had our memories wiped, and woke up here later?  There was this flash."  He whirled around and stared at everything,  mouth falling open.  "Shorty--do you have an explanation for this?"

They were done fighting, at least.  I stepped closer to the pond.  It had been night seconds ago.  Now it looked like noon, and the air was much warmer than before.  This almost didn't even seem like the same pond I was used to at the park.  This one was more lush.  The lilies here were more alive and vibrant than the ones I remembered.  The pond also seemed bigger than the one I knew.

I turned in a circle.  The sidewalk was gone, right along with the bench.  Only thick grass and flowers of all colors grew up around us.  

Scratch that.  The entire park was gone.

Trees surrounded us in every direction, ranging from ancient, huge oaks to the skinniest birch trees.  I had never seen a forest this green in my life.  

And I saw no end to it.

"An explanation?" Franco repeated.

Shorty backed into a tree and jumped.  "Um...I told you to run."

I gulped.  We weren't in the park anymore, period.  I had no idea what had happened, but the season was wrong.  It was summer here, not early fall.  The air was different.  Cleaner.  Almost sweet.  

"Yes," I agreed.  "An explanation would be nice."  I had to be dreaming.  I was still in bed, imagining that we'd jumped through time and space.  Maybe I wanted away from Shorty so bad that I had come up with all this on my own.

There was one problem.  Shorty was still here.

And he seemed to know what was going on.  The color drained from his face.

And he gulped.

"The frog wanted us here.  No.  You, Candice."  He turned on Franco.  "He's dangerous and you let him go into the pond.  Don't you realize it's what he wanted you to do?  That's why he followed you home.  He knew Candice would follow you to the park."

"I put the frog where it belongs," Franco reminded him.  Then he faced me.  "It was doing something weird, Candice.  Right before I threw it into the pond, it kept staring at Shorty like they were having some telepathic conversation.  And now we're standing in a different place.  I've had my dose of weird for today."

"See?" Shorty asked.  "See?  Now you're going back on what you said."  He faced me.  "We're in trouble.  You don't understand what we've just landed in.  That pond in the park was a portal!  Midnight is when they activate!"

Confusion swirled around me.  Nothing here was making sense.  "Shorty, what's going on?  Franco, don't kill him.  We need to hear this."

"Things would have been simpler if you'd just let me deal with that frog," Shorty said.  He rounded on me, and I backed away.  "None of this would have happened if you hadn't knocked over that tank in class today.  The frog orchestrated all of this.  Now we're stuck.  Great job."

"The frog orchestrated this?" I asked.  The sick feeling welled up inside me.  Had I done something horrible?  Had I upset some balance I didn't understand?

But I was getting the feeling that the voices in my head weren't all, well, in my head.  I wasn't sure whether to be relieved or terrified.

Shorty peeled himself from the tree, staying as far from Franco as he could.  "Now we're standing in a world called Fable.  Good job, both of you."

"What?"  Franco advanced on him.  

Shorty didn't back down.  I could see a black eye forming.  It must throb.  "Fable is where all those famous fairy tales you hear as a kid live.  Some of us are characters in them.  Like you, Candice.  Can you figure out which one is yours?"

"Excuse me?" I asked.  I was so shocked that the sick feeling fell into the background for a bit.  "That sounds really, really far fetched to me.  Those are just stories."

"Look around.  Look at what just happened!"  Shorty waved his arms.  All his cheer had vanished.  This wasn't the Shorty I knew from class at all.  "We just got sucked into another world.  It’s not easy to get out.  You guys are stuck here for a while."

I couldn't help but search around again.  Forest, everywhere, as far as I could see.  Most of it was nice and green, but there was a house-sized spot not too far away where the light was gray and the grass very dark.  It seemed like an artist had painted a huge dab of darkness over that part of the woods.  It wasn't an area I wanted to visit.

"I'm not part of any story," I told Shorty.  "And neither are you.  What story would you be in, anyway?  The troll under the bridge?"

"Good one," Franco told me.  

I felt like a jerk for saying that, but the stress was getting to me.  A flash of hurt raced across Shorty's features.  Then he twisted his mouth into a smile.  "Not that one."   

"You can stop with the happy act.  We know what it is," I told him.  

I wanted to get back home.  I had to, before Dad knew I was missing.  Marge would be so obsessed with getting my bike tracks off the kitchen floor that she wouldn't check for me.

But Dad wouldn't notice for days.  If his trip got extended and he came back during the school week, he'd expect me to be gone and wouldn't worry for quite a while.  

I hated it.  Hated it all.  I wished Mom hadn't left.  Then he would have had an excuse to stay home more.

Shorty hesitated, then sighed.  "This is my first time here in Fable, but I know some things about this place.  The fairy tales are real.  And you just came face to face with one.  The frog that was talking to you, Candice--you've met him before.  He told me so."

"The what?" Franco sputtered.  "You're saying that frog was having a conversation with you while I was holding it?  Why didn't I hear it?"

"Only people from Fable or those connected to this world can hear the animals here talk," Shorty continued.  "I guess I got it from my parents.  Franco, you won't hear a thing from the creatures here since you're strictly from the regular world.  Sorry.  Or maybe that's not a bad thing.  It's not great listening to them sometimes.  The frog was obnoxious."

It was my turn to back away.  "I don't have any connection to this world," I said.  Then I remembered Mom and Dad's arguments.  Dad mentioned that he was from another place.  No.  Dad wasn't from here.  

Then I thought of the frog in the pond who rescued my amethyst ball, making me promise my friendship.  Now another person claimed to have heard it speak.  "Frogs don't talk to me, Shorty.  I think you've been smoking something really interesting."

Shorty's cheeks flushed.  "You know they do," he told me.  "I know they do.  My parents are Watchers.  That means they work for a wizard who lives here, and they get to go back and forth between the regular world and Fable to do things for him.  I've learned some things about this place because I've spied on their meetings.  They never had any idea."

I whirled around in a circle.  "Okay.  We're in some kind of weird movie right now.  This can stop."

"I agree," Franco said.  "I think we're just in another part of the park."

"Anyway," Shorty said after another pause, "My parents work for this wizard.  His name is Alric.  That's what I've heard my parents call him.  And get this--they use mirrors to talk to this guy.  I about screamed when I saw it happen the first time. It was weird, watching a guy from another world appear in glass."  Shorty was scrambling.  "They'd talk about what Fable was like.  What was here.  Alric would tell them where the local portals were so they could go back and forth.  I don't know much about this Alric, but he told my parents that a lot of characters from famous fairy tales have escaped from Fable and settled in the regular world for some reason.  It's the Watchers' job to find them and bring them back home.  And right before my family moved to your town, Alric told them that they needed to find the frog prince."

Shorty stared right at me.  

"Our science project wasn't it," I said.  Cold horror rose in me.  "Look somewhere else.  And don't look at me.  I've never even been in this world."  But even as I spoke, my parents' arguments came back to mind.  Something about them seemed to match up with all of this.  Dad used to remind my mother about where he was from, wherever that was.  Dad was always talking about stories and how they followed you.    

"But has your father?" Shorty asked me.

"Of course not."  How did Shorty know all of this about me?  He must be the turbo stalker.

Franco looked between us as if he wasn't sure what to think.  I wasn't, either.  I was still banking on this just being a dream.  No.  A nightmare.  Shorty was in it, so it counted as one.

"How do you know that?" Shorty asked.  "I heard that your father got out of Fable two decades ago.  Then he married a woman from the regular world and they had you.  That's the information my parents dug up and told to Alric.  Then we moved, and I started going to your school.  You were easy for me to track down.  I'm not sure I like the sounds of this Alric guy, and I don't know why he's tracking your family down, so I've been following you around.  Yeah.  I’m a creep, but I swear I was making sure nothing crappy happened to you."  Shorty coughed.  "I'm sorry about that."

"My dad's not from here," I told Shorty.  Horror filled my chest.  If Shorty had been following me to make sure I was okay, then that meant he might--"There's no way.  He's just a business guy obsessed with computers.  And you didn't need to stalk me."

Shorty about shriveled.  "Well, I couldn't just walk up to you and say that your dad's from a world called Fable and a wizard is looking to bring you back here.  I don't even know why this Alric guy wants the fairy tale characters back here.  It can't be good if they've all been fleeing Fable and hiding in the other world."

I could see the torture in Shorty's eyes.  For a moment, I felt bad for the guy.  He didn't agree with what his parents were doing.  He was just caught in the middle of all this.  

"Good point," Franco said.  He had calmed down.  "But I still think we're in the same world.  We should start walking and see where we end up."

"I am not from here," I said.  "I hope Franco's right and you're delusional.  Sorry."

"But you are.  Sort of," Shorty said.  He wasn't grinning now.

I wanted to call up my dad.  I pulled my phone from my pocket, but there was no service.  It only made the dread in my stomach grow.  

And that same frog might still be in this pond.  If the pond in the park was a portal to this world, the frog would have come through with us.

I sidestepped away from the pond and from the dragonflies hovering over it.  This was too much like that one day.  "I think we should get out of here and see what's around."

Franco wrapped his hand around my arm, and I was glad that he was there.   "Come on.  Let's get away from Shorty and back into civilization.  We can't be too far from town."  

Shorty didn't seem to hear us.  He pointed through the trees.  "Look over there.  This is supposed to be where your story takes place."  

I squinted and peered through the trees to humor him, hoping that I would see nothing weird.

But I had no luck there.

Shorty was right.  There was a clearing up ahead, where the sun shone brighter than before.  And somewhere far out in that clearing was a large, stone structure.

"It's a castle," Shorty told me.  "Alric showed this to my parents in the mirror."

I glanced at Franco.  He shrugged.  Either Shorty was on some major drugs or something was super weird.

But whatever Shorty was on, we must be on, too.  

Franco tugged on me.  "Let's go check it out.  It won’t hurt.  We might find someone to ask around."

I turned away from Shorty.  This was some joke.  It had to be.  We'd find a spot where my phone worked and we'd call for help.

He wasn't right about this.

Just no.

Franco and I hurried past the pond.  It definitely wasn't the same one we'd seen in the park.  This one was much bigger.  Darker.  Deeper.  

Don't go.

I stopped.

It was the frog.  Talking to me again.

"Candice?" Franco asked.

Shorty caught up with us.  "Keep going," he insisted.  "You don't want to get involved with that frog."

Franco stared at him.  And meanwhile, I eyed the pond.

A ripple ran across the surface of the water, and the frog poked its large eyes out.  It blinked at me, and I shuddered.

Don't leave, he said.  Take me with you.  I cannot catch up.

It was the same frog, all right.  

Did you forget your promise?

"Candice," Shorty said.

I couldn't stop staring at the frog.  I wanted to say something to it, but Franco was right there.  I couldn't let on that I might be as crazy as Shorty.  But this whole thing was crazy.  We might be standing in another world.  

But what if that frog really was a prince?

That was stupid.  Of course he wasn't.  

You promised me your companionship.  And I will have it.

The frog's voice grew sharp.  Angry.  It was glaring at me.  I was sure.

"Come on," Franco said.  "I don't like the looks of this.  That frog's getting creepy.  It's like a stalker on four little legs."

I agreed.  It was odd for Franco to say anything bad about any animal, but he had reason here.  I turned away from the water and followed Franco through the trees, down a small path worn down by forest creatures.  

But on checking behind me to make sure the frog wasn't coming, I saw Shorty charging for the pond.  Underbrush crashed and the frog dove under the water, trying to escape.

Shorty splashed into the pond and a swamp smell filled the air.  Lilies trembled as he waded further into the water, searching for the missing amphibian.  

Franco shook his head and walked faster.  "That guy's weird," he said.  "Let's go see what this building is."

We left Shorty wading through the pond and cursing under his breath.  The frog's angry tone echoed through my mind.  Even if it was a prince, it didn't deserve a kiss by talking to people like that.  I'd saved its life earlier today.  I thought we were pretty even.  No.  More than that.  All it had done for me was fetch that amethyst ball out of the first pond.  The frog had no right to demand more out of me.  

But I had made a promise.  

My stomach got more and more upset as we left Shorty's splashing behind. The clearing got brighter, and I could spot the side of the building more now.  It was gray stone, all right.  Moss grew in cracks as if the place hadn't been maintained in a long time.  

Franco and I burst out of the forest and my heart dropped.

Shorty was right.

This was a castle.

We stood in the middle of a gigantic clearing in the forest, which looked dark in comparison.  The castle was big, surrounded by high walls.  The drawbridge was down, forming a walkway over an actual moat choked with cattails and other weeds.  More frogs croaked everywhere, putting up a whole concert of swampiness.  No one had weeded this moat for a long time.

I could see inside the castle walls a bit.  Weeds and high grass grew everywhere.  The place was abandoned.

"We've got to get out of here," I told Franco.

"I don't think there's anyone here," he said.  "This place has been dumped for a while.  You really think your father's been in this world?"

"He hasn't been."  But curiosity burned inside of me, and Franco seemed to be changing his mind about our situation.

What if he had?

What if the frog that Shorty was going after was really a prince that needed my help?

And if Shorty was in league with this Alric person, even indirectly, he might not be up to any good.  This Alric sounded like a scary guy if the fairy tale characters were fleeing this realm.

"Maybe there's someone around here that can help us," Franco tried.  "You know, a groundskeeper.  We should check this out while weirdo over there is distracted."

"That sounds like a good idea."  I had to focus on the most sane thing I could.  I checked around the castle, but there was nothing but forest surrounding it along with an ancient looking dirt road that was covered in grass and weeds.  It obviously hadn't been used in a long time.  Decades, even.  

The drawbridge was old.  Moldy.  Cracks had formed in places.  Franco went across it first, and it creaked in places, but he made it to the other side.  "It's safe enough for me," he said.  "Come on.  It it'll hold me, it'll hold you.  And worst case scenario, you'll just fall into some water and weeds."

"That's nice."  I looked down.  Water trickled through the cattails and some of those jumping bugs moved across the water.  A frog's tongue lashed out and seized one.

I followed Franco across the bridge.  I would not think about frogs or other worlds.

The heat of the sun warmed the back of my shirt.  I was glad I'd left my jacket behind.  I hadn't expected to end up falling into another--

This was not another world.

We were on Earth, only lost in the woods behind the park or something.  We'd passed out.  That was all.  Maybe someone had dragged us here and they were playing a joke.  The frog talking to me was just my imagination fueled by my annoyance with Shorty.

Franco entered the castle first.  I followed.  We emerged into an open courtyard and large, puffy white clouds drifted overhead.  The weeds slapped at my jeans.  Franco had to stop and pull a purple flower out of the hole in his knee.  "If there's a groundskeeper," he said, "they need to be fired."

"Agreed," I said.  "Maybe there's some hermit here who's going to yell at us.  He'll tell us to ‘get in that crick and start swimming.’"

Franco laughed.  "You need to be funny like this more, Candice.  There's a sense of humor in there."

"It's my coping mechanism."  I checked again.  "No Shorty.  He's obsessed with that frog."  He was probably still in that pond, splashing around like a moron.

Shorty couldn't be sorry for pretty much stalking me.  

Creepy guys never were.  

"This is some courtyard," Franco said, holding his hand to his forehead.

Balconies towered over us.  An old, moldy purple banner hung from one.  It was tattered from the elements and faded from the sun, but it made me imagine better days, days where people in dresses and armor walked around in here.  My foot scraped a cobblestone buried in overgrowth.  This whole castle had a sad air to it, an emptiness that made my heart ache.  

"No one's here,"  I said.

"Which is why we need to check inside," Franco said.  "This place is going to be awesome.  What if there's treasure or something left behind?  Something that's worth a lot of money?"

The greed lit up Franco's eyes.  I couldn't blame him for wanting a break.  The guy hadn't even been able to afford new pants in several months, and his bike was still leaning against his house, a tire missing.  "This is if we can get back home," I told him.  Despite my offers to help, he had refused to take my money.

"We should be able to," Franco said, even though he didn't sound sure.  "But I want to have something cool to take if this place hasn't been looted already.  After we're done looking around here, we'll head down that road and see where it goes.  Besides, we have nothing better to do right now except for go talk to Shorty some more."

He had a point there.  "Let's check it out."  At least I had someone with me.

An archway stood right in front of us.  The wooden doors were open as if someone had left in a hurry.  One of the doors had fallen off its hinges and lay on the ground, crushing weeds.  I spotted an emblem carved on it.  A tree, growing from the middle of a pond.  Ponds and swampy things seemed to be the theme of this whole place.

Franco and I entered.  A wet, stony smell met my nostrils.  It wasn't bad--just as if we were walking through a shallow cave.  The wind blew, whistling through some high, narrow windows over our heads.  Sunlight streamed through the air and lit the gray stone, making it sparkle.  We stood in a hallway which went off in either direction.

"Hello?" I called.

Franco wandered down the hall to the left.  "This way," he said.  "Or we can split up.  That might go faster."

"The hypothetical hermit," I reminded him.

"Point taken," Franco said.  He reached for a wooden post mounted to the wall.  No.  It was a torch, a spent torch.  We were in a place that hadn't seen electrical wiring in all of history.  "I guess this is better than nothing.  They say you're stronger with something in your hand.  You want one?"  He pointed to another torch further down the hallway.

“I’m not sure if this would work," I said, but took the second burnt-out torch anyway.  

Franco and I moved down the hall, which curved and branched into two hallways.  We chose the one on the right, and came to some crumbling stone steps.  We had to squeeze over to the side, hugging the wall, to avoid slipping on any of the loose stone.

At last, we came to a set of wooden double doors.  They were shut, but a pull from Franco made one squeak open.  

"It's a dining hall," he said, peeking inside.  "It's pretty cool.  Are those dishes silver?"

He threw the other door open so I could see.

The place was awesome.  Long stone tables lined up everywhere, and they still had chalices and empty plates lined up on them as if guests were supposed to start arriving any moment.  There was no food, and if there was, it would have been eaten by animals or decayed away a long time ago.  I sniffed.  The air here was fresh, pouring in through the high, open windows and creating a breeze.  Light poured in, making some of the chalices shine.

"Wow," I said.  This stuff was way more expensive than anything my father had ever bought.  I walked to the nearest table and picked up a chalice.  I could see my reflection in it.  "How is this possible that there isn't any bird crap in here?  Tons of them should have nested in here with those windows open."

"I don't get it, either," Franco said.  

I set the chalice back down and the sense of dread crept back.  These dishes sure looked genuine.  These weren't props, nor were they things you could buy at a joke store.

"Um, Candice?" Franco asked.  

He stared at the other side of the room, to where a painting hung above the entrance to the kitchens.

I faced it.  It was a large oil painting of a young king, decked out in green and complete with a golden crown encrusted with emeralds.  He looked upon the dining hall with a stoic, but gentle expression.  He had his arms crossed over his lap as if impatient that he had to sit in one spot for the artist for too long.

But it was his face that made my heart stop.

"Candice, that's--" Franco started.

I gulped.  "My father."

 


Chapter Four

 

 

I about fell to my knees.  

Shorty had been right after all.  

My father was younger in the picture, maybe about twenty years younger, hardly more than a teenager himself.  But it was him.  He had my father's deep brown eyes.  The huge, thick eyebrows I'd grown used to.  Even that one mole right above his eyebrow.

It was him.  I couldn't deny it.

I turned away from the painting and Franco tried to grab my arm, but missed.  "We're leaving," I said.  "I'm finding Shorty and we're finding the closest way home he can show us.  He's our best bet for getting out of here."

"But the stuff!" Franco said. 

"I don't care about the stuff."  I pushed through the dining hall doors, which swung out on their own.  "Take what you want.  I'm sure it's worth some money.  I just want out of here."

"Sorry," Franco said, running to catch up.  "I didn't mean to belittle your shock.  I'm shocked, too.  We need to stop and think about this.  Panic is a bad idea.  That's the first thing you do when you're in a survival situation."

I whirled around to face him.  "This isn't a survival thing.  It's an oh my god my whole life has just exploded thing."

I slumped against the wall, trying to breathe to calm myself down.  Shorty was right and I wasn't nuts.  And that was even scarier.

And the frog--

The frog was really a prince, cursed by some witch if the story was right.  And Shorty was trying to destroy him.

I peeled myself from the wall and marched out through the courtyard.  But Shorty was already running across the old drawbridge.

"Candice!" he said.  "I thought you two had run off through the woods.  I couldn't find that frog in the pond, so you need to stay away from there."

I breathed a sigh of relief.  "Shorty, stop trying to kill it."

"Yes," said Franco.  "Why is there a picture of her dad on the wall in the dining room?  Dressed as a king?"

"Because your father is a king," Shorty said to me.  "King Gustav the Second.  That's what Alric called him, anyway."

I stood there while my head spun.  "Then what is he doing in the other world?  Why did he just walk out of here and abandon this place?"  I had to ask questions to keep my sanity.  I had to keep talking.

Shorty shrugged.  "He must have left for the same reason the other characters have fled this world.  Alric must have something to do with it."  Then he took a breath like he was going to hate what he had to say.  "I think he wants to take over Fable."

"Then I can't blame my dad for leaving," I said.  I had a feeling there was more story here, and Shorty didn't know every detail.  "Why are you trying to kill the frog?"

"Sounds bad to me," Franco added.  

Shorty ignored him.  "Okay.  I'll tell you what I heard from the frog prince himself.  A wise woman visited your father about twenty years ago.  She predicted that a prince from a neighboring kingdom would fall under a witch's curse and turn into a frog.  She also told your father he would have a daughter who would free the frog prince from his curse."

"You didn't answer the question," Franco said.

"You were trying to kill a prince in Mr. Godrey's class?" I asked.  

Shorty swallowed.  Sweat formed on his forehead.  "I didn't want to.  I was hoping Mr. Godfrey or someone would do it. You might have read the fairy tale before.  They're not always the way you think they are.  This frog isn't a nice prince. He's jealous and possessive and just not a cool guy.  When I found him...the way he talked about you...I had to put him in that tank."

Shorty's face turned every shade of red I could imagine.

He had a major crush on me.  

And protecting me wasn't the only reason he'd wanted to cut open that frog.

"But you knew that was a guy!" I said.  "You knew someone would cut him open.  That's sick, Shorty!  You know, most rivals just settle things with fistfights or drag races and showing off, but you?"

He blanched and backed away from me.  This hadn't been easy for him to say. "I didn't want to have to cut him open.  It's just...never mind!"

Franco held both hands up.  "Whoa.  Can we start over here?  What did I just end up in?"

"Bear with us," I told him.  "And try to breathe."  I was handling this argument on my own.  Franco could back me up if I needed it.  "Show us the way back home.  Now.  And we're taking the frog with us."

"I can't."

"What?"  I advanced on him.

"I only know where there are portals in the other world.  There aren't any easy portals here."  Shorty looked away at the tattered banner.

My father’s banner.

He'd left this behind.  

"That's awesome," Franco said.  He clenched his fists.  "Just awesome.  We're stuck in fairy tale land for what might be the rest of our lives."  Then Franco stopped and thought.  "Yeah.  I'm admitting that this might not be the normal world after all.  I get that.  Maybe that pond we came out by is the portal back."

Shorty waved his hands at Franco.  "That's not a good idea.  The frog prince is down there.  I told you he's not a nice guy.  You don't want him around.  I hate to think of what he'll be like if his curse is removed."

"Maybe he's a bad guy because he's been a frog for so long," I said.  "That would make anyone grouchy.  What do I have to do to help him?  Kiss him?  That's gross."

Shorty shook his head and grimaced.  "Please, don't.  I don't think the original tale was like that.  Alric said something about people having the wrong idea about the frog prince story.  But I did hear one thing."  His voice got low and dark.  "If you remove his curse, Candice, you'll be his.  It's the way your story is supposed to go, and your story always follows you if you're a Legend.  You don't want to doom yourself to such an awful guy."

Since when did Shorty care about how I felt about anything?  "Is he really that bad?"

"How much spying did you do on your parents?" Franco asked.  

"A lot," Shorty said.  "I've heard lots of interesting stuff."

I shuddered.  "And I don't get a choice about how this story goes?"

"No," Shorty said.  "Not if you free the frog prince.  The two of you will be bound together, and then he's going to take you away to his kingdom.  You'll live under his thumb the rest of your life.  That's what's supposed to happen, and Alric wants to stop that."

"Then maybe Alric isn't such a bad guy," I said.

"I think he's bad," Shorty said.  Pain crept into his features and he rubbed his hand across his face, making his mask go back up.  "He said something to my parents about, well, about parts of Fable falling to darkness if a story doesn't end the way it should.  I think he's a dark wizard, Candice.  He rules dark things."

I remembered the frog's words.  If the story falls, we all fall.  Okay.  This Alric guy was bad.  Sickness rose up.  "You're making this up, Shorty."  He hadn't even told me how he was so sure the frog prince was horrible.  He'd gotten my amethyst ball back for me, after all.  And I'd saved his life.  Even if I removed his curse, I could just walk away from him, right?  I didn't have to give him my hand in marriage.  

But this wasn't the regular world, either.  The rules might be different here.

The mask fell away again.  It had crumbled.  "I'm not!" he shouted.  His voice echoed off the stone walls around us and shot into the sky.  A couple of sparrows took off into flight.  "Listen to me, Candice.  Don't go back down there.  He can stay cursed.  He deserves to be a frog."

"How do you know that?" I asked.  "Look--I don't even know this prince and I have no interest in marrying him.  But I can't let him stay like that.  And if he got into the regular world in the first place, he might know a way to get there again."

And so would my father, I thought.

But Dad wasn't here.  He was off sleeping in a hote or walking into some meeting, adjusting his tie.  He'd know a way out of here if he fled from this Alric guy before.

"Come on," I told Franco.  "Let's go find this prince and take him to someone who can help him.  Like some princess.  And then he might help us get out of here."

"You are a princess," Shorty said.  "The princess of the Water Kingdom."

I recoiled.  I wasn't going to bear that label.  "Leave us alone while we go and do this," I said.  "If you want to stay here in this Fable place, go ahead.  We won't stop you."

Shorty bit his lip like he wanted to say something, something crushing, and struggle welled up in his eyes.  He was holding something back.  Maybe even something horrifying.  "You can't go back down there," he said.  "It would ruin everything."

"What stake do you have in this?" Franco asked.  

Shorty said nothing.  His face got red.  

"Well?" Franco asked, facing him.  

"I don't have a stake in this!" he shouted.  

He was getting way too upset, and I knew why.  "Look, Shorty," I said.  "I'm not interested in you.  I'm sorry, but it's true.  I'm sure you're not really a bad guy or anything, except for the fact that you wanted to have a prince cut open on a lab table."

He took a step back into the tall weeds.  I could almost hear his hope deflating.  "You don't know what you're doing," he said.  "The fairy tales all have a dark side that no one knows about.  There's even a dark side to Fable."  Shorty pointed to the drawbridge and to the forest beyond.  "Go!" he shouted.  "Go find out for yourself what he is."

I hesitated.  

For a second, I wondered if Shorty could be telling the truth.

And if he was, if Alric had been telling his parents the truth.

I glanced at Franco.  He had no words. 

"It doesn't hurt just to go look again," I told him.  What was I supposed to do?  But Shorty kept pointing.  He trembled.  

I turned away from him and led Franco back over the drawbridge, forgetting how old and creaky it was.  We hurried across as a board snapped and the thing shook.  I jumped onto solid ground and Franco joined me, panting.

"What was his problem?" Franco asked me. 

"Don't know," I said.  "Well, I do know, but I don't want to think about it."  I wanted far, far away from Shorty.  The thought of him made my skin crawl.

And I wanted away from the castle.  The portrait hanging inside.

The truth.

I studied the forest that surrounded us on all sides.  There was no sign of anyone else.  Franco and I were isolated out here with Shorty.  It was a nightmare come true.

Which way was the pond?

We'd come to the castle from the left.  I walked that way, through the tall grass and the weeds.  Shorty didn't follow us.  

I'd hurt him.

After he had tried to keep us from coming here, I'd crushed all his hope.  And I felt kind of bad about it.  

On entering the trees, it took us a while to find the pond again, but we did.  It seemed bigger and darker than ever, and the lilies almost seemed to glow.  It was a magical place, even more magical than the pond I'd visited as a child.

Of course, this was a magical world.  

I wondered how that frog had found me.

"Frog," I called.  "Let's get you out of here.  I'll find you some help and then you can show us the way out of here."  I couldn't believe I was talking to an amphibian.

"You can really hear the frog talking to you?" Franco asked.  "It's not just Shorty?"

I gulped.  "Yes.  Shorty was right."  I felt heat rush to my face as I said it.  "The frog can talk to us.  Well, to me."

"And I'm the one left out," Franco said, swinging his fist in mock disappointment.  "Candice, I still think there's a chance we're in the same world.  It might be the same chance I have at passing Trig, but it's a chance.  Something weird happened back at the park, and I don't know what it is, but we need to find that frog and get out of here.  We can start walking down that road we saw by the castle."

"I agree," I said, checking behind me.  I could barely see the castle now.  I could imagine some little girl coming out here to be alone.  "Um, frog?  Are you still here?  Shorty's gone."

I am.

The water rippled near the shore and a small, green head emerged.  

Franco stopped.  "Okay.  That's weird.  It just did what you said."

Will you now keep your promise to me?

"I saved your life," I told the frog.  "I think we're way more than even."

The frog crawled out of the water and perched there, facing me with those big yellow eyes.  It was creepy, to say the least.  

"I don't know," I said, feeling completely stupid that I was talking to a frog.  "I don't know who you are and I don't know what your plans are."

"You're really talking to the frog," Franco said.

The boy you came here with is evil.  He wants to unravel our story.

"I know that."

We must follow our story.  Terrible things will happen if we do not.

The frog's tone was so demanding that I took a step back.  "I figured."

Perhaps Shorty was onto something.

Pick me up.

"Can't you hop or something?" I asked.  "I don't pick up frogs."

Then have your servant pick me up.

"Franco's my friend," I said.  "I don't have servants."

"You want me to grab the frog?" Franco asked.

I nodded to him.  "Please."  I was scared to touch it.  I didn't know what to do or what would happen if I went against the so-called story and left the frog here.  

Or what would happen if I did what it wanted.

Franco approached from the side while the frog continued to stare at me.  "I'll have my friend pick you up," I said.  "We'll take you to someone who can help you.  There has to be someone in this world."

You must help me, the frog said.  Only you.  Your father fled his kingdom and left his people at the mercy of darkness.  Your kingdom still has hope.  Alric cannot claim it unless it becomes dark, and it will only do so if our story falls.  You must do as I say.

I was being dealt an ultimatum.  "There's no one here," I told the frog.  "No people.  At least, I don't see anyone."

People remain in the Water Kingdom, hoping one day for their kind King to return.

I thought of the portrait hanging in the dining hall.  

"That's not going to happen," I said.  "He's not coming back.  He's too busy off on business trips for that.  He's made another life for himself."

He is running.  But if we follow our story and win, Alric will have no sway over this part of Fable.  Your father will be free to return.

Franco inched closer to the frog.  He was facing the water as if something had caught his attention.  Franco shifted as if he'd seen a shark lurking under there, waiting to come out.  I checked, but spotted nothing.  

"You know an awful lot about me," I said.  Franco advanced, closer to the frog.  

I have followed you for a long time.  I heard the wise woman's prediction that he would have a daughter that would free me.  I slipped through the portal with your father, hidden in a leather sack.  I knew that if I followed him, I would meet the princess who would free me.

"You stalker!" I shouted.  Was this the frog version of Shorty?  It was no wonder Shorty wanted him out of the way.  Some birds took off into flight.  "And how old are you, anyway?  Wait.  That means you know where there's a portal back out of here.  Tell me where it is, and I might help you."

You must free me first.  And be mine.

"Great."  I was thinking more and more of heading back to the castle with Shorty.  "That's helpful.  If you think I'm automatically going to be in love with you as soon as you turn back into some guy who's way older than me, you're way mistaken.  Guess what?  Life doesn't work that way."

Franco glanced at me.  He was two feet from the frog.  Why wouldn't be just catch him already?  The frog had given him permission to pick him up.  

I nodded.

Franco pounced.

The frog tried to jump out of the way, but Franco closed his hands around it and picked it up, thrashing legs and all.  The frog thought some curses at Franco, and I was glad my friend couldn't hear it.  This wasn't the frog prince I had imagined from the fairy tale.  Not at all.  This was an angry man with a lot of pent up anger.  An entitled man.

Shorty had been right about another thing after all.

But he didn't deserve death on a biology class table, right?

"Don't kill him," I told Franco, even though I didn't need to tell him that.  The frog calmed down and Franco kept his hands around its middle.  Long, green legs dangled.

"Wasn't planning on it," he said.  "Okay.  You can talk to the frog prince.  That's established.  I kind of got where your conversation was going.  I say we take this frog down the road and see where it can take us."

"It won't be that easy."  I told him what the frog had told me.  "He's not going to be cooperative until I agree to become his demure little girlfriend and go off to his kingdom with him."

My name is Lawrence.  Not a frog.  He spoke as if I was some two year old who had flung boogers at someone.  We must wed.  You are meant to be mine.  Your kingdom and my kingdom depend on it.

I laughed.  This was coming from a frog.  "Let's go," I told Franco.  I was liking this mystery prince less and less each second.  "Let's get this frog--Lawrence--to someone who can remove his curse than then we'll be on our way.  What's he going to do?  Croak at us?"

Franco grinned.  "He must have said something really crappy to you.  We need something to stick him in.  I don't want to squish him.  Maybe there's something in the castle."

"You don't want to know what he said about you.  And Shorty's back there," I said.

"Well, I'm not shoving him in my pocket."

I do not ride in pockets.  I am the Crown Prince of the neighboring Fox Kingdom.

"Shut up," I told him.  I felt annoyed that Shorty had been right about something.  

But what if the frog was right that if I didn't do what he wanted, this part of Fable would turn dark?  I eyed that weird spot over in the trees, the one with the dying branches and the dark shadows.  That was darkness.  Maybe it had already started because I wasn't loving this guy.  

"We should go," Franco said.  "I thought I saw something in the--"

The water moved again, and a form rose from the pond with a gentle splash.  Franco turned to face it.

It was a nude young woman, with tons of pale green hair that flowed down the front of her chest all the way to her stomach.  Her eyes shone with the same shade, and her skin was the palest I'd seen, almost bluish in the sunlight.  Veins shone through her flesh, purple and inhuman.

The water nix, Lawrence thought.

Was that an air of satisfaction in his voice?

The nix drew closer to Franco, who stared at her, transfixed.  She smiled at him and beckoned him closer.  Her face was both beautiful and cruel.  Her teeth, small and pointed.  The air grew quiet.  She reached out to Franco.

"Franco!" I yelled, lunging for him.  "Run!"

But the nix faced me and seized his arm.  She snarled at me, eyes turning from sea green to onyx.  

In a blur, she pulled Franco away from me.

I grabbed the back of his shirt and he grunted.  It slid from my grasp, and Franco went crashing into the water.  The nix pulled him and Lawrence under.  They both vanished.  The water rippled as if a tiny skipping stone had traveled across it, leaving the surface smooth and untouched.


Chapter Five

 

 

I stood there at the shore, unbelieving.

Franco had been here one second, and now he was gone, leaving only the black, smooth depths in his place.  I hadn't seen this right.  

And then panic set in.  

"Franco!"

I dove into the pond, not caring about how gross it was.  It closed in around me and surged up my nose as I got my bearings, stood, and waded around.  My shoes filled with water and sank into mud.  The pond was cold.  Unforgiving.  Lilies stuck to my clothes.

I straightened up.  The surface rippled with my movement, but nothing came back above the water.  Not Franco.  Not the nix.  Not even Lawrence the frog prince.

"Franco!"

I waded deeper, kneeling down and feeling weeds.  Something swam past my legs.  A fish.  Lilies clung and I threw them off.  He had to be just under the surface.  I waded around the perimeter.  Through the middle.  Over and over again.  A sob rose in my throat.  I should have found him by now.  The pond wasn't more than waist deep.  But he was gone.  Vanished, right along with the nix.  

"Where are you?" 

I took a breath and dove.

The world turned to a watery emerald dotted with lilies and lined with shadows.  The floor of the pond came into view and I dreaded what I'd see.  But I turned in a circle as my lungs burned more and more.  Mud.  Lily stalks.  Even a couple of fish and bugs darting on the surface of the water.  There was no sign of the nix or Franco.

I surfaced.

Caught a breath.

"You're not going to find him."

It was Shorty.  I whirled around to face him.

"You've got to help me!" I yelled.  "Franco--this thing pulled him under, and--"

"I know," Shorty said, out of breath.  "I saw it from back there and started running.  He's not dead.  Nixes don't kill.  They just take you away and make you serve them.  Or in the case of men, well, this one must have been lonely."

"Where did she take him?" I asked, taking a breath.  There was no smile on Shorty's face.  He seemed almost...sorry.

"To her home, wherever that is.  I'm not sure how to get in and out of a water nix's lair.  I just know they come out of ponds and take people away.  They're good at that."

"Then we need to call her back," I said.  I thought of Franco.  And her...

Shorty shifted.  "I don't know if that'll work.  They come out on their own from what I've heard.  And they do what they want.  But we should try."

"Nix!" I screamed so loud that my throat burned.  "Get back out here.  We can make you a deal or something if you give Franco back!"

Nothing.  I watched the water around me, not even scared of the thought of her popping up at any second.  My heart pounded with rage.  She'd taken Franco for herself.  My best friend.  Almost my twin or the brother I never had.  

"Get back out here!" I yelled again.

Shorty joined in.  "Hey, Nix.  We want Franco.  We'll give you all the treasure in that castle if you give him back to us!"

He was helping.  Or trying to.  I waded towards the shore and he gave me a hand, helping me out.  The water settled back into the dark mirror, reflecting the trees above.  Lilies bobbed went still.  

Nothing.  It remained as smooth as glass.

"There's a lot of treasure in that castle," Shorty said, loud enough for the forest to hear.  "Lots.  The King there left it all in a hurry.  We'll throw you whatever you want."

I searched around, but Franco hadn't brought any of the stuff with him from the dining hall.  "There are lots of jewels," I said.  "Lots.  And crowns and chalices and anything you could ever want.  We'll let you have that whole castle if you want it.  I don't care.  Just give Franco back to me!"  Tears rolled down my cheeks.  I hiccupped.  I looked so stupid in front of Shorty but I didn't care.

Shorty sighed.  "I don't think nixes care for treasure.  There's got to be a way to get him out."

I waited for him to remind me that he'd told me not to go back here, but he didn't say a word and I was glad.  

Shorty faced me.  His brown hair was wild from running.  "I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have told you to come back here.  I didn't know there would be a nix."

He sounded sincere.  "We need a Plan B."  

"I'm sure there's a way to free someone from a nix in some story somewhere.  I've never read all the fairy tales, but there's someone here who has.  She's the wise lady who told your father what was going to happen with you.  I think her name's Mary and she lives over in the Fox Kingdom.  I think that's the neighboring kingdom."

I wondered just how much spying Shorty had done on his parents.  He knew an awful lot.  I'd ask later.  Franco was down there with that creepy nix and I didn't want to think about what could be happening to him.  We had to get him out as fast as we could.  "The nix is from a fairy tale," I said.  "That's what you're telling me.  And there's a way to get Franco out.  Some way to defeat her."

"Everything in Fable is from a fairy tale," Shorty said.  "Let's get away from this pond before she decides to drag us down and make us her slaves or something."

Shorty started walking about as quick as he could when I heard the voice.

The frog.

No.  Lawrence.

You must not leave without me.

I turned and he was sitting there on the edge of the pond.  While the nix was dragging Franco into her lair, he had escaped.  Or she had let him go.

I know this nix, he said.  

"You do?" I asked.  I wondered why he was brave enough to surface with Shorty right here.  

I might be able to convince her to release your friend.  

Relief swelled through me, until I remembered what Lawrence wanted.  Me.  I knew what the price would be.  But I had already promised him that and hadn't given it to him yet.  What could be ask for now?

But you must release me from my curse.  That, you have not promised me yet.  Your promise of companionship still stands.

I hesitated.  Lawrence stared at me, waiting for an answer.

"Don't promise him anything," Shorty begged.  "Promises are bad ideas in Fable.  If you break them, bad things will happen to you."

Franco is down here.  You will need me to get him out.  

Lawrence had me cornered.

My story was closing in and he and Shorty were the crushing walls.

Which one was worse?  More painful?

I couldn't leave Franco.

And I couldn't become the wife of some entitled jerk.

But Franco…

“Franco!” I shouted to the water.

Nothing.

You will not see him again without my help, the frog said.

“I saved your life,” I told it, standing over it.  “I saved your life from the dissection table and now you’re holding Franco hostage.  You said you know this nix.  You asked her to snatch him, didn’t you?”

Lawrence said nothing.  He made like he was going to jump back in the pond, but stopped.  I am the only one who can help you.  But you must promise to release me from my curse.  You know nothing of Fable. 

I held my emotions back.  My guilt.  My shame.  Lawrence had planned this all along.  Franco was somewhere under that shimmering mirror, trapped by some monster woman.  

“Okay,” I said.  “I’ll free you from your curse if you help me get Franco back.  But we have to get him back.”

Is that a promise?

I gulped down tears.  “It’s a promise.”

Next to me, Shorty stared at the ground.

 

* * * * *

 

We must find the wise woman who spoke to your father.  She will know how my curse is supposed to be removed.

Shorty held onto Lawrence as we walked back through the trees and I could tell the guy was restraining himself, trying not to hurl Lawrence into a tree.  I wanted to do the same.  But Shorty grimaced and lifted Lawrence up to his shoulder.  The frog perched there.

I was glad I didn’t have to carry him, at least.  Shorty was only letting him live because of Franco.  

"It's not with a kiss?" I asked.

No.  The witch who cursed me told me that is not the case.

"That's a relief," I said.  

We walked back across the overgrown castle grounds and towards the road that I could barely make out from the rest of the forest.  “Who’s she?  The wise woman?”

Lawrence turned on Shorty’s shoulder to face me and I cringed.  She knows all of the tales.  She came from the other world, like you.  She has a book.  A special book.  She might still be alive.  She was old when I was here last.

"She's alive," Shorty said.  "I heard Alric talking about her not too long ago."

“You can tell us where to find her,” I said.  “Your skin might dry out from being out of the pond for our walk ahead.  You need water.  We may need to find you another pond."  

I do not.  I am enchanted.  And in fact, Lawrence’s green skin was just as shiny as ever in the sun.  We were coming back out into the clearing with the castle and he showed no signs of drying.

I turned away and rolled my eyes at the sky.  I was sure Shorty was doing the same.

Promises are binding here.  My freedom, and your companionship.

I couldn’t believe I was pretty much being held hostage by a science project.  “Shorty, have I really reincarnated here over and over again and ended up with this loser?”

He nodded.  “Sorry.  From what I’ve heard, you have.”

“That’s great.”  Maybe I was carrying around some memory of those lives, somewhere deep in my memory that I couldn’t quite unlock.  It could be why I hadn't wanted anything to do with money or luxury.

And now I had promised this guy my life.

We entered the road and the weeds slapped against my jeans.  The whole path was covered in them along with saplings, flowers and other plants.  I even passed a berry bush with clusters of white berries that might or might not be toxic.  No one had bothered to come this way in a while.  Twenty years, in fact.

This road will take us past some villages, Lawrence said.  They are part of your father's kingdom and have gone without a king for two decades.  If our story fails to end the way it should, the people we'll see will live in darkness and slavery.

"That sounds nice," I said.  The only residents I had found in this place so far were Lawrence and the horrible people-snatching nix.  That was it.  What were the people like?  

If Lawrence was right, I would have to marry him in order to prevent them from living in some kind of nightmare.

We kept walking, leaving the open courtyard and the castle behind.  "How long is this walk?" I asked Shorty, hoping he had an answer.

He shrugged, almost like he was trying to buck the frog off his shoulder.  "I don't know.  Only frog prince here can tell us."

We will reach the Fox Kingdom in one day.  Then, I will tell you how to find Mary.   She will be able to tell us how to defeat the nix.

"I thought you knew this nix," I told Lawrence.  "That you had some power to convince her to give him back."

I do know her but cannot convince her to give your servant back.  But you will need me to locate Mary.  

"I still think you told her to take Franco."

Lawrence thought nothing.  I could feel the pressure of his thoughts, however.  And his lack of remorse.

And at last, he said, I might have.  I must do what I need to do to protect my kingdom and yours.  You belong to me, Candice.

"You're disgusting."  I walked ahead, leaving both Lawrence and Shorty behind.  The only reason I didn't throttle Lawrence was that we needed him to lead us to this village.  He had me hostage and Franco was the price.

I had no idea what I would do when Mary told us how to remove his curse.  If it was as simple as giving him a kiss, he would have demanded that already.  The real story must be different, then.  

But I couldn't imagine how.  

"Wait," Shorty said.  "I don't know what's in these woods.  My parents and Alric never talked about them much.  But there might be wolves and bears and stuff."

There are, Lawrence said.  Only those in the dark region will bother us.

I still kept walking ahead.  I had to get away from Lawrence and his entitled attitude.  Shorty struggled to keep up with me.  

The walk or the road didn't get any better for about two hours.  Then the tracks smoothed and we passed our first village, a tiny one consisting of about ten small houses and a single well.  A field stretched into the forest and a few cows grazed.  A man hacked at some grass on the other side of it.  Another in black overalls hammered something in another building and sparks flew.  A blacksmith.  No one else was in sight.  Either the rest of the residents were inside having lunch or had traveled somewhere else in search of trade.  

Sweat beaded on the back of my neck.  My hair stuck to my skin.  The sun was hot here and we were walking without shelter.  I wasn't worried about getting sunburned since I wore jeans and a T-shirt, but we had to take a break sometime.

"Should we stop here?" I asked.

"Not yet," Shorty said.  "There's nothing in this village.  I can't even tell where the well is.  I think they'll get bigger the closer we get to the Fox Kingdom.  And I don't think we should draw attention to ourselves with the way we're dressed."

We kept walking.  "But we need to eat and drink," I said.  I was getting a bit thirsty.

There are rivers for that.  They are clean here, Lawrence thought.  At least, they are in the light parts of Fable.

"You'd know about rivers," I told him.  "I'm sure you've spent lots of time lurking in them.  I'm not sure if I want to drink out of one you've been in."

Lawrence managed to open his eyes larger.  I am your future husband and you will treat me as you would a lord.

"You're an amphibian," I told him.  "I don't date those."  I wanted to throw Lawrence to the ground.  Shorty tensed as if waiting for me to deliver a blow.  "And you're disgusting, leaving my friend to the nix like that."

It was necessary to get you to do what you need to do.

The road grew rugged again.  We were in a poorer part of Fable.  Some weeds returned but didn't grow as bad as they were near the castle.  Forest closed around us again and houses grew farther and farther apart.  And smaller.  We passed one final house with a dog tied up out front, and then there was nothing.

My stomach rumbled.  I was getting hungry, too.

We might have to steal.  I had no idea how to hunt.  And if Shorty had any know how, it didn't do any good here.  We had no weapons.  Maybe Lawrence had set us on a death march and he was just waiting for us to drop.

And then I spotted something strange up ahead. 

"What's that?" I asked Shorty.  

This time, Lawrence was silent.  Shorty squinted.

Right ahead lay another area where darkness had fallen.  The forest and the weeds were almost black and the light, a sad gray.  Some of the trees were losing their leaves and turning into wooden skeletons and others had grown even thicker, casting horrible shadows on the ground.  A hornet nest hung from one of the bare branches and the flowers around one of the trees were deathly black and bloody red.  The whole feel of it reminded me of a twisted version of Alice in Wonderland.  This was a place where monsters and bad things would hang out.

And this evil spot lay right across the road.  

"I'm not sure what that is," Shorty said after a bit.  "It doesn't look good.  If frog here is right, Alric's trying to make darkness take over the lighter parts of Fable.  His influence might be spreading.  Or he's been here before, or something."

"Your theory is as good as mine," I told him.  "I think we have to walk through it.  That's going to be great."  I looked closer, but didn't see any animals or a way around, for that matter.  But this was another world.  There could be vines that would strangle us or something, or toxic gas, or even something waiting in the trees.  

I do not like this, Lawrence thought as if his opinion was more important than everyone else's.  You will not carry me through that.  Do you not have any intelligence or knowledge on how to treat a prince? 

"Maybe we should leave him here," I said to Shorty.  "Throw him in that spot, and run."

Lawrence turned on Shorty's shoulder to face me.  You will not speak about me that way.  I am Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom.

"You're a frog."  I had to rub it in.  

You will respect me and obey me.  It is your story.  You must marry the prince who was once a frog.

I sighed.  This guy sure wouldn't make it with the ladies back in the other world.  The ones who didn't act like they were from the Victorian era, anyway.    

Lawrence turned to face forward.  You will carry me around this disaster.  I do not know what is happening here in Fable, but these spots were not here before.  The dark wizard must be growing more powerful.

Shorty faced me.  He moved his lips like he wanted to say something.  I could see the indecision in his eyes.

"I say we should walk right through that," I said.  "Get to the other side as fast as we can.  I think I see it."

Shorty shifted leg to leg.  "I don't think we should."

"We totally should.  And you could drop Lawrence on the way through."

No, he thought.  You will not treat a prince in this way.

"We sure will," I said, and walked forward.

"We need to move fast," Shorty said.  "And I mean fast."

Lawrence continued to protest on Shorty's shoulder and almost made to hop off.  I didn't look back and kept going.  Shorty quickened his pace and caught up with me.  "Hold on," he said.  "This might not be a good idea, as much as I like the thought of making Frog Prince here mad."

The weird area of darkness got closer.  I could see more sunlight and greenery on the other side of it, so there was an end, at least.  The ground looked okay.  Solid.  No scary animals waited for us except for a pair of ravens cawing in a dead tree.

And then I set foot into the weird spot.

Dread socked me in the gut.  I wanted to turn and run and get out of there.  It was worse than the time I had descended into Franco's scary basement that his family said was haunted.  It was worse than the time he'd snuck down and turned off the light and I couldn't find my way out.

I'd never felt more dread in my life.

Shorty stepped across the threshold with me.  He stared straight ahead at the other side, which was several hundred feet away.  Dead leaves crunched under my shoes and I got the feeling of Halloween, but not in a good way.  Despair lived in every molecule of this place.  I tried not to walk too fast, to give Lawrence some time to feel this, but I found myself taking bigger and bigger steps.

A huge, stagnant pool of water spread out from the side of the road and it stank worse than Mr. Godfrey's class.  Dead trees stood in it and moss covered their trunks.  Shorty muttered something when he saw it and quickened his pace.  "Don't look at that," he said.  "I don't like it."

And of course, I looked.

The water appeared black with splotches of green and red scum across the surface.  The pale gray light of this place reflected off.

And then a dark shape formed in the reflection.

And got darker.  And bigger.  It began to take the shape of a man in a long, hooded robe.

Shorty got behind me and gave me a shove.  "GO!"

The two of us ran.  My heart threatened to beat out of my chest.  We passed the disgusting water and solid ground stretched out on both sides.  Only then did Shorty slow and glance behind him.  I followed it.  The strange reflection was gone, leaving only blackness and sludge in its place.

"What was that?" I asked.  "Another nix?"  The black feeling in the pit of my stomach had only grown worse.  

"I don't know," Shorty said.  "It didn't look good.  I guess things can happen in these areas.  No more lingering near bodies of water."

I told you not to bring me here, Lawrence thought.  Take me around this place.  Now.  That is an order.

"I've had it with this guy."  Shorty stopped right under the tree with the ravens.

And tilted his shoulder to the side.

Lawrence went sliding down and grabbed onto his shirt with his little frog feet.  "Who's going to enforce your order?" Shorty asked.

I had to laugh, which felt impossible in this place.  This was awesome.  I forgot all about the dark shape in the water for a second as I watched.  

Shorty let Lawrence struggle for a bit longer, then stood up again.  The frog scrambled back up onto his shoulder and glared at him.

You have no right to resist my orders, Lawrence thought.  You are a mere peasant.

Shorty hesitated like he wanted to say something crushing, but nodded to me.  "We shouldn't linger here any more," he said.  "This place sucks.  We can always have more fun later."

Shorty took a step when a large, black shape dove down at him.

Feathers and cawing filled the air.  Shorty yelled.  One of the ravens.  And it was clawing at his shoulder--the shoulder with Lawrence.  Shorty backed away into a dying tree, which grabbed at him with its pointy branches.  Lawrence had crawled under his shirt, forming a bump there.  

Help, Lawrence thought.

The raven was trying to take off with the frog prince.

I ran at Shorty and the bird.  Shorty slugged the bird and it fell back a little, cawing with rage, and then attacked again.  Lawrence stayed put as Shorty jerked his shoulder back.  The raven pushed harder, cawing and trying to slug Shorty in the face with its wing.  

"Leave them alone!" I shouted, searching the ground for a stick.

We couldn't lose Lawrence.  If we did, I'd never see Franco again.

I found a dead branch just off the road, grabbed it, and  swung at the bird.  I hit it in the wing but the creature was crazed.  Mad with hunger.  Or mad with evil.  I swung again and hit Shorty instead, and he grunted and pushed at me.  This bird was insane.  Bent on getting the frog prince.  

"Sorry!" I yelled, dropping the branch.  I lunged at the bird.

And then I grabbed a wing.

"Candice!" Shorty yelled. 

I pulled the bird towards me and claws flew.  Pain burned across my arm and bright red blossomed over my skin.  The raven went crazier at the sight of the blood, opening and closing its beak.  I kept my grip on its wing.  It thrashed at me, trying to stab with its razor sharp beak.  Feathers flew and rained.  The raven's eyes were reddish.  Evil.  This was no normal bird.

I held the bird as far from me as I could and Shorty appeared in front of me.  He seized the raven around the neck and pulled it away.  I let go.  

"Get off her!" Shorty shouted.  The raven made another cawing sound and Shorty turned away.  "Candice--don't look."

But I couldn't look elsewhere.  Shorty held the bird's neck with both hands.

And then there was a cracking sound.

And silence.  The fluttering stopped.  The raven's wings drooped and remained still.  

It didn't dawn on me what had happened at first, until Shorty released his grip and let the bird fall to the ground.  It was still, feathers ruffled and reddish eyes empty.

He had killed it with his bare hands.

"Shorty," I managed.

The other raven cawed above us and took off into flight.  I watched it circle above the dying trees once, then vanish over the tops.

Shorty turned to face me.  "I told you not to look," he said.  "I had to do it.  The bird was evil.  There was no saving it.  This area must have made it that way.  As much as I hate Lawrence, we can't have him die.  We need to get Franco out of that pond."

That is right, Lawrence thought.

I turned.  His voice came from the ground, from the trunk of the tree that Shorty had just left. 

The frog stood there, backed as far as he could to the tree and trying to hide.  He'd jumped off Shorty's shoulder during the struggle.  Or fallen.  Lawrence looked uninjured but he glared at both of us, turning his body right and left.  It was creepy, to say the least.

Pick me up, he ordered.  I told you not to come through here.  When we see another dark area like this, we go around.

Shorty sighed, stomped over, and did as he was told.  "Yes, master," he said in his best Igor lisp.  Then he winked at me.  "That was still fun.  Seeing Lawrence suffer for a bit."

"I agree," I said.  Disappointment washed through me that Lawrence had come out unscathed, but so did relief.  He held the key to Franco, after all.  

We made our way out of the dark spot.  The dread dissipated from my stomach and I breathed sweet, fresh air.  "I'm glad to be out of there," I said, trying to raise the mood.

But Shorty didn't respond.  He'd put Lawrence back on his shoulder.   His mood only seemed to darken with each step he took as if he'd taken some part of that dark area with him.  He stared straight ahead and made a point not to look at Lawrence for the rest of the walk.

Or me, for that matter.

I wanted to ask him what was wrong, but his sudden despair seemed to go right into the center of the world.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

We passed two more small villages, both almost identical to the first.  Small houses.  A few animals.  Women in dresses, bonnets, and aprons.  Men in overalls and children pulling buckets from wells.  Tall grass and unkept yards.  None of them had wells or fountains we could drink from without stealing buckets, so we had to follow Lawrence's advice and stop at a gurgling creek.  Shorty stayed back while I crouched and took a drink of the freshest water I had ever tasted.  Only when I finished did Shorty leave Lawrence on the ground next to me and head into the trees to get a drink.  He took a while to come back, and I sensed he might be relieving himself.  

But he didn't look comfortable when he came back to the road.

"Something wrong?" I asked.

"I'm tired and I need to sleep.  We need to stop soon."  He picked Lawrence back up, and we headed on our way again.

We hit the fourth village close to evening.  

The old road turned into a clearing and several houses with straw roofs spread out before us along with a pigpen and some sheep that grazed in a field nearby.  Shorty stopped when he spotted people out walking around, a man in a leather hat along with two women in dark dresses and bonnets.

This is in your father's kingdom, Lawrence explained.  These people have had no king for twenty years.  Alric will enslave them if we do not marry and protect this area from darkness.  This must be a new village.  I do not remember this being here.

He seemed to remind me of my duty a lot.  "Is this Mary's village?" I asked.

No.  We will not reach it until tomorrow morning.  You need me to take you there.

"Great," I said, relieved that our trip would take longer.  As soon as Lawrence escaped his curse, I'd be his bride.  Wasn't that the story?  

The sun was getting low in the sky.  Shorty eyed it.  "From what I've heard," he said, "We don't want to be out traveling at night, even in the lighter parts of this world.  Alric told my parents there are thieves and stuff that will attack you at night."

"So we should stop here," I said.

These quarters are not suitable for royalty, Lawrence thought.

"I'm fine with sleeping here," I said, as much as it pained me to say it.

Shorty searched around.  He didn't look happy to be scanning these faces. 

"What's wrong?" I asked him.  I wondered if it had to do with the specter in the swamp back in that dark, evil area.

"Nothing," he said.  "I'm shaken up after what happened earlier.  Maybe we shouldn't be walking through any more of those dark spots."

Agreed, Lawrence said.

I checked out my clothes.  I still wore my T-shirt and jeans.  I wondered how bad this would stick out or if these people were used to others popping in from the other world from time to time.  It was a risk I'd take.  "Shorty—we need to go ask someone where the inn or hotel is.  It might end up being the barn."  I said last sentence loud enough for Lawrence to hear.

No barns, he demanded.

"Then we'll find you a pond," I said.  "Or a nearby swamp.  You can stay there.  You seemed to have no trouble with the pond back on my old farm."

Lawrence did the best thing he could have done right then.

He shut up.  

Letting myself feel victory, Shorty and I walked towards the small hamlet.

A woman continued to tend her little garden, ignoring us.  A farmer walked past, staring straight ahead.  I waved at him, but he pretended I wasn't there and stared straight ahead.  

"What's with these people?" I asked Shorty.

He shrugged.  "They're not friendly, are they?"

We walked deeper into the hamlet until we reached what might be the center courtyard.  It looked more like a clearing of dirt where chicken tracks and boot prints mingled.   A single chicken pecked at the ground over and over and didn't react to our presence.  This was a cold place.  It even felt chilly.  A sharp, cool sensation washed over my skin and Shorty shivered next to me.  Lawrence shifted.

"Why, hello."

I turned.  An old woman leaned out of her house, smiling at us.  Her face was so wrinkled I could barely make out her eyes, but she waved us closer.  "Are you searching for a place to sleep tonight?  You look tired."

Shorty jumped, shocked.  "Um..."

"Why are you standing out there?  Come on in," she said, holding her door open wider.  The house was neat inside, with a clean wooden floor.  "Are you travelers from the other world?"

I nodded.  "We got here earlier today."

"Through what kind of portal?"

"A pond," I told her.  She seemed to know an awful lot.  I studied her face for any sign of malice, but I found none.  Shorty stood there, keeping his distance from her.  Maybe it was because he still had a bullfrog on his shoulder. 

"Interesting," she said.  She eyed Lawrence.  "I see you're carrying a prince along with you.  I'm sure you will see Mary.  That woman knows everything about the old tales.  She'll know how to get him out of that skin." 

Lawrence shifted, uncomfortable.  He didn't like strangers sizing him up like this.

"Well, what are you waiting for?" the woman asked.  "I have plenty of room in this old house of mine, if you don't mind sleeping on straw."

The evening was getting dimmer.  Almost blue.  I looked around and Shorty opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, then closed it.  The hamlet had grown quiet.  People must be inside, eating dinner.  Smoke drifted out of a chimney and my stomach cramped with hunger.

I hadn't eaten since lunch at school.  

Either way, my legs trembled, and I felt ready to drop.  "Come on," I told Shorty.  "We need a place to sleep."  Why was he so quiet suddenly?

I stepped into the house and Shorty followed.

The house was larger inside than I expected, with a sitting room and a fireplace spread out before us.  Happy flames danced inside brick.  The windows had pink shutters over them, only letting in faint lines of light.  An adjoining kitchen with a crude iron stove gave off heat and the aroma of brewing tea.  It carried some strange, sweet smell with it.  The woman hobbled into the kitchen while Shorty and I stood there.  Lawrence's throat moved out and in.

"Are you sure you want to stay here?" Shorty whispered.  "I'm sure there are better places.  I don't want to sleep on straw."

The woman returned with two cups of tea, all smiles.  She handed one to Shorty, and he took a drink, gulping all of it down in seconds.  “That’s good,” he said.  “If I get back to the other world, I must make a note to visit again soon.”

The woman wore a look of confusion for a split second, but then she smiled again.  “I don’t see people from the other world often.  I’ve had a few stop here before.  Portals are tricky things.”

“You seem to know a lot about this place,” I said.  “Do you know anything about water nixes?” Franco screamed back into my mind.  There was no way I could sleep tonight with him down there, prisoner.  What if he was losing hope?  Soon he might feel convinced that rescue would never come.  

The woman stood there and shook her head.  "Mary is the one with all the answers," she said.  "Where is she?  I've heard she has the book with all the stories."

I found it a weird question.  "Don't know," I said, taking a sip of the tea.  It tasted like mint and something else sweet and was the best I'd ever tasted.  Shorty was right.  It was good.  "We're looking for her."

 

* * * * *

 

Something hit me in the face.

I groaned and crept up through the layers of sleep.  It came again, rubbery and cold.  The blow was small, meant to annoy and not hurt.  

You must wake, Candice.

My eyes fluttered open and the feeling of straw under me reached my tired brain.  Where was I?  This wasn't my bed. 

It was dark but I could make out moonlight pouring in through a tiny window far above my head.  The smell of the straw hit me and I opened my eyes all the way.  Walls towered over me and I was lying on the floor.

And Lawrence the frog prince stood right in front of my face, foot raised like he wanted to hit me with it again.  My eyes adjusted and I could make out his yellow eyes.

"What is your problem?" I asked, sitting up.  

You should not have trusted that woman.

"What woman?"  I searched my memory.  It came back.  The pond.  Falling through.  Franco getting snatched.  Shorty and I arriving at the unfriendly village.  There was something about tea.  

I woke up all the way after that.

She drugged you.

"Huh?"

Lawrence hopped around like he was leading me towards a closed door on the other side of the room.  I followed him with my gaze and stood.  

The old woman.  The sitting room.  I'd been sipping tea, and she'd asked me where Mary was.

And after that, nothing.

I was trying to warn you, but you were too busy asking her stupid questions.

I bristled, hating Lawrence.  "You didn't ask her anything.  And if she drugged me, you did nothing about it.  You didn't even try."  Lawrence hadn't done or said a thing while we were standing in that sitting room.  "Why would that woman drug me?"

She's with Alric.  She must be and is trying to destroy our story.

"Where's Shorty?" I asked, scanning the room.  He wasn't here.  This room wasn't even big, either—about the size of a big walk in closet and made of mud brick.  The straw I'd been sleeping on was the only furniture.  Shorty drank that tea, too.  The woman must have him somewhere else.

Passed out.  I hid when it happened and she dragged him to another room.  This house isn't what it seems on the outside.  It's much larger.  That woman must be a witch.  

I stood on my tiptoes and look out the window.  The moon was a large waxing crescent and cast light on the world outside.  I spotted the tips of several trees, but nothing else.  I wasn't tall enough to gaze upon the village.  This window let in air only.  It might be a prison cell.

Then I checked the door, careful not to step on Lawrence.  He hopped out of the way and got buried in a bunch of hay.  I did not try to help him out.  It was a wooden door, an old cracked one that looked more fit for a dungeon than anything else.  I peeked through a baseball-sized hole near where the handle should be, only to find darkness on the other side.

I pushed on the door.  Nothing.

I was trapped.

Okay.  This was a prison cell.

Lawrence scrambled out of the hay.  He was a small dark shape in the moonlight.  I only got in because there is a gap between the door and the floor.

"Some good waking me up did," I said just to get on his nerves.  "Where's Shorty?"

Behind another door.  You should never drink tea from strangers.

"There must be a key around here somewhere."  I faced Lawrence.  "Okay.  It's obvious this woman wants to mess up the story.  Alric must have lots of friends.  We need the key.  If you find it, I can stick my hand through this hole and get myself, and then Shorty, out."

Quiet, Lawrence thought.

Footsteps.

They passed the door, and I held my breath, praying it wouldn't open.  The woman might try to hurt Lawrence if she was working with Alric.  A lock turned somewhere outside the door and more footsteps sounded, and then a door creaked shut.  The woman's footsteps made the boards groan, and a drawer opened and closed.  She must be depositing the key.

Another door opened and the sound of crickets grew louder and then it closed again.  The footsteps vanished.

The woman had left the house.  

And left the key somewhere close.

"I think she's gone," I said.  

I agree.  Lawrence hopped towards the door.  We had to cooperate, at least right now.  I'd feel stupid about accepting the tea later.  While he was gone, I'd pile straw by the window and see if anyone else was out in the village.  I could flag someone down for help.  How could this woman hold people prisoner right in the middle of civilization?

The frog prince disappeared under the door, kicking his webbed legs, and I was glad to see him go.  The key must be in the kitchen or something.  At least he knew where to look.  I peeked through the hole again, but saw nothing in the dark.  Lawrence made faint plopping noises as he hopped that would have been funny under other circumstances.

I stacked up a bunch of the straw.  It was fresh and dry, so I must have been the first person in here.  After getting all of it in a pile by the window, I stood on it without falling and get my face up to the window.

I couldn't be seeing this right.

There were no other houses here.  Just an open field with trees surrounding it on all sides.  I blinked to make sure.  Even the pigpen and the sheep had vanished from the field as if scared of this woman and this place.  The field itself was overgrown as if human hands hadn't touched it in years.

"What is this?" I managed.

The village had been here when we walked into this field, and now it and its indifferent people had vanished.  There was just this one house.

Terror crept up into my heart.  

The village might have been an illusion.  It could be the reason the people in it never spoke to us.  The warning signs were there.  Shorty and I didn't see them.  And even though he would never admit it, neither had Lawrence.

We'd fallen into some trap and now this woman had some horrible plan for us.

I sat back down and waited for a long time.  Lawrence might never find the key.  That I'd stay in here until that woman let me out.  It was a good thing I never told her where this Mary was.  Mary must be on Alric's most wanted list if he had people asking about her.  We'd done something right, at least.

And if this was the lighter part of Fable, what was the dark version like?

I waited for what felt like an hour.  The drawer slid open little by little.  Something shuffled and made a clink as it landed on the floor.  Then the object slid closer.  

A key slid under the door.  I found this in the kitchen, Lawrence thought.  I took a long time to get up there and search for it.  I need to resume my human form as soon as possible.

I snatched the key and shoved my arm through the lock.  I took forever to find the keyhole without being able to see it but I managed.  The lock clicked, and I pushed the door open with a squeak.  It was ancient.

In fact, the whole house smelled like mold and dust now.  Moonlight spilled out of the cell and my shadow grew across the floor.  

This wasn't the same home Shorty and I had walked into earlier that day.  This was an old, dilapidated, abandoned building.  It had the same fireplace, the same table, the same shutters.  But it had aged a hundred years.  The sitting room had dirt and cracked boards covering the floor and leaves that had blown in through the open front door.  A pile of them had gathered around the iron stove which was surrounded by ashes.  A burnt wooden block sat next to it.  

"This isn't right," I whispered.  There was no sign of the woman.

She must have enchanted this old house to look new, Lawrence thought.  So was the village.  None of it was real.  This woman must be a powerful witch.

"That's nice," I said, walking through the kitchen.  Every board protested, but no one stormed out at me.  The woman had gone.  Maybe she'd left me to rot in that cell and had no intention of letting me out of here alive.  

We should leave Shorty here.

"We can't do that," I said, even though Lawrence had a point.  Shorty wanted to kill him back in Mr. Godfrey's class.  I could understand that, too.  But Lawrence didn't deserve to die, did he?

I turned in a circle, searching for another door.  I kept a tight grip on the key.  There was the one that held me, but nothing else.

"What gives?" I asked.  "You said Shorty should be here."

Lawrence turned to face the door.  There is another—wait.  There was a door there before right next to yours.  Now it's gone.  

"Then where's Shorty?" I asked.  "Are we in some kind of funhouse without the fun?"  I was getting worried about him.  He wasn't quite the weird guy I thought he was.  And he'd been right about Lawrence being a jerk.  Shorty had been...tolerable today, at least on the walk here.  

I don't know.  We should leave him.  He deserves whatever is coming to him.

"I can't believe you're such a jerk," I said.  "Did you annoy whatever witch turned you into a frog?  I can't blame her for doing it."

Lawrence said nothing.  I sensed his tension.

"I will look for Shorty," I said.  "Without you.  Wait here.  I'll pick you up when I find him."  There was nowhere else to look in the house.  The woman had left.  She must have him somewhere else.

And I walked out the front door about as fast as I could.  There was no one in the house and no one out in this field.  

Stop, Lawrence ordered.  You must take me with you.  Remember your promise of companionship?

Grass slapped at my legs and I knew Lawrence would have a hard time hopping through it and finding me again.  I could only hope he stayed put.  Stayed hidden, away from that woman.  I walked faster, not looking back.  The moon was brighter now, and a cloud moved all the way from it, and the stars were super brilliant, way more so than they ever were back home.  Fable was so much more pristine than the regular world.  Alric must be terrible to make my father and the other characters flee from this place.

I stopped.

I did not know where I was going.

Crickets chirped everywhere, and an owl hooted.  I was getting close to the tree line, and it was very dark in there.  Shorty must be out here somewhere.  Maybe the witch liked to have human sacrifices.  Or she'd taken him to Alric.  He was the son of Alric's Watchers.  His parents might have even asked for him back.  Or Alric could recruit him.  Shorty had been willing to kill a prince.  He was already halfway there.  

Then I checked the house again.  It was a dark, desolate shape in the middle of the grass.  Lawrence was back there somewhere.

I turned.  Searched the tree line.  Where was the road?  

There.  It was just as overgrown as ever.  Was this the direction we'd come from, or the road that led ahead to the Fox Kingdom?

I'd take it and walk.  The almost blind witch wouldn't head anywhere else.  I had to check something.  Anything.

Darkness grew up on either side of me as I reached the road and walked under the dome of night.  I walked for a long time and the moon kept poking out between the trees.  I felt like I was heading down a hallway made of a dark forest.  The crickets quieted as I approached and I worried that I'd give away my presence.  The witch might be around here somewhere.  Or maybe she was long gone, and I was on my own.

But then I heard something and stopped. 

Voices.

I held my breath.  The sound echoed through the trees, distorted and weird.  A woman spoke from my right.  She sounded the way someone would sound at a neighbor's house late at night.  It was her, all right.  The witch who offered me that sleepy tea and taken Shorty away.

The voice vanished, then came again.  I strained to make out any words, but it was useless.

Yes.  It was coming from my right.  

I turned and squinted.

There was a faint light far back in the trees, maybe a hundred feet off the road.  I leaned and trunk blocked the way, but then my eyes adjusted more and I could see it better.

Checking it out was the only option.

I knew this was a stupid idea that Lawrence would chastise me for, but I wasn't leaving Shorty here.  He'd helped me.  I needed someone between me and Lawrence if his curse got removed, and Shorty was better than nothing.  Shorty was on my side for getting Franco out.  He deserved the help.

I took a step into the trees, and then another.

The ground was more clear here, free of saplings that couldn't grow in the shadow of the bigger trees.  The trunks were farther apart, and the light got more clear.  A lantern.  It sat on the ground, casting a glow on some green grass and another pond that shimmered in its light.

I hated ponds.

The old woman stood hunched over the pond.  She wore a black shawl.  The ground at her feet seemed darker than the surrounding grass as if her presence was making evil seep into the ground.  I imagined another one of those evil spots being born and I shuddered.  

Then I noticed.

Standing next to her was Shorty.

He stood there.  He wasn't trying to run away, but he kept more distance from the pond than the witch did.  What was going on here?  

I crept closer, heart pounding, every sense aware.  The two of them remained silent as if waiting for something to manifest in the pond.  The water formed a perfect mirror.  I wondered if this was another portal that led back to the other world.  If I jumped through, I might come back out in the park.  But this pond didn't have the magical glow I'd seen in the park.  

I got close enough to make out Shorty's short haircut and the crochet pattern on the witch's shawl.  I caught the side of her face and it held deeper wrinkles than ever.  Her gnarled hand held a cane now.  

Shorty shifted as if he wanted away from her.  I wanted to call out to him but my gut told me it was a bad idea.

But then a figure formed inside the water as if it was a screen showing another place.  

The figure.  The one Shorty and I had seen in that dark area.  His image formed right inside the light as if it was a door that had opened.  

It was a man in a long black robe with red trim and a hood pulled over his face.  Darkness took up the space under the hood.  Shorty recoiled, then got his composure.  He didn't want to be here.  

"Alric," the old woman said, nodding a greeting.

I swore under my breath and clutched the bark of the tree trunk.  This was him.  The big guy Lawrence had spoken about.  

"Shorty," the man said.  "I have been trying to contact you for hours."

The guy's voice made a sense of darkness spread through me.  It was the creepiest thing I'd ever heard.

Shorty sucked in a breath.  

"Have you disposed of the frog prince yet?"

Shorty hesitated.  The witch stared at him.

I held my breath.  Shorty was working with this Alric guy.  He'd lied about some things.  Maybe everything.

"No," he said at last.

"Why haven't you?"  The man's tone was condescending.  "I told you to go into the regular world and complete this one simple task.  And now you are back here."

"I did what you said," he said.  Shorty sounded so desperate and so scared.  "The biology classroom.  I took a while to make sure the frog prince would be there.  But Candice freed him.  I wasn't expecting that.  I'm working on it.  Candice might even kill him herself."

"This is not good enough," Alric said.  "Candice is bound by a promise to him.  If the frog prince gets freed, our plan will falter.  You know what will happen if you don't complete this mission.  If you don't kill him."

Shorty stood there, silent.  Then he let out a long breath.

Alric stood aside in the vision.  He was in a dark room filled with glass boxes.  Some had swirling vapor inside and others seemed to hold models of castles and villages.  But there was one glass box at the back of the room, the biggest one of all.

And inside slept a young, blond woman in a pink dress.  Her chest went up and down.  I could see no way in or out of the glass box.  It reminded me of the box they put Snow White in during that movie.  Only there was no prince here to kiss her and wake her up.  As far as I could tell, this woman was stuck in some dark chamber on permanent exhibit. 

"Or what won't happen, I should say," Alric told Shorty.  "You wouldn't want your mother to remain in this coffin forever, would you?"

Shorty let out a breath.  "No."

A chill swept over me.

Shorty had lied about everything.  His parents weren't Watchers.  His mother, at least, was from here and Alric had her prisoner.  Alric had Shorty enslaved, and she was the bargaining chip.  

"Then you must kill the frog prince," Alric ordered him.  He stepped in front of the glass coffin again, blocking in from view.  "Or you must kill Candice.  One of them must die.  If that happens, their story will fall.  King Gustav's old kingdom will turn dark.  And so will the entire Fox Kingdom."

"I'm not hurting Candice," he said.

"Then kill the frog prince," the witch told him.  "Are you a bumbling idiot?  All you have to do is step on him."

Shorty stood there, shaking.  I knew what he was thinking.  If he killed Lawrence, he'd doom Franco to the nix.  And so many more people to a horrible fate.

"I can't find him," Shorty said.  "The frog, I mean.  He hopped off as soon as Candice passed out from the tea.  Then I passed out, too."

The witch drew closer to the Shorty.  "He is right," she said to Alric.  "The frog prince escaped.  I have Candice shut inside the hut right now.  We will do away with her."

"No," Shorty breathed, grabbing her arm.  "We can't!"

I drew back, careful not to make any twigs snap. 

"Then find the frog prince," Alric ordered him.  "I swear on the stars, I have a moron for a son."


Chapter Seven

 

 

Shorty turned away.

Stormed towards me.

I backed away and then a twig snapped.  

The witch seized the lantern and turned.  Light fell on me.  I squinted.  Behind it, the dark form of Alric waited.

Shorty stopped, too.  He was pale.  "Candice," he breathed.  "Run."

I did.

I ran almost blind while the light of the lantern bobbed behind me.  The witch was giving chase.  Shorty caught up and slapped me on the back.  "Go," he begged.  "Don't let her get you."

"Shorty!" the witch huffed.  "What are you doing?"

I wanted to slap him for lying.  For not telling me who he was.  But I wanted to get away from the witch even more.  She'd kill me.  And now maybe she'd kill Shorty, too.

We burst out onto the road.  "Where's Lawrence?" Shorty asked.

"Back at the house."  I hoped.  We didn't have time to go out there and search for him in the field.  And Shorty had to kill Lawrence.  He had a reason to.  He had a trapped mother and his father was the worst guy in this world.  

"You need to go," Shorty said, full of pain.  He pushed me away.  "I'm sorry you saw this.  Just go!"

The light increased and the witch burst out of the forest, lantern in hand.

The light blinded me, but not before I could make out her black, hateful eyes.  Her deep wrinkles.  Her scowl.  The air filled with a sharp, cold feeling.  She fished around in her pocket for something and drew out a gnarled stick.  A wand.  

I sucked in a breath.

Shorty jumped in front of me.  "Don't hurt Candice!  I'll find Lawrence.  I'll step on him right now and you can watch.  Just let her walk away."

I thought of the story and the people who would fall into darkness.  

"You'll just step on him," the witch said.  "You refuse to learn any magic."  She held the wand higher.

I knew I should run, but Shorty was blocking her view of me.  If I moved, she'd have a clear shot.  

"I want nothing to do with magic!" he shouted and went to slap the wand out of her hand.

The witch backed away and pointed the stick at him.  She muttered something.  Shorty stopped.  He struggled to pull his feet from the ground, but he remained stuck.  She'd cursed him.

"It's no wonder Alric is ashamed of you," she snarled at him, dropping her lantern.  "I'm ashamed of you.  You're too much like that soft mother of yours.  You need to earn your place in this family."

Shorty struggled to speak, but his lips stayed shut.  The witch pointed the wand at him again.    

Then I did something stupid.  I lunged at her out and grabbed the wand, taking her by surprise and kicking the lantern away.  She whirled around, raising a hand to slap me, but I dodged out of the way.  Her fingernails raked my cheek.  I pointed the wand at her, praying for something to happen, but she stopped and laughed.  

"You stupid girl," she said.  "That wand is of no use to you.  Now hand it over."

Shorty lifted his feet and ran for me.  "Come on!" he yelled.

Wand in hand, I seized his arm, and we ran.

"Shorty!"  The witch panted, running after us, and light bobbed again.  Shorty and I bolted down the road.  Past twin walls of black trees.  Which way were we going?  

The world opened ahead.  

Back towards the hut.

Towards where Lawrence was still hopping through the weeds.

"We've got to find the frog prince," Shorty breathed. 

I looked back.  The witch was falling behind.  The lantern swung in the night, casting a glow on the surrounding tree trunks.  She was a dark, hunched figure behind it, featureless.  Maybe she was powerless without the wand.  Maybe her magic was too weak without it.  The wand gave off a cold, sharp energy that felt beyond evil.  It stabbed into my hand, making the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

The whole revelation about who Shorty was exploded through my mind.  But I couldn't confront him about it now.  It was clear Shorty wanted none of this crap.  So I kept running.  

Grass slapped at my jeans and dew made the ankles of them wet.  I let go of Shorty's arm and we reached the old house, bursting in at the same time.  Darkness overtook us.  We didn't have much time before the witch got here and I did not understand how to use this one weapon.  I searched around for another one.  

"We've got to find Lawrence and leave," Shorty said.  "My grandmother will not forgive me for this."

"Your grandmother?" I shouted.

"Trust me, I hate it.  I didn't expect to see her here.  I didn't think she'd set up this trap.  Alric must have seen us back in that dark area and told her to meet us here."

"Lawrence!" I shouted.  "The witch is coming to kill you."  She would have already if he hadn't escaped and hidden when I passed out from the tea.  It was the only reason he was still alive.

Shorty stood in the front door.  "She's coming.  I see the lantern light.  She's still on the road, but she can walk faster than you think."  There was real terror in his voice.  I wondered what he'd seen her do.  "Lawrence!"

No answer.  

"Are you going to kill him?" I asked Shorty.  Lawrence might be hiding.  He wouldn't come out until I convinced him of safety.  And we couldn't leave without him.

Shorty hesitated and backed for the doorway.  Past him, the lantern drew closer.  She'd reached the edge of the field.  We could outrun the witch, but we had to get away first.  She'd do anything to kill me if Lawrence wasn't here.  

And maybe she'd even kill Shorty, too.

"Well, are you?" I asked.

"I never wanted to kill him."

"But you were going to.  At first," I said.  "Alric's won't release your mother even if you do."  I raise my voice loud enough to echo through the old house.  "He's that kind of guy."  

Shorty whirled on me.  The lantern was closer.  She was closing the distance.  "What else am I supposed to do?  I don't even know where he has her!"

"We can figure that out later," I tell him. 

"But what if he kills her?"

The lantern was closer.  In the field.  We had less than a minute.  I scrambled.  "Alric said nothing about that," I told him.  "If he was planning on killing your mom, he would have threatened you with that."  I wasn't sure, but I had to get Lawrence to come out of hiding.  

Shorty screwed up his face.  I could see the frustration in his eyes, the utter anger.  But there was also a boy in there, a boy who had never felt love.  This was the real Shorty.  The one in Mr. Godfrey's room had been a mask.  

"I won't kill him," he said. 

I am here.

Lawrence hopped out from under a cabinet.  He'd been right there the whole time, waiting to make sure things were clear.

I picked him up and put him on my shoulder.  There was no time.  Shorty and I bolted for the door.  The witch was much closer now, so close that the lantern cast a glow on the house.  The witch panted for breath.  I kept the wand clutched in one hand.  Even if it was useless, I needed to keep it away from her.

"There you are," she managed.  "Bring the frog prince."

Shorty led the way, and we sprinted around the house.  I didn't look back.  Lawrence clutched at my shirt.  Shorty led us around the house and we made a loop around the witch, then headed back down the road she'd come from.  I glanced back to see the lantern getting farther and farther behind as we crashed through grass.  

Twin walls of dark trees grew up on either side of us and we slowed.  I gasped for air.  I'd never been much of a runner.  

"We can stop for a second," Shorty said.  "She won't catch up to us.  Not now."

"Are you sure?" I asked.  "She is a witch."

"She's not much use without that," Shorty said, nodding to the wand in my hand.  "My grandmother's always relied on tools for her magic."

Lawrence turned on my shoulder.  You will release me from my curse with that.  I will still take you to Mary.

A bubble of dread rose inside of me.  I might.  This wand must have the ability.  And then the real Lawrence would stand before me.  I'd be his.  The story dictated that.  

Shorty wiped the sweat from his brow.  "We need to keep walking.  She's slow, but I'm sure she's coming."

He was right.  Relief flooded through me and I mentally thanked him for the distraction.  I walked, keeping a quick pace and not looking back.  The woods were so dark.  So foreboding, but Shorty led the way.  

So he was from Fable.  

"Are we headed the right way?" I asked.

"Yes," Shorty said.  "The Fox Kingdom is several more miles up the road.  Kingdoms in Fable aren't that big."

"And this wand?  What do we do with it?"  The cold feeling was worse than ever.

Release me, Lawrence said.

I ignored him.  Shorty faced me.  "I've never used magic," he said.  "I don't know how to remove curses."  

"But—" I said, not wanting Lawrence to know the truth.  "You know more about Fable than I do.  You should know something about magic."  

"I want nothing to do with it.  Nothing.  Look what it got my mother!"

I jumped at his outburst.  Lawrence didn't even have a retort for him. 

"You know how you want nothing to do with being a princess?" Shorty asked.  "Well, I want nothing to do with being a wizard.  I will not be one.  No one will make me."

"Sorry," I managed.

Shorty was in so much pain that my heart ached for him.  I had a father was absent most of the time.  He had it much worse.  

He had Alric.

And he'd spent his life dealing with it.  Maybe this was why he put on that happy mask back in the other world.   The real Shorty was miserable.  Scared.  Desperate.

Shorty let out a breath.  "I'm not mad at you, Candice," he said.  "I'm just—come on.  We have to keep walking.  I think I see the lantern back there."

I checked.  He was right.  The witch was still in pursuit and she showed no signs of quitting.  The light was just a tiny pinprick, but unmistakable.  She was still too close for me.

Go, Lawrence demanded.  Walk.  She will kill us all.

Maybe the frog prince was growing some compassion.

I will not die because you are not listening.

Scratch that.  

Shorty and I walked faster, staying inside the twin walls of trees.  Weeds choked our path forward and something big ran across the road ahead.  We were back in the middle of nowhere.  There had to be a village.  A hamlet, even, a real one like the ones we'd passed yesterday.  Someone who could help us and let us shelter for the rest of the night.  I checked the moon.  There was no way to tell what time it was.  I knew nothing about moon phases, But this one was either waxing or waning and it was getting closer to the horizon.

I stumbled in a rut in the ground and Lawrence went flying.  He landed with a small crash.

"Accident!" I said.

Clumsy, the frog prince thought.  The disgust in his voice was overwhelming.  He scrambled out of some tall grass.  Do you not realize you have an important passenger?

Shorty scrambled over and seized him before I could say anything.  His face contorted in anger again.  Shorty held the frog with both hands and turned him so they were face to face.  Lawrence struggled and kicked his frog legs.  My heart pounded and for a second I was sure Shorty would crush him.  He could.  No magic required.

Shorty brought his face close to Lawrence's.

"Stop talking to Candice like that," he growled.

I swear Lawrence gulped.  He said nothing.

"We're helping you," Shorty continued.  "Did you treat your subjects like this, too?"

Again, nothing.

"Now, you'll ride on my shoulder and shut up.  I don't want to hear you say another bad word about anybody or I will throw you down and then you will feel the bottom of my shoe."

Okay.

Lawrence's voice was so small and scared that I almost felt bad for him.  Almost.

Shorty set him on his shoulder.  "I'm only doing this because we need Franco back," he said.  "And because I don't want to doom so many people to Alric."  He trailed off like he wanted to say something else and I knew what that was.

He was doing this because of me.  

And maybe to spite Alric.  I couldn't blame him there. 

I nodded a thanks to Shorty.  There was still a tense truce between us and Lawrence—for now.  

And he nodded back.

The lantern had vanished behind us.  Our walk stretched into silence.  Lawrence said nothing, and it was glorious. 

But Shorty trudged on as if he were dragging a cruise ship behind his feet.


Chapter Eight

 

 

The first light of morning came about an hour later.

It started as a pink glow on the horizon ahead, almost too faint to make out.  But my eyes had adjusted so much to the dark that every little source of light popped out at me.  I couldn't believe how sensitive they had gotten.

Morning, Lawrence said.

It was the first thing he'd uttered in a long time.  Two hours, maybe.  Maybe longer.

Shorty spoke, too.  "That's good.  My grandmother prefers night, but she might still come after us."

"Shorty," I blurted.  "Why didn't you tell me and Franco the truth?"  I could say something now he'd given up his secret in front of the frog prince.  

And it wasn't like the frog prince could do anything about it.  At least not until he was human again.  Then we'd have something to worry about.

He exhaled.  "It would have gone over great, you know, if I'd said my father is an evil wizard who wants to take over Fable.  I hate him with all my being."

"I can see that."   

"He never gave me information about my mother," he said.  "I only know my parents met right before I they had me.  When my mom figured out she would have me, she wanted nothing to do with Alric anymore because she must have found out how evil he was.  They weren't married, and she wanted to wed another guy.  Alric got jealous and sealed her in a glass coffin that no one has broken her out of until now.  No one has found her tomb.  He keeps showing it and saying that if I please him enough, he'll release her."

Shorty kicked at a pebble and eyed the trees.  

"Only I'll never do that.  Alric hates me.  He always has."  

"He's an evil person," I told him.  "I saw that last night.  He must treat everyone like crap."  I didn't know what else to say.  My father didn't hate me, at least.

"Alric always left me with mean nannies.  Never spoke to me much.  I grew up in the dark region, Candice.  I hated the place.  The castle that Alric lived in and the king he used to work for.  The skies that are always dark and gray and all the wolves that howl at night.  You remember that weird spot of death we walked through?  That's what the entire dark region is like.  It's home to all the darker aspects of the fairy tales."

"Yikes," I said.  Shorty had spent a lot of time there.  I could barely stand it for a few minutes.

"I was a prisoner in the castle and not allowed to leave.  When I lived there, it belonged to an evil king called Henrik.  But he's gone now and Alric is the master of the dark region.  He wants all of Fable.  And now I'm supposed to help him."

"But you don't want to help him."  

"I wanted to win my mother's freedom," Shorty said.  "I wanted to meet her.  And I wanted out of the dark region.  So when Alric told me there was a way I could get those things, I jumped at the chance.  He'd tell me my mission when I got to the other world.  So he sent me through his magic mirror and to your town.  That's when he told me to find the frog prince."

I nodded.  Lawrence shifted on his shoulder.  He was uncomfortable, but Shorty's threat still stood and he said nothing.

"I didn't know what else to do, so I tracked down King Gustav who Alric said had a daughter.  It wasn't hard and Alric told me the frog price would be close to you guys.  Alric could speak to me through anything reflective and he helped me find my way around in the regular world, which was alien and weird.  I found you and slipped into your school with the help of Alric's magic.  I tried to hang around you, to see where you went a lot, because the frog prince would be close.  My father said he just wanted me to find him.   How could I know any different?  So I found Lawrence living in the park by your house and I caught him.  He begged for mercy.  He told me he needed to get to his princess."  Shorty paused.  "That I was keeping him from what he owned."

I did not, Lawrence said.

A sick feeling spread through me.  I didn't have words.

"You did," Shorty told him.  "That's what you said about Candice.  Then I showed Alric that I'd found him.  That's when he told me to kill him."

"You didn't," I said.  

"I couldn't do it.  This was a person and that would have been murder.  I refused and let Lawrence get away.  Alric said he would never let my mother out of her prison.  So I argued with him and Alric gave me one more chance to prove myself."

"That's when you stole the fetal pigs," I said, "so Mr. Godfrey would want to dissect the frogs."

"And I caught Lawrence again and put him in with the other frogs," Shorty said.  "That way, I could take the responsibility of his death off myself.  I wanted to meet my mom.  That makes me an idiot and I'm sorry."

I hadn't realized there was so much to Shorty.

Behind that annoying grin was a pain he was trying to cover.  A dark lineage he wanted to mask.  

"Look," I said.  "Alric wants to manipulate you and put you under his control.  That's it.  He wants someone who never asks him questions.  You're just a means to an end for him.  You don't have to associate with the guy."

"But my mother," he said.

"We'll find a way to get her out," I told him.  "If she's part of another fairy tale—and I have the feeling she might be—there's a way.  Just like there's supposed to be for Franco."

Shorty trudged on.  "I hope so.  But she's been trapped my entire life."  Then he faced me.  "You know, I'm glad you knocked the tank over.  I didn't want to cut open live frogs.  Any live frog."

"I didn't want to, either."  

"You were the only person brave enough to do that."

He was complimenting me.  Heat rushed to my cheeks, and I was glad that the early morning light wasn't enough to show that.  I urged it to go back down and at last, it did.

The daylight grew stronger.  The trees thinned.  "I think we're getting close to the Fox Kingdom," Shorty said.  

We are, Lawrence said.

"Great," I said.  I still carried the wand.  It looked like nothing more than a gnarled piece of wood and my hand had gone cold.  Numb.  I switched to the other one.

Lawrence watched.  I would like my curse removed.

"I don't know how," I told him.  "Neither one of us knows how to use this."  I wished Shorty would carry the wand, but I didn't want to make him hold a reminder of where he came from, of what he wanted to escape.  

Try, Lawrence said.  Try something.  Magic is common in Fable.  You may have it.

My heart pounded, and I lifted the wand at a nearby tree.  I imagined the tree cracking in half, but nothing.  I didn't know what would happen.  

And nothing did.  

"Do I say weird words?" I asked.  

"My grandmother mutters them a lot," Shorty said.  "I think only witches and wizards can use wands.  I've never tried.  That might not even be the way the curse gets removed.  It might have to go by whatever it is in the story."

I turned the wand over.  "That can't be right," I said.  "I can feel the magic in this.  And I don't like it.  You sure you can't do spells?"

Shorty shrugged and Lawrence held on for dear life.  "As I said.  I have no interest in being a wizard.  Never wanted to learn magic.  And never will."

You should be able to use magic.  It runs in families.

Shorty gave Lawrence a look of death.  

"Hey," I said, trying to dispel the situation.  "Where I'm from sucks, too.  I want nothing to do with this whole royalty thing.  I don't even like being the rich girl that everyone talks about behind my back."

Shorty took his attention off Lawrence.  "They don't—"

"You're lying," I told him.  "I know what they say.  Remember what you told me in the hall?"

"I feel sorry for them, too," Shorty said.

I am saving them from Alric's rule.  If my story falls, my kingdom will fall right along with yours.

A door to a house opened and an old man hobbled out.  He wore overalls and a leather hat and he didn't look like the friendliest guy, but we had no other choice.  I nodded at Shorty and we walked towards him.  I didn't want to free Lawrence, but I didn't want to, either.  It was sacrifice my happiness or watch these people fall to Alric.  They might even die or worse—he would use them as slaves for the rest of their lives and work them to death.  He couldn't even treat Shorty with any respect.  He sure wouldn't care about peasants.  

My knees felt weak.  I had to make a horrible decision here.  Shorty shot me a look.  Please don't, he seemed to beg.  

But we had to.  For Franco.

We both had someone hostage and a horrible person who wanted our lives.

"Excuse me," I said to the old man.

I realized too late he was holding a pitchfork which he lifted the second he saw me.  "Who are you?" he grumbled.

"We're looking for someone named Mary," I said.  "She has a book we need to see."

The old man backed away into his house.  It smelled like dried mud and straw.  He had gotten up early to start work.  "There is no Mary here."

"Look," Shorty said.  "We're not Watchers or anything.  We have the frog prince and we need to know how to turn him back."  His tone of voice sank into the ground.

"I don't know a thing about any frog prince.  Now go!"

Shorty didn't give up.  He lifted his shirt sleeve, and then the other, to reveal his skin.  "I have no Watcher tattoo.  We're not them.  We're not here to take Mary away."

The old man lowered his pitchfork.  It was a start even though a large part of me wanted to leave the village.  

But Franco...

"I don't like people from the other world," the old man said.  "They always bring trouble."

I glanced down at my jeans.  This old man had seen this before.  Maybe on Watchers.  Maybe on other characters from fairy tales forced to return to Fable.  

"Look, we need to talk to Mary and look at her book of fairy tales.  We're trying to stop Alric from taking over any more of Fable and bring your crown prince back.  If we don't succeed, the ground you're standing on will turn dark.  And you might not survive it."  I felt terrible saying it, but it was the truth.

He dropped his pitchfork.  "This is not the right kingdom," he said.  "You must speak of another one.  We have no crown prince here.  The Queen is growing old.  Even the Water Kingdom's monarch has fled to the other world.  Alric won't want any part of a dying kingdom.  This place needs no help to fall."

I am the crown prince.

Lawrence had spoken and his thoughts boomed through my mind.  I could tell from the way the old man flinched that he'd heard the same thing.

Help me take my throne and I will stop Alric's darkness from ever invading your borders.  The Fox Kingdom will never turn dark.

The old man stared at the frog on Shorty's shoulder with amazement.  He was taking over this show and he puffed up as if enjoying every second.  

"Are you..." the old man managed.

Lawrence propped up higher.  Crown Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom.  Yes.

I fake vomited off to the side, but Shorty didn't notice.  

"There was word you died a long time ago," the old man continued.  All his gruff attitude vanished.  "The Queen sent her men out searching for you.  What in Fable happened to you?"

A witch cursed me.

Lawrence spoke with a tone that demanded that we ask no more.  The old man bowed his head as if he'd gotten caught doing something he wasn't supposed to.  I went to fake vomit again, but Lawrence continued before I could.

Tell me where this Mary is.  We need to see the book.

The old man shook in the presence of Almighty Lawrence.  "She lives here, but she left," he said.  "The Queen sought her counsel and she's taken her wise book with her.  They are meeting at the castle and discussing how best to stop Alric.  Several members of other kingdoms have met there.  I expect she won't return for some time."

It was clear this Mary had a high rank in this village, maybe even in all of Fable.  She had respect.  She'd know how to get rid of Lawrence's curse.  

But could she help me and everyone else?  

She knew all the stories well.  Maybe there was a way I didn't have to belong to Lawrence forever.  There could be a loophole.  Another princess who wanted him, maybe.  One who was delusional.  A gold digger.  

I know where the castle is, Lawrence said.  It is another days' walk from here.  Kingdoms are not large here in Fable.  There are many.  But my transportation will need a bite to eat.

Shorty's face flushed red.  We were nothing more than horses right now.  Or slaves carrying him around on one of those hammock things.  He must have had those before that witch cursed him.  

I might shake that witch's hand.

The old man balked, then nodded.  "Sure," he said.  "Come on and I'll see if someone can whip you up breakfast."

We followed him deeper into the village and past some chickens pecking at the ground.  They scattered when we passed.  At least these people and animals seemed real.  I reached out and brushed my hand against the mud brick of a house to make sure it was solid.  Check.  The old man waved us into another house and there was a young woman near the stove who shared the same piercing gaze as the old man.  His daughter, maybe.

The old man helped her fry eggs and potatoes while Shorty and I waited at a crooked wooden table.  My stomach cramped with hunger and my legs trembled with weakness.  Breakfast included some fried eggs and potatoes.  Shorty and I wolfed them down and the old man kept asking Lawrence how he had survived all these years and how he had gotten into the regular world.  Lawrence was happy to indulge the guy in his story of how he hopped into my father's pack and hitched a ride to the other world.  I don't know what portal he used, Lawrence finished.  I was inside the pack, but he walked for a long time.

He could be lying.  Lawrence didn't want me to leave Fable.  He never wanted me to see home again.  Shorty grimaced at me as he continued to talk about himself.  My people will celebrate my return, he said.  They will dance in the streets.  I will bring prosperity back to the Fox Kingdom.  He omitted me or anyone else.  I was glad he didn't bring Shorty's story up.  The old guy would chase us out of the house for sure if he knew he had Alric's estranged son in his midst.

The cramping vanished as I cleaned off the plate.  Strength returned to my limbs.  Lawrence didn't—or couldn't—touch the eggs or potatoes.  I wondered if Lawrence would catch a fly that went past.  He'd be too proud to do that in front of us.

Then the sleepiness set in.

I struggled to keep my eyes open, but I drifted off right there at the table.  Shorty had to poke me twice to keep me awake, and I didn't even care.  I must have slept little back in that old house.  Lawrence was telling the old man about the witch we'd stolen the wand from and how Shorty and I had been too stupid to realize what she was while he had to find a place to hide.  The old man leaned on the wall as he listened and his daughter bit her lip. 

I blinked and woke all the way back up.  Shorty's face was turning red.  He took a final, angry bite of potatoes and stood.  "We need to get going," he said.  "Thank you for the food.  We appreciate it."

Shorty stood and the old man glared in Lawrence's direction.  At least the guy was smart and could see his true nature.  His eyes had lost their excited shine, and the gruffness returned.  "Be on your way," he said.  "Good luck.  None of us want Alric at our door or our village going dark.  There are already too many dark spots around here.  There's a bad one only two miles from here that grows a little bigger each day.  You might have to walk through it on the way to the castle.  The west road heads in that direction."

"The dark spot might not be big enough to reach the road yet," the daughter said.  "We can hope.  Or no one will travel through there.  That will hurt trade."

"It grows by a little every day," the old man said.  "When I checked it last, it was getting close to overtaking the road.  Large spot, too.  I suggest you walk through it as fast as you can."

"We will," I say.  I thought of the ravens who tried to eat Lawrence.  Had they succeeded, this whole area would already be dark.  "What are dark spots?"

"Areas of evil.  Pure evil," the old man said.  "They've been forming since the dark part of Fable has got stronger.  Sometimes they form when evil beings stand in one spot for too long.  Other times they happen for unknown reasons.  The darkness is a disease spreading through the world."

"Good to know," I said.  I remembered how the ground around the old witch turned dark when she stood at the pond.  My mouth was dry, and I vowed to get a drink out of the well before we left.  I eyed the floorboards at Shorty's feet.  They were unchanged.  The boards remained new and the straw stuffed between them stayed fresh.  No dark spot was forming around him.  On his shoulder, Lawrence turned to check for the same thing.

I felt bad for checking.  Shorty didn't want to be like Alric.  

Shorty moved as if scared one would form under him.  "We should go," he said.  "Thanks for the food." 

And he headed out the door, Lawrence in tow.

"Thanks," I said, and followed.

We stopped by the well and Shorty stood back as I turned the crank to bring a bucket up.  We took turns taking drinks from the bucket and then Lawrence had to swim inside.  When we were all hydrated, Shorty turned in a circle.  "Which way again?"

I saw his point.  Four roads split off from this village.  

To the west.  The castle is there.

We made our way to the edge of the village.  More people were stirring now, all the way from small children collecting eggs to old women in aprons and black dresses.  We got stares now.  Lots and lots of stares.  My jeans were grass stained and had some spiky things stuck on them that must have come off some plants.  Shorty's were the same.  We must look like aliens walking through a world like this.

But I was not dressing up.  I refused.  It would be a T-shirt and jeans for me all the way.  And if I had to wear a dress it would be an old one for a peasant girl.  None of this princess stuff.  No tiara.  No pearls.  

"I'm sick of walking," Shorty said once we reached the mouth of the new road. 

This one was more worn down and had a lot less weeds.  Shorty and I walked single file down a groove that must have gotten carved by years and years of wagons going back and forth.  We were getting into more civilization, at least.  No more wilderness.  I wondered if the witch was still following us or if she had another way around.  I was glad Mary wasn't here.  The witch would search that village for her.  

And we had to avoid anything reflective at all costs.  We'd taken a risk drinking out of that bucket.

Shorty was searching the surrounding trees, but bright green walls boxed us in on both sides.  I was glad for the thick foliage.  Shorty let his shoulders sink after a while.  The guy tensed all the time now.  

He had so, so much on his shoulders.  

And so did I.  We both had huge burdens to carry.

But now I was glad he was here.  It helped to have someone who understood.  Who got what I was dealing with.  I imagined Shorty was glad I was here, too.  That I would not judge him by where he came from.  

Lawrence stayed quiet during the walk until I asked Shorty how far the castle was.

The frog prince answered with glee.  We will arrive in less than a day.  You will see the magnificent castle.  The people in the Fox Kingdom know how to treat royalty.

"Are we there yet?" Shorty asked.

"I think you'll ask that a lot," I said.  I hated the thought of going right into Lawrence's home.  It was his turf there.  If that was where he got freed from his curse, I would already be there.  Franco would still be back in that pond.  I might never get back out again.  Lawrence might be too good to keep promises.  

And what would happen to Shorty?  Lawrence knew he was Alric's son.  

But we had no choice but to keep going.  

We walked for maybe half an hour when I spotted it up ahead.

"Shorty," I said.  "There's the dark spot the old guy was talking about."

We stopped in the road.  Lawrence said nothing.  

It was clear in the sun.  I thought I was staring at some black and gray river at first, but when I looked closer, the truth became clear.  Way up ahead, the grass turned almost black on each side of the road and the trees here appeared even deader than the first horrible spot we'd gone through. 

A crow took off into flight and headed away from us.  Lawrence tried to scramble inside of Shorty's shirt, but Shorty grabbed him and gave him a look of death.

And worse—I couldn't see the other side of this dark spot.  It explained why we had seen no wagons heading either way.  No one wanted to go through this.

"That looks nice," I said.  "Like school."

Shorty chuckled.  The color was draining from his face.  "Those dead trees.  That's a swamp."

He faced me and grimaced.  

Water.

We were in trouble.

I looked closer and agreed with him.  The blackness on either side of the road was water.  I'd seen lots of swamps back home and this one was no different.  Just...more evil.  Darker.  Even the light was more grayish green than a normal swamp.  A puffy cloud moved away from the sun and I caught a faint shine from within the army of dead, skeletal trees.

"What do we do?" I asked.  Alric could look through any of that if Shorty was right.  He could have taken a position in front of his magic mirror right now.  Mirror, mirror, on the wall.  I couldn't think of a rhyme for wall that involved death and curses, so I left it there.  And wasn't that from another story?  Maybe Alric had the mirror because he'd murdered the evil queen who used it.

Shorty faced me.  "This looks like a big dark spot.  We have to run right through, or Alric will figure out where we are.  All dark spots are a little different.  This is the worst one I've seen." 

"Isn't Alric far away?" I asked.  "Shouldn't it take him forever to get to us when he figures out where we are?"

"Not as far as I'd like him to be.  The dark region is more to our south and only a few days away.  But in these dark spots, it's easier for Alric to see us.  And come through."

"The reception here must work well for evil," I said.  "Five bars.  Wait.  Come through?  You're saying he can come out of reflective stuff?"

"He used the magic mirror to send me to the regular world.  It can also take you from one place in Fable to another.  If Alric decides he wants to step through his mirror and handle this himself, he can.  And if he comes through, well, I don't want to think about that."

I felt like I would hurl up my breakfast.  "There must be a way around that."  I searched for the edge of the dark spot, but I could see none.  It seemed to spread forever in both directions.]

And worse, I couldn't see the other side of it.  It would be a long run across.  The dirt road rose above the water, but not high enough.  

Lawrence made a gulping sound.  There must be another way.  

"Well, we have two crappy options," Shorty said.

"Which are?"

"Risking more raven attacks along with who knows what else, or running right through and making our sides explode.  If we're fast, we might make it.  I've seen Alric use the mirror.  It takes a while for him to get a good vision on it.  We might have two or three minutes to get across before he'll realize where we are.  And that's if he's at his mirror right now."

"I hope you're right."  I sucked in breath after breath as we drew closer.  Running was never my strong suit.  Lawrence had it easy.  He had to sit there.  

"I take it it's Option B," Shorty said.

"Well, yes."  The surrounding woods were thick.  We'd get lost for days in there and might even starve to death.

We walked closer and closer to the dark spot.  I could make out lots of black, murky water now.  The road ahead rose above the water and was still dry, but parts of it were getting muddy at the edges as if it were sinking into the mire.  No wonder these people were worried about trade.  I wouldn't bring a wagon through here now.  The dark spot must not have been this big when the old man came here last.  I couldn't believe the change in environment.  We stood at some kind of threshold.  

And I still couldn't see the other side of this thing.  Swamp stretched as far as we could see.  "Lawrence?" I asked.  "You have big eyes.  Can you spot the other side?"

Yes.  You will need to run.  Do not let Alric see where I am.

We stopped at the edge, just out of a good view of the water.  Trees blocked the way and Shorty and I looked at each other.  There were no birds nearby.  Nothing that could swoop down and try to swallow the frog prince.

"You ready?" Shorty asked, stretching his legs out.  

“Ready.”  I did the same, mimicking the girls I'd seen doing track practice at school.

Shorty counted to three and Lawrence burrowed back inside his shirt.  This time, Shorty let him.  

"Go!"

And we took off.

I felt like we’d gotten in a footrace.  We crossed the threshold and swamp spread out on either side.  The dread feeling socked me in the gut again and I kept going, sucking in breaths of the stale air.  This dark spot was worse than the other one.  More ancient.  I caught flashes of green slime.  Dead, wooden sentinels that were once trees. 

The dread grew.  “Keep going,” Shorty said.  “Don’t stop.”

I glanced at the water.  It was black.  Grimy.  The sun was weaker here.  I pumped my legs harder and caught the wand trying to fall out of my pocket.  I held onto it and its cold energy invaded my skin, adding to the terror.  

And the light on the water rippled and a dark shape formed.

“Shorty—run!”

“I know that!”  He pumped his legs faster.  I gasped for breath.  There had to be an end to this dark spot.  I couldn’t see it yet.  My sides protested.  Lawrence thought a curse.  We were all in panic.  If Alric stepped out—

I forced myself to sprint faster.

I was not meeting this Alric guy.  

Another glance confirmed that the dark shape on the water was blotting out more of the sun’s reflection.  It was keeping pace with us.  Alric was at his mirror right now.  We must look like blurs to him.  I kept my mouth shut.  He might hear through the mirror, too.  

I could see it up ahead.

The end.  The light and the life.  Green grass and living trees.

“Go!” Shorty yelled.

The air grew cold as if a wintery giant had exhaled at us and my whole body tingle with sharp, cruel energy.  Dark magic.  Alric was doing something.

A loud crack sounded through the air.

A huge, dead tree.  It was falling over the road ahead.  

Shorty cursed.  I grabbed at my left side, which cramped.  

The tree landed with a deafening crash.  A dead trunk complete with moss and bright white mushrooms rolled towards us and stopped.  Shorty jumped over it and his shoe caught bark, sending it flying.

I followed.  My leg scraped a cluster of the white mushrooms and a burning sensation spread through the front of my thigh.  I ignored it and kept going.  We were almost out of the dark spot.  There was clean sunlight and green grass dozens of feet ahead.

“Come on!” Shorty grabbed my hand and pulled me over the border.

The dread feeling in my gut dissipated as Shorty and I crashed down together on fresh grass and dirt.  We got back up and moved farther down the road.  I glanced at the water of the dark spot and saw the dark, hooded figure growing fainter the farther we got from the swamp.  We’d made it out.  Alric had lost connection.  

Shorty and I collapsed back on the ground.

I caught my breath.  My sides felt ready to split.  “That was close,” I managed.  “Real close.”  And then I laughed.  We'd made it.          

“I agree,” Shorty said.  He flopped down on his back, chest heaving.  “I don’t think we can survive another dark spot if it’s any bigger than that.”

Watch out, Lawrence thought.  You almost crushed me.

Dry forest surrounded us on all sides.  We had reached safety.  For now.  

Lawrence scrambled out of Shorty’s shirt and stood there on his shoulder as he sat up.  He glanced down at something with his big, yellow eyes.  They burned with disapproval.

Then I saw.  Shorty and I still held hands.

“Oh,” he said, letting go.  Blood rushed to his cheeks.  

I turned away.

It was rushing to mine, too.

I got to my feet and busied myself brushing off.  That’s when I realized that the front of my thigh still burned.

And the sensation was getting worse.

“What happened?” Shorty asked.

“I brushed some of those white mushrooms.”

Shorty paled.

“I take it that’s bad.”

“Candice, the poison in those—it’s acid.”

My heart sank, and I glanced down at my jeans.  If they had holes before, they were worse now.  The fabric on the front of my thigh just above my knee was smoking.  White residue spread over the spot and it was liquefying.  

And the burn grew bad enough for me to curl my toes.

I searched around for a body of water.  Something.  But there was nothing except for the swamp we’d left behind.  I glimpsed the murkiness beyond the trees.  It was deep, grimy and deadly.  

But the burn was worsening. 

I had no choice.

Shorty shook his head.  “Take off your pants!”

“Are you kidding?” I asked.  The burning turned into an inferno on my thigh and overshadowed the heat in my face.  The acid was eating at my skin and the fabric of my jeans.  It might eat all the way to bone and there was no hospital here in Fable.

“Alric uses those mushrooms to make poisons.  Take those pants off!”

I hesitated for a split second.  The pain grew to a scream.

And I bolted for the swampy water.

“No!” Shorty shouted.  But I was too far gone.  All that mattered was the pain.  It had to stop even if I passed out and drowned.  All thoughts of what could happen flew from my mind.  Only one primal need remained.  I barely noticed the dread hitting me as I crossed back into the dark spot.  

And I splashed right into the disgusting water.

“Candice!” Shorty yelled.

Cool relief washed over me.  I didn’t care about the horrible smell.  The slime wrapping giant hands around my feet.  The green scum floating on the water next to me.  All I cared was that the pain was fading, fading away like a horrible dream.  I reached down into the water and felt my thigh, making sure that my skin was still there.  I pulled out a piece of fried jean fabric, but no skin.

No skin.

I was alive.

Shorty splashed into the water next to me.  “Get out.  Now!”

Then I remembered.

Alric.

But it was too late.

I looked up.  

And in the shining murkiness stood a man in a black robe and a red-trimmed hood.  

He was clear now.  Clear as he'd be if he was standing right here.  I could sense the hate washing off this man.  

And then he turned to face Shorty.  The air filled with a cold, deadly magic.

The water rippled.  And Alric took a bold step forward.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

We scrambled out of the water.  Shorty had a lump under the shoulder of his shirt again.  Shorty kept a hold of my arm and I struggled to pull my feet out of the muck and onto dry land.  

Behind us, the water made a strange parting sound.

He was coming out.  Alric.

Into the trees, Lawrence said.

“This way,” I breathed, pulling Shorty out of the dark spot and towards the thick cover of the woods.  We wouldn’t make it far on the open road.  Only concealment would save us here.  

We crashed into the trees.  The parting sound intensified, and I dared to look back.  Twin walls of water grew farther apart where I stood seconds ago, leaving a greenish, slimy floor dotted with sticks and weeds.  The air rippled and shimmered right above it and I caught the outline of a black-robed man forming there.

“Keep running,” Shorty said.  “He’ll kill us.  He’ll kill us both.”

I did, keeping the wand clutched in one hand.  Lawrence remained a bump in Shorty’s shirt.  The trees thickened around us and I lost sight of the road.  I crashed through a patch of yellow flowers and through a ray of sun.  

“Shorty!” Alric shouted behind us.

His voice was like a black void.  A wave of cold energy washed over me as if the wizard had sent a dark ripple of it through the world.  How could Shorty have come from someone so evil?

My sides felt ready to split.  I kept going.  Shorty released my arm and pumped his arms faster.  Leaves slapped at my face.  He was out.  It was my fault.

And I couldn’t even use this wand.

“Shorty!” Alric shouted again, fainter this time.  We were leaving him behind.

“Don’t stop,” Shorty said.  He was hoarse.  “He doesn’t know where we are.  But he will look.”

We didn’t slow until I was so out of breath I couldn’t go anymore and my heart felt ready to explode.  I stopped and leaned against a tree.  Where were we?  The forest all looked the same.  

“I’m sorry,” I gasped.

“Don’t be,” Shorty said.  He sucked in breath after breath.  “I shouldn’t have asked you to take off your pants.  Great move.”

“What choice did you have?”

The wind blew through the trees and Lawrence emerged from Shorty’s shirt and perched back on his shoulder.  His throat moved in and out.  Even he was gasping for breath.  Lawrence would have been the first to die.

And we still weren’t safe.

Not with Alric within even a few miles of us.

“What’s he capable of?” I asked.  

Shorty glanced at the tree next to me.  He didn’t want to look right at me.  Shame burned in his eyes.  "You don’t want to know.  Shrinking whole kingdoms and imprisoning them in boxes, for one.  The kingdom my mother was living in is being held hostage right now."

“Along with your mother.”  I remembered the boxes.  The tiny villages and castles in them along with the glass containers of vapor.

“Shorty!” Alric shouted in the distance.  

I jumped.  Lawrence made to crawl inside Shorty’s shirt again, but he clamped it shut and prevented entry.  “We need to go,” he said.  “He knows I’ve turned on him.”

Satisfaction punctuated Shorty’s sentence.  But then he hiked up his pants and waved me deeper into the forest.  “Come on.”

I followed.  “Where are we going?”  I couldn't tell where the road was anymore.  We had left it far behind.  

“I don’t know.”

“You know Fable.”

“Not every forest.  No one knows all the forests.”

“Isn’t getting lost a thing that happened a lot in fairy tales?”  We walked in the opposite direction of the castle for all I knew.  

“Shorty!”

Alric grew more faint.  We were putting a distance between us and him.  He might even stand at the swamp, hoping that he could intimidate Shorty into emerging from the trees.  Maybe he wasn’t that powerful after all if he had to do that.  At least it seemed like he couldn’t materialize out of thin air in front of us or he would have done it already.

A deafening crack went through the air, echoing off the surrounding tree trunks.

Shorty paled.  Lawrence jumped and about fell.

"What's that?" I asked.

"I've never heard that sound before," Shorty said.  "It can't be good."

And then a stiff wind blew through the trees.

"I don't think so either," I said.  "We need to keep running."

I sucked in a breath, wheezing, and picked up my pace.  Tree after tree passed, and they got thicker and closer together.  There was no one out here.  No one except for us and Alric.  

The wind blew again.  Was it picking up?

And with it came the odor of smoke.

"Something's burning," I said.  "Shorty?"

"Yeah?"  He kept going, not looking back.

"Did Alric set the woods on fire?"

Shorty stopped and so did I.  Lawrence's yellow eyes got huge as he peeked into the green behind us.

Yes, Lawrence thought.

I followed his gaze.  I saw nothing through the trees, but Lawrence must be able to see with those huge eyes of his.  The reek of smoke returned, stronger than ever and riding on the wind.

"You win," I told Lawrence, heart racing.

Alric was trying to burn the whole forest down.

He wanted all three of us dead.

I gasped for air as I ran.  Shorty led the way in front of me.  He didn’t look back.  He ran faster.  And faster.  I struggled to keep up.  “Wait,” I said, hating that I wasn’t more athletic.  “We can't get separated.”

But Shorty didn’t respond.  He pumped his legs so hard that Lawrence struggled to hold on.  

The smoke smell grew stronger and the air, hazy.  I glanced back.

And regretted it.

An orange glow peeked out from between the trees far behind us—all the trees.  It flickered and grew stronger by the second.  Closer.  

A wall of flame.

Trees popped hundreds of feet back and the wall towered over the tops, reaching for the sky.  The wind blew harder, and the wall raced closer, brightening by the second. 

“Shorty—look!”

He did.

And cursed.

“Run!” he shouted, grabbing my hand again.

I huffed and huffed, but a roaring sound grew louder and louder behind us.  The wind grew hot.  Unbearable.  The wall was gaining on us and we were all about to die a horrible death.  

I kept a death grip on the wand as we weaved through trees.  Embers rained into the surrounding foliage.  Rabbits bolted ahead of us, trying to escape.  Birds shot into terrified flight.  I wished we could join them.

The heat seared my eyeballs.  The cold magic of the wand did nothing to cool me down.  An orange glow fell on the trees and grass around us.  I hoped this would be quick.  That we wouldn't suffer for too long.  

Then a thought hit me.

“Shorty,” I managed.  “Hold the fire back!”  

I held out the wand the best I could in front of him but he kept running.

“Shorty!”   He had to do this.  I was useless here.

Then he stopped.  Grabbed the wand from me.

And turned towards the fire.

I screamed.  The wall of flame closed in, ready for the kill.  Behind it, trees burned and snapped and underbrush turned black.  It was the apocalypse.

And it was only a few house lengths away.  

Shorty raised the wand.  He was shaking.  He shouted something into the oncoming fire and I closed my eyes, waiting for the burning death to hit.  The air grew to an oven and a deafening snap sounded.

And then it cooled.

I didn’t open my eyes for the longest time.  

“Candice,” Shorty said.  “It’s retreating.”

I opened my eyes.  Cool air caressed them and I blinked, letting moisture return.

We were alive.  

The wall of fire was still there, but it was surging away from us, retreating over the black ground and death.  Only about twenty feet away, the grass had curled and blackened.  Trees had turned to skeletons.  The fire had come that close to us.  If Shorty hadn’t done whatever he’d done, we’d be burnt alive.  

The air cooled more, and the wind calmed.  Shorty let his hand slap to his side.  He still clutched the wand and breathed faster and faster as if the terror of the situation were catching up with him.  

“You saved our lives,” I said.

Shorty faced me for a second, made a disgusted face, and threw the wand down on the ground.

“Leave that there,” he said.  “We need to go.  Now.”

I’d never heard him so angry.  “We might have to use it again.  I’m taking it.”

“Leave it!” Shorty yelled.

I backed up.  “I know you don’t like to use magic.  But we have to fight magic with magic.”

Shorty said nothing.  Lawrence was still on his shoulder.

And then Shorty stalked off, deeper into the forest.

“Shorty!” I said.  “We’re alive.  Why are you so upset?”

I regretted it big time.

“Honestly,” Shorty said.  He picked up a stray branch and cracked it across his knee, then threw the pieces down.  "You’re wondering why I’m acting this way?"

“I know why you’re upset.  Sorry,” I said, searching the grass for the wand.  I found it lying there underneath a red tulip.  The poor tulip was turning black from the magic and the surrounding grass darkened to a sinister green.  A new dark spot was forming here.  This wand carried evil with it everywhere it went.

I picked it up.  

Shorty could do magic.  This might even be the first time it had happened.  

And he hated that he could.  That he'd inherited something from the man who just tried to kill us.

"Sorry," I repeated, catching up with him.  But Shorty said nothing.  I kept the wand out of his view and tucked it back into my pocket.  "I am.  Alric—he's the worst person I've ever met."

"Tell no one."

"About what?"

"About what I did.  I want no one to know."  Then he glared at Lawrence.  "That goes for you, too."

Lawrence said nothing.  He turned away from Shorty's face the best he could. 

And he was silent.


Chapter Ten

 

 

The forest only got thicker the farther we went in.  The beams of sun got farther and farther apart, but at least we didn't run into any more dark spots.  I knew the one I'd left behind us was growing and would one day get as big as the one we'd run through.

My jeans flapped over the hole the toxic mushrooms had left on them and my skin was a little red, but otherwise I was fine.  I was glad I had a hole in my jeans.  The less like royalty I looked, the better.  Franco would love this.  We'd match.

Shorty grew more sullen the more we walked.  He needed to think and nothing I said right now would make him feel better.  

Excuse me, Lawrence thought.  Shouldn't we find our way back to the road?

I hadn't heard him in forever and it was the most polite question he'd asked us so far.  Shorty's mood had a lot to do with it.

But Shorty stopped.  He perked up, maybe glad for something else to think about.  "I like that idea," he said, "Except that Alric might wait for us to appear there.  He might even realize we're headed to the castle.  We should keep leading him off the trail."

"I like Shorty's plan," I said.  "Except that we're, you know, lost."

I agree, Lawrence thought.  However, this is my kingdom.  I once hunted foxes in these woods.

I knew where this was going.

Don't you want to know the way to the castle from here?  How to evade Alric?

Neither Shorty nor I said anything.  I still held the wand.  Lawrence knew Shorty could use it now.  I had made things worse.

This is a big forest, Lawrence said.  And you still have the wand.  If you can release my curse, I can show you the way out.

Shorty and I stared at each other.  If we released him now, things would be all over.  I'd be his, and he'd take me to his kingdom right now.  How dangerous was Lawrence in human form?  He could attack us both.  He'd turn on Shorty.

"I don't trust you," I said.  "I think we should find our way out ourselves."

But Alric nearly made our story fall, Lawrence thought.  He trained those big, yellow eyes on me.  They were hateful.  Condescending.  Do you not realize what almost happened to both of our kingdoms?  You are shirking on your responsibility, Candice.  Abandoning your people.

"But we survived," I said.  "I don't want these kingdoms to fall.  I don't want you in my life.  Ever.  We'll find another way to make sure you get the ending you want."  I could hold this off for a while.  

But it is your story, he thought.  You must love a prince.  The frog prince.

"And this whole responsibility is mine?" I asked.  "I'd rather have any other prince.  Any other frog prince.  There's got to be more than one of you in this world.  I'll find one!"  I was losing it.  The story was closing in tighter and tighter and I was fearing that there was no escape.

Shorty jumped back and glared at Lawrence.  "We'll keep you a frog for a while," he said.  "I know what you're up to.  Candice and I will find our way out of these woods ourselves.  It's not like we're back in that swamp."

And then Shorty smiled at me.  

He was on my side with this.  I had an ally here.  One that could use magic even if he didn't want to.

One that would help both me and these two kingdoms avoid the worst.

"Let's go," I said.

"You still have that wand?" Shorty asked.  This time, he wasn't upset.

"I do.  You want me to guard it?"

"Yes.  If we need it again, hand it over."

Lawrence said nothing and looked right ahead while we changed direction and continued to walk.  "You know," Shorty said.  "If these are the woods Lawrence here used to hunt in, we must be close to his old castle.  And Mary."

Lawrence turned away.  If he could slap himself, I imagined he would.

"Are you sure we should go to her?" I asked.  I hated that we were talking about all of this in front of Lawrence.  

The frog still said nothing.  I wondered what he was thinking.  What he was plotting.  He still had Franco imprisoned with the nix.  I wasn't sure what I would do about that.  He wouldn't bargain with her until he was free of his curse.

We had to wait for the right time.

"Is the Queen your mother?" I asked Lawrence.

Yes.

I wondered how that would go.  Whether she'd be on our side.  I doubted it.  She'd demand to have her precious son back.  Unless she knew he was a jerk.  I didn't ask about that.  Shorty and I would have to deal with it when we got there.

The forest thinned only an hour later.

"Are we close?" I asked Lawrence.

He wouldn't answer me.  The frog prince just kept staring ahead.  He must know we wouldn't believe him if he said no.  The guy sure liked control.

"I think we are," Shorty said, smiling at me.  "We'll be able to find Mary in no time."

But will they let us into the castle?  Lawrence asked.  The two of you dress like strange peasants.

"Which is what we want," I told Lawrence.  The less power he had over us, the better.  

Guards surround the castle.  There are knights posted at the entrances.  Even when I was young and Alric was not as much of a threat, they remained vigilant.

He was finding ways.  Lawrence wanted Shorty to take off his curse.   Then the guy would go back on everything he promised.  

Shorty gulped.  "I can just use magic to make them fall asleep or something.  I've seen my grandmother do that lots of times.  There was this one time she broke into a market to steal supplies she needed for a spell and she made the woman at the stall fall asleep while she took whatever she wanted.  It was nice of her.  At least she didn't kill her."  His face reddened, and he looked at the ground as he spoke.  The shame burned in him.  This was hurting him to even talk about this.  To plan using more magic.

And he was doing it because of me.

"Hey," I told him, hating what I was about to say.  "Maybe I should just stick on a tiara and a fancy dress and they'll let me in.  You can magic one up for me."

"Maybe," Shorty said.  "I know you hate this whole royalty thing, though.

"And I know you hate this whole magic thing.  So I can suffer with you."

"Let's make the knights fall asleep," he said.  "You shouldn't have to do that."

It would be proper, Lawrence thought.  I want a princess who knows who she is.

"I want a prince whose head isn't so inflated," I said.

The woods cleared even more, and the trees grew so far apart I could hang a clothesline between them.  The grass grew tamer and more trimmed.  I spotted a hunters' shack in the distance, new and fresh.  A small cottage stood much farther behind it.  It was a good thing the fire wall had stopped some distance behind us.  We were about to break into civilization and I couldn't imagine such an apocalypse surging towards the people here.  

The sun got brighter and Shorty and I stepped out of the forest.

We stood in a vast, vast field filled with yellow dandelions.  It sloped uphill and turned into a huge village—no, town—farther up.  The houses here were brick and wood and reminded me of some old European town.  Food smells wafted down on the breeze.  People walked around tents in an open square, dressed in every color I could imagine.  Canopies in green and yellow and blue and white gathered together.  A market.  My stomach rumbled.  It had been hours since we'd eaten breakfast.

"I had no idea this was here," I said.

"Neither did I," Shorty said.  "I never got out much.  And when I did, it was with my grandmother.  Trust me, that wasn't something I enjoyed."

"We shouldn't linger here long," I said.  This seemed to be a town of hundreds.  The buildings and homes spread out over rolling hills.  I caught glimpses of horses.  Carts.  Even carriages meant for the upper classes.  

Alric was way too close to these people.  To this town.  It was the first thought hit me.  This place was a busy economic hub in Fable.  It wasn't all quaint villages after all in this world.  Fable was just as varied as the other world.  

And beyond the town, right on the crest of the tallest hill, was a castle.

It was even larger than the abandoned one we'd come through the portal next to.  This castle was all towers and blue and white and beautiful.  

Home, Lawrence thought.  

It was all so awesome looking I forgot what all of this could mean for me for a second.  But then it all came crashing back.  Lawrence had me where he wanted me.  This was where he wanted to have his curse removed.  Then I'd already be here.  There were knights around his castle.  I knew what he was trying to tell me: that I had better not try to escape this place once I was inside.  

Franco could stay lost forever.

Shorty stood there for a long time, taking it all in.  Then he checked the forest behind us.  "Come on," he said.  "Alric could come this way.  He'd love to get a hold of Mary.  He's been talking about it for years.  We'd better find her, figure out a loophole in this story, and get right back out of here.  We don't want to lead him to her."

"Right," I said about as loud as I could.  "We find her and get out of here."

I waited for Lawrence's reaction, but it never came.  He remained still on Shorty's shoulder and watched the distant people.

We walked uphill, and I got tired and out of breath doing so.  I kicked at dandelions and the air filled with their smell.  The sun grew hot, and we went over a wooden bridge that arched over a creek.  I watched the water below for any sign of the nix, but she wasn't here.  Neither was Alric's reflection.  He wasn't at his magic mirror.  There was no need to fear the water right now.

And he wouldn't show us a secret way into the castle or anything.

We reached the border of town and weaved through several sheep that were grazing in the field.  The grass was much shorter here, and we weren't far from the market.  Already some children had stopped to stare at us.  I waved.  

A little girl in a green dress waved back, then ran back into the throng of the market.

I glanced down at my jeans.  I wanted to ask Shorty to change them to something else, but he was uncomfortable enough.  Doing magic in front of people might be a bad idea.  He was a guy with a frog on one shoulder and a magic wand stuffed into one pocket.  Already one of the little boys was backing away from him.

"We had better not linger here," Shorty said.  "I don't think these people like magic users."  He moved his shirt over the magic wand, hiding it.  But it still wouldn't hide Lawrence.  "You," he said.  "Get back under the shoulder of my shirt."

No, Lawrence said.  You will not tell me what to do, you commoner.

"Then I'll tell you," I said.  "Hide.  We don't need people staring at us and stopping us."

At last, Lawrence crawled under Shorty's shirt again.  Shorty grimaced, but didn't complain.  It was better than drawing more stares than we had to.

The ground was made of brick inside the market.  This was a wealthier part of Fable and was no doubt more wealthy than the kingdom my father had left behind.  

I could see why Lawrence had his entitled attitude.

We walked through the market.  The people here walked around and chattered and most of the adults gave us stares.  The woman stared with disapproval at my torn jeans.  One older lady in a blue dress and bonnet shook her head and turned away.  Younger women walked past like we carried some kind of disease.  They held their baskets close and then giggled once we'd left them behind.  We were the weirdos here.  These people might have even seen travelers from the other world and the old guy back at the village could be right we always brought trouble.  A good part of the forest back there was burned because of me.  If anyone else was there at the time—

I didn't want to think about it.

We passed a tent where a man was cooking slabs of meat and I walked past, stomach rumbling.  The castle drew closer, and it appeared taller than ever.  The crowd got thicker.  These people parted for us.  Mothers pulled their children close to them.  Men ushered their wives out of the way.  Yes.  We meant trouble.  

"What are they doing here?"

"Refugees."

"Alric might follow.  We must return home."

I picked up my pace, pretending I couldn't hear them.  At last we broke from the crowd and the brick road headed upwards.  I could breathe again.  We weren't wanted here.  It only made me want to get out of here ever faster.

The castle drew closer and Lawrence remained quiet.  "That was fun," Shorty said.  He even flashed his big annoying grin.  "Just kidding."

"I know," I said.  But I was glad to see it.  It reminded me of home.  Of normal things even if Shorty was far from normal.

We huffed and puffed up the hill and past houses with thick wooden trim and lanterns hanging over their doors.  An old woman stared down at us from a balcony.  This reminded me of the town where Cinderella took place.  It could be the same one and Cinderella ran away because Lawrence was a jerk.  It could be why he was bitter.

No.  It couldn't be.  That story would have fallen and this area would have turned dark.

The castle was much bigger than the other one we'd explored.  Its towers reached for the sky.  "Kind of reminds you of that one in Shrek," I told Shorty.

"Which is?" he asked.

"A movie.  We'll watch it if we get back to the regular world.  There's a character a lot like Lawrence in it."

"Sounds good," Shorty said.  He stared at me as if I'd said we should try flapping our arms and going to the moon.  

Then I realized.

I was asking Shorty to spend time with me once we were out of here.

And I wanted that.

He perked up more and walked faster.  "We free Franco before we can even think of movies," he said.  "Haven't gotten to watch any yet but they look interesting."

"Where did you stay all day when you weren't in school?" I asked him.

"Just...around."

"You mean you were homeless?"   Alric had left Shorty without a place to sleep after sending him on his mission.

"I suppose so.  At least the school had a shower I could use, so I never stunk.  I hung out in the park a lot, waiting for Lawrence to show up.  I had to steal clothes from a few stores.  It was a skill I learned from my grandmother.  And no, I didn't use magic."

"Alric wouldn't even send you clean clothes?"

"Nope."  His good mood was fading.  "It doesn't matter now.  I hope I never see him again unless it's to kill him and get my mother out of that box.  Wherever that is.  He doesn't have her in the castle.  I've checked everywhere."

The hill leveled out and we could walk without dying now.  We were on the main street of this town and the road widened ahead.  Merchants pushed carts of fresh produce up and down.  I could see the entrance of Lawrence's castle.  Trees trimmed in the shape of foxes lined the path to it, which split to go around a bubbling fountain with a fox statue in the middle.  I spotted a pair of knights standing guard by the giant doors.

Lawrence crawled out again.  His eyes lit at the sight of the castle.  I haven't seen this in years.

I wondered if we could dump him here after we spoke to Mary, but I wouldn't say that out loud.  He'd come up with some way to make us keep him.  And we still needed to get Franco out.  If we could do that without Lawrence, all the better.  

I couldn't agree to his terms.  This wasn't the place for me.  I belonged back in the other world.  

Shorty took the wand out of his pocket and then put it back again.  He frowned.  "I don't want to do this."  The knights stood by the door, oblivious with their visors down.  

It is not a good idea, Lawrence said.  My mother is not keen on magic.  If she finds out, she may have you hanged.

"Shorty, there might be another way around," I said.

He nodded and pocketed the wand again.  "We can't risk the gallows.  Fable might look pretty, but even in the lighter parts the death penalty exists.  People get hanged for stealing sometimes."

Lawrence shifted.  Satisfaction filled his eyes.  Shorty noticed.

"That's harsh," I said.  Dread gathered in the pit of my stomach.  I knew what Lawrence was thinking.  As soon as he got his curse removed, he would tell everyone that Shorty could use magic—and worse.  If people knew who his father was, he'd be meeting the noose for sure.

I eyed the castle. There was no way to go around without the knights noticing. "Is there such a thing as a spell that can make people forget what they've seen?" I hated that I had to ask, but two kingdoms hinged on this. 

Shorty scratched his head. "There is. I saw my grandmother make a farmer forget that she turned one of his sheep into a wolf. I might do it. It'll be safer than making the knights fall asleep." 

"Might?" I asked. 

The gallows, Lawrence thought. 

"Shut up," I said. I wanted to defend Shorty. I stormed towards his shoulder and picked Lawrence up. His body was as slimy as his personality. "I'll carry you. And you will not breathe a word about Shorty or I'll make sure you never get out of that skin. I'll break that wand if I have to." 

Lawrence struggled in my grip. Shorty's shoulder sagged with relief. I nodded to him as I put Lawrence on my shoulder. I hated the feel of him there. It was like having a demon next to my ear. "We'll figure out another way to get past those knights. If we can. Don't put yourself in danger." I checked to make sure no one else was on the street near us. A man swept the space in front of a bakery, but no one else was out. "We can find a way around the castle grounds. I'm sure there's one." I searched. 

For the first time, I noticed the Fox Castle had a huge stone wall around it. The only way into the grounds seemed to be forward. Huge gardens full of flowers and apple trees took up the spaces between the giant castle and the walls. A river even ran through a garden and flowed downhill to drain out of a tiny grate. There was no getting in there. 

The only way is forward, Lawrence said. The only safe way is to change me back and have me speak with the knights. Anything else will land you in the dungeon. 

Sweat broke out on Shorty's forehead. He was nervous. No. Terrified. 

"Shorty, don't think about it," I said. 

But Shorty fished for the wand again and grimaced. "I hate the way this feels," he said, and pointed the wand at the knights. 

"No," I said, reaching for him. But Shorty stepped out of my way and kept the wand pointed. 

The knights noticed nothing at first. But then the knight on the left gestured to the one on the right and pointed at us. We were the object of discussion. Shorty stood there, pointing the wand. "I feel like an idiot," he said. "Um, what was that word? Schlafen!" 

The sensation of cold magic exploded around us for a second and then the knights faced each other and slumped against the castle. It was working.

"Sleep?" I asked.  "Was that some magic word for sleep?  I hope so."

"Sleep," Shorty said.  "I forgot the one that wipes memories.  We'd better get through and get out before they wake up.  It depends on the person how long they stay out, and knights won't be in dreamland for long.  They're too fit."

You will die, Lawrence thought.

We broke into a run, bolting up the path and past the fox trees.  The water gurgled in the fountain as if urging us to hurry.  "I don't think we should do the front door," I said.

"We won't," Shorty said.  "Around the castle.  There must be another way inside.  It would be stupid to have a castle with only one exit."

We veered away from the front entrance and the knights remained still.  The sun shined off their armor.  The grass here seemed almost trimmed.  Neat.  The castle towered overhead, and the windows were high and made of blue and white stained glass.  The whole thing was imposing.  There had to be another door.  An entrance for servants or people bringing in supplies.  I searched around, but found only a cellar door in the ground ahead.

Shorty spotted it at the same time.  "There," he breathed.

We slowed, and he pulled at it, but it refused to budge.

This is a bad idea, Lawrence thought.  You should go through the front door.

"And into a trap?" Shorty asked.

"Must have some expensive wine in there," I said.  "They want no one stealing it.  I'm sure they have another knight in there, guarding it."

Shorty pulled out the wand again and thought for a minute.  I searched the grounds to make sure no one was coming.  I spotted no one in the garden except for a woman with a basket of apples very far away and she had her back turned.  Lawrence shifted on my shoulder.  He felt gross.  

The front door, he thought.  You must go through the front.

"You want us to go that way so we get caught," I said.  I lifted my foot and kicked at the cellar door.

It rattled, making a loud noise.

"No," Shorty said.  "Not that way.  They'll hear."

Then he raised the wand and uttered another word, one I couldn't make out, under his breath.  The lock clicked, and the doors opened by themselves, moving outward as if some breeze from below had opened them.  I backed up.  The sight was strange.

"Wow," I said.  "I'm glad we stole this wand."

If Shorty was ashamed, he didn't show it.  "In," he said.

We stood before a passage leading into the ground, a slope going into darkness.  Shorty took the first step in and I followed, closing the cellar doors behind us.  A lock hung broken from a chain and it about hit me in the face.  I dodged it and hoped it would hit Lawrence instead, but no such luck.

We can't go this way, he thought. 

"Since when are we supposed to believe you?" I asked.

I am telling the truth.  This way leads to the knights' dining hall.

"Bull," Shorty said.  "He's trying to lead us into a trap."

We reached the end of the dark passage.  A single lantern hung from the ceiling and cast a yellow glow on rows and rows of wine bottles.  There wasn't even a cobweb down here.  The Queen must have servants come down here and dust every day.  Clean hay stacked around the shelves and the whole place smelled of grapes.  This was a treasure trove down here even though I'd never had wine.  

"Nice," Shorty said.  He grinned and pretended to reach for a random bottle, then let his hand flop to his side.  "I've only had wine a few times."

"You've had wine?" I asked.

"In Fable, there's no age limit.  It's just a part of meals here."

You are not listening.  I can't believe your feeble minds.

"Shut up," I told him.  "Just...shut up."

Shorty turned away.  "This leads back up," he said.  

He was right.  A second lantern hung by another passage that went uphill.  We followed it and the air grew less musty.  The scent of straw and grapes vanished, and I kept my hand on the gray brick wall, pulling myself up.  The light grew stronger, and we approached an archway where sun shone through.

Stop now, Lawrence thought.

Shorty and I burst through the archway.

And stopped.

Before us, a huge space spread out, lined with wooden tables.  Light streamed in through tall windows, some of it colored blue from the stained glass.  Silverware clanked.  Quiet talk turned to silence as we stood there.

The room was packed with knights.  

Not just a dozen, but almost a hundred of them.  Helmets off and hair flattened to their heads, men ranging from late teens to late middle age all stopped their meals and turned their gazes on us.  

Lawrence went to crawl under my shirt, but I held it down and stopped him.

I told you, he said.

And in his thoughts was an air of satisfaction.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

 "You told us to go through the front door because you knew we wouldn't listen to you," I said to Lawrence.

Lawrence hopped down off my shoulder, onto my lap, and then down onto the floor of the dungeon.  I didn't get why.  Moss coated it and it was almost as damp as the swamp Shorty and I had fled.  And it stunk like mildew and moisture.  All we had was a little window near the ceiling.  This was even worse than the witch's prison cell.  All I had was the straw to sit on.  

Maybe he jumped off to escape my anger.  I'd go with that.

Shorty stood up against the wall which wasn't much better.  The knights had escorted us to the lowest level of the castle, held open a huge wooden door for us, and shut us in here.  At least they had been professional about it.  

But none of them answered our questions or let us go to see Mary.  Shorty and I even asked and mentioned that Alric was in the area, but all we'd done is make them more suspicious.  Lawrence had said nothing to the knights.  I knew where this was going, too.

Kill me, and you will both die.  I will tell everyone who you are.

He sounded so sinister that I couldn't help but balk.  Lawrence was evil, plain and simple.

Shorty peeled himself from the wall.  "What demand do you have now?  Turn you back so you can tell the knights to let us out of here?"

Precisely.

My stomach tied into a knot and I searched around the dungeon for a way out, any way.  "Shorty," I said.  "You can open the door with the wand.  We can still escape from here."  Why hadn't he thought of that by now?

Shorty shook his head and turned out his pockets.  "They took the wand.  It's gone."

"What?" I exploded.

Even Lawrence turned to face Shorty.  You idiot.  Why did you not hide it better?

"I don't know when they took it.  Maybe one of them used to be a pickpocket.  The knights must have suspected it's a weapon.  Soon they'll hear about their friends outside who got knocked out.  They'll remember it was us and then they'll come back to take us to the gallows.  I can't be changing anyone back right now."

A mixture of panic and relief coursed through me.  I was safe from Lawrence for a little while longer but not safe in every other way.  These people would hang us for sure.  They must think we were with Alric and the knights were discussing us right now.  They might have even gone to the Queen and interrupted her meeting with Mary.  I faced Lawrence and leaned down, glaring at him.  He had lost his power over us for now.  "Look," I said.  "You need to tell the knights who you are so they let us out of here.  And then you will tell them we need to see this Mary.  She will know how your curse gets removed.  Shorty here isn't even sure he can change someone back from something like this.  He doesn't know every spell and has never practiced, anyway."

Behind Lawrence, Shorty nodded.  "It shocked me that I could hold fire back.  You know, frog prince, the one that would have killed you otherwise?"

"And he doesn't want to deal with you as a human," I added.  "When the knights come back, you will tell them we're not with Alric and that we need to see Mary.  It's for your sake just as much as ours."  I prayed that Mary would see what a jerk Lawrence was and help us—and me—not have to be slaves to this story.  And above all, help these two kingdoms avoid darkness.

She had the book of fairy tales.  

Lawrence gulped.  At least, he made a gulping sound in his thoughts.  Yes.  I will.

Shorty and I remained there for a while, watching the sun through the tiny prison window get longer across the floor and more golden-orange.  Evening was approaching, and I was wondering if we'd be here all night when loud footsteps approached from outside the cell.

A key turned in a lock and I tensed.  Shorty brushed himself off to look presentable.  It was hopeless.  I still smelled like a swamp and so did Shorty.  I still wore my ripped jeans.

For the first time, I wished I had a dress.  

The door swung open.

Lawrence hopped towards the door and the two knights stopped in the doorway, staring at him.  Sirs, he thought.  

The one knight, a younger guy with a trimmed beard, faced the other who lifted his visor and squinted.  

Sirs, Lawrence repeated.  I am Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom, returned to claim my rightful throne and free myself from my curse. 

"Listen to him," I said.  At least he was cooperating so far.


"The frog.  Is talking," said the younger knight.  He leaned on his sword.  "Have you ever seen anything like this before?"

"It can't be," the older one said.  "Prince Lawrence vanished over twenty years ago.  He's presumed dead."

I got cursed, he continued.  Now, take me to the Queen so we can discuss a way to remove the curse that these two have placed on me.  That is an order.

"These two?" I asked.  "We never cursed him!"

Shorty lunged for Lawrence, then stopped as the older knight stepped between him and Lawrence.  I let my mouth fall open.  I should have seen it coming.

Now, Lawrence demanded.  Have you two forgotten how to do your duties?

"Maybe this is Lawrence," the older man said.  "It sounds like him."

"We didn't do a thing to hurt him," I said.  "I found Lawrence in a pond and he told me some witch was the one who did it.  I had to bring him here so someone could remove it for him.  We need to talk to Mary."

"Back, girl," the younger knight said, tightening his grip on the sword.  "Remain against the wall.  We will take you before the Queen so we can discuss the matter further."

I felt ready to throw up even though my stomach was empty.  Lawrence had betrayed us after we'd saved his life.  After Shorty had decided not to kill him.  After we had risked our necks to bring him here. 

Pick me up and take me to the Queen.  Do not leave me on this floor.  It is not the way to treat a prince.

The older knight leaned down to pick him up.  "This is him," he said.  "It must be."  He didn't sound too overjoyed about it.

"Do you want to let him treat you like that?" I asked.  "He's been a jerk the entire trip here.  And do you think we would have brought him back to his home if we were the ones who cursed him?"

The older knight kept Lawrence in both hands and straightened up.  "He is our crown prince," he said with great care.  "We must treat him like one."

"You were around when he was still human, weren't you?" I asked.  "I'm sure he was a great boss.  Awesome, flexible working hours and lots of paid time off.  Not to mention, holidays."

The knights looked at me funny.  I was scrambling.  The older knight was the closest one to our side out of the two.  I wished Shorty would come up with something, but he had paled beyond belief.  We could head for the gallows.  Shorty would go before I did.  I might survive, but I'd also suffer a horrible fate.    

"Out.  Both of you," the younger knight demanded.  "We will straighten all of this out soon."

The younger knight got behind Shorty and I and we had to walk behind the older one, who still held the frog prince.  His sword hung from his belt as he kept his hands out, balancing him.  The two knights led us down the basement hallway, which was lined with lots of wooden doors and flickering, sad torches.  All the other cell doors remained shut and the smell of moisture and mildew intensified.  No windows let in light or fresh air in the corridor.  A small furry thing that might have been a rat darted behind a barrel.  

I said nothing.  I grabbed Shorty's hand and squeezed it.  

Lawrence had us right where he wanted us.  On his turf.  Trapped.

We'd done everything to avoid his trap and try to save Franco, but none of it had done any good.

We might even die today.

The knights took us up spiral stairs, and we emerged on the main floor of the castle.  We stood behind the kitchens and the knights led us through a narrow corridor.  A woman in an apron dodged out of the way and stared after us as we passed.

Another flight of stairs followed and another.  My stomach cramped with nerves.  The brick grew brighter as we climbed into better parts of the castle.  Lawrence said nothing.  A chill rushed over me as a breeze blew through the stairwell and we walked past a narrow, stained glass window with a blue fox design.  It would have felt good if it wasn't for the impending danger.

The Queen.

If she was like most mothers, she would believe her son over us.  

And at last, we arrived at a set of double doors even more grandiose than the ones back in the other castle.  The older knight lifted one hand and knocked, keeping Lawrence balanced in the other.

"Our story," I reminded Lawrence.  "I have to live happily ever after."

Lawrence said nothing.  I squeezed Shorty's hand a little harder.  

I liked the guy.  

And Lawrence had seen that.

The knight knocked again, keeping Lawrence balanced in one hand.  

"Enter," an old woman said from inside.

The older knight pushed open the door onto a very large room and went into a bow.  "Queen Annabella," he said.  "We have brought the prisoners.  And a frog who claims to be your son."

We entered a huge chamber with blue and white tiles and huge stained glass windows that looked out on the path Shorty and I had run up hours before.  The chamber had a glass chandelier hanging from the ceiling and velvet blue curtains hanging from the windows.  It was warm in here but breezy even though I couldn't tell where it was coming from.  I felt like we were in a ballroom, but right now it looked like a war room.

A long table sat in the middle and several people sat around it.  Knights, all of them older than the ones who escorted us.  Three women sat at the table.  A woman in a blue dress and crown sat at the end and she was old, in her seventies.  She had a round face and a figure that matched.  Queen Annabella.  Lawrence's mother.  It had to be.

A middle-aged woman in a smaller crown sat on her left, dressed in green and silver, and another old woman in a simple black dress and apron sat on the right.  She turned in her chair to face us.

And on the table with them were maps.  Lots and lots of maps and scrolls.  And a large, leather-bound book with gold leaf.  

And on top of a small pile of maps sat Shorty's wand.  They'd confiscated it and might have been trying to make sense of it before we arrived.

The older knight moved aside to show us standing there.  I wanted to pull Shorty out of the room and make a run for it.  But the old woman in the apron had to be Mary.  The other woman, another queen or princess.  She had a long, pointed face and graying blond hair.  Something about her seemed familiar, but I couldn't place why.  

Mary was here.  We might have a chance.  She'd know the story.

It was the only thing keeping me from running out of there with Shorty.  That, and the knight standing in the doorway.  

Queen Annabella stood and took a step towards us.  "The two of you broke into my castle.  Why?"  She spoke with patience, but underneath it was stress.

"We have Lawrence.  Your son," I explained to her.  "He's not dead.  He got cursed to be a frog, and we brought him back here looking for a cure.  We were hoping Mary could help us with that."

The Queen stepped closer.  She wore a crown encrusted with blue jewels and she had a limp like one of her legs was paining her.  She wouldn't be holding onto rule for much longer.  Or life.  "My son?  He vanished so long ago."  Her expression softened.  "If you know anything of him, please, tell me."

Behind her, the other queen shifted in her chair.  

The older knight held up the frog prince and Queen Annabella stepped back, grimacing.

This young man cursed me, Lawrence thought.  Don't listen to their lies.

Queen Annabella screamed and jumped back, then grabbed at her aching leg. 

Mother, he thought.

"We didn't curse him!" I shouted.  "The wand—we stole it from a witch who attacked us.  It might have been the one who cursed Lawrence here for all we know.  How could we have cursed him if we weren't around at the time he vanished?  I mean, look at us.  We're younger than he is!"

Annabella breathed fast, slapping her hand on her chest.  The young knight rushed over to help hold her up.  "Breathe," he instructed.  "Do you need us to summon a nurse?"

The Queen took another breath and straightened up.  "I will be fine," she said.  She drew closer to the frog in the other knight's outstretched hand.  "Lawrence?  Is that you?"

Yes.  I have returned, dear mother.  You have the wand, do you not?

He sounded so pleasant now I wanted to throw up.  He had two faces, one for Mom and the other for everyone else.  I could see how this worked all these years.

"My dear son!" she said, scooping him up in both hands.  "My precious, dear son.  My angel.  What has happened to you?  Who has done this to you?"

Shorty looked at me and pretended to barf.    

These two, Lawrence thought.  The boy.  He is the son of the evil wizard.  He even admitted it.  This young man is full of dark magic.

Queen Annabella faced Shorty and her gaze hardened.  Fear glistened in her eyes.  Shorty backed away and the older knight drew closer, hand on his hilt.  All the color drained from his face.  "I am not," he said.  "I hate Alric.  He attacked us in the woods and tried to kill us with a wall of fire.  If you need proof of that, send someone towards Mary's village and they'll see the destruction starting at that big dark spot.  It's there.  And I didn't do it."

"We almost died.  Shorty saved us," I said.  "He's not dark.  I know he's not!"

I realized my mistake too late.

The other queen rose from her chair.  "Shorty used this wand."  She held it up.  I hadn't noticed it on the table.  "The guards at the front gates told us so.  That means he has magical blood."

"He saved us!" I shouted.  Panic was taking over.  "He saved your son.  He's not evil.  And he didn't curse Lawrence.  Some witch did that about twenty years ago.  That's what Lawrence told me.  Shorty wasn't even born yet!"

The other queen brandished the wand.  "This is full of dark magic," she said.  "I can feel it.  Even Mary could feel it."

Mary rose.  She was quick for an old lady.  She turned towards us.  

And her wrinkled face was friendly.  "Is this true?  There is nothing in the stories about Alric having a son."

Queen Annabella faced Shorty.  "Is this true you are a son of a wizard?"

He gulped.  "No.  I don't know what you're talking about.  I don't know either of my parents.   If I met Alric I'd kill him."

The other queen walked around the table and stopped next to Annabella.  She stared very hard at Shorty.  Lawrence shifted.  

Shorty is the son of Alric, he said.  He is dark and will turn against us to please his father.  He tried to kill me before this girl saved my life in the other world.

"That's not true," I said.

Queen Annabella let out a gasp and I knew it was all over.

She stared at Shorty for a long, long time.

"He is," she managed at last.  "He looks just like Alric."

"Leave him alone," I begged.  "Shorty never wanted to kill Lawrence.  He hates his father."  It was out now.  I was free to speak.

Lawrence turned.  He will hang at dawn.  I decree it.

"No!" I shouted, lunging for him.

The knights tried to move, but I was too fast.  I grabbed Lawrence off the Queen's outstretched hands and squeezed.  Rage had taken over.  I would never be his.  He would have no one.  

"Stop!" Mary shouted.  "The story.  Don't hurt—"

I tossed Lawrence as hard as I could at the wall.

He flew and Annabella screamed.  Mary rushed forward, but it was too late.  One knight seized my arm and pulled me back.  I hit armor and I let out a breath.

The green ball that was Lawrence crashed into the wall with a sickening thud.

And the frog's body landed on the ground in a green, crumpled heap.  

And remained still.

Silence fell. 

I had killed him.

I had killed the frog prince right in front of his mother.

Annabella screamed again and rushed for him.  She hyperventilated and leaned down, tears rolling down her aged face.  No one spoke.  Everyone was too shocked to move.

Then Annabella glared at me.  There was so much hatred in her eyes I drew back.

"You killed him," she shouted.  "You killed my only son!"

"I..." I started.  A small, tiny voice in my mind screamed that I'd be joining Shorty at the gallows.

The frog on the floor smoked and crumbled.          

The smoke rose higher and higher and made Annabella cough.  It grew thicker, exploding out of the tiny body and taking up more space.  The smoke took on an awful green hue.  The knight pulled me away from it.  Something was happening, and it wasn't what we expected.

Mary walked over and looked at me with sad eyes.

And then the green smoke fell and spread out on the floor.

A man stood where it had billowed a second before.

The guy stood tall, wearing blue and white bands over his shirt with more gold buttons than an accomplished Girl Scout.  He had the same round face as his mother and an upturned nose he had even after his humiliating twenty years as a frog.  Lawrence appeared around nineteen, maybe twenty.  He hadn't aged a day during the enchantment.

Lawrence checked out his clothes, rubbing his hands over his buttons as if he couldn't believe they were there.

I backed away into the knight.

I had freed the frog prince and not how I thought. 

And doomed myself.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Annabella screamed again, this time with joy.

"My darling son!" she said, wrapping her arms around him.  "You're not a day older than you were when I saw you last!"

Lawrence split a huge grin and returned the hug.  "Dear mother," he said.  "I'm glad to be home."

"And just in time!" she said.  Her tone grew more serious.  "I am aging and you will need to take the throne soon."

Mary appeared next to me.  "Let this girl go," she told the knight.  "Please."

The knight loosened his grip on my arm.  Mary had clout here.  I broke away and shot Shorty a look of horror.  We could still make it to the door if we ran, but the young knight had moved over to guard it.  

Mary faced me and spoke with a low voice.  "The way to free the frog prince was to kill his frog form, not with a kiss.  I feared this would happen.  You need to escape."

Lawrence and his mother broke their hug.  

And then Lawrence faced me.  And grinned.

It wasn't a nice grin, either.  It was more like an, I pulled you over grin.  

Mary stepped in front of me.  She didn't like this Lawrence very much.  Even if she'd come from the regular world, it was clear she'd been here a while.  I wondered what she'd heard.  What she remembered.  Maybe this was why they called her the wise woman.

I had another ally here.

"You're a disgusting man," Mary told Lawrence.  "You deserved to be frog and still deserve to be a frog."

Annabella frowned at her.  "Do not speak that way about my son.  Do you want to wear out your welcome here?  We can always keep your book and send you on your way.  This is the way the story goes.  You know that.  A princess frees the frog prince and then they marry.  Only a princess can free him.  This girl must be one even if she does not look the part."

Mary didn't seem fazed.  "Ignorance is bliss.  Your son is not what you believe."

The smile dropped off Lawrence's face and he peeled himself from the wall.  His mother stood there and her jaw fell open.  She hadn't been expecting something like this to come out of Mary's mouth.  

"I've heard things," Mary continued, facing him.  "Terrible things."

Lawrence spoke.  "You're no one.  You're just a woman with a book.  I am Crown Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom, and Candice is mine.  We will wed at dawn."

"No, we won't," I said.  My words came out weak and fell to the floor.  Knights surrounded us.  Lawrence and Annabella had the ultimate say here.  Mary was just the woman with the book.

"What about Candice's choice?" Mary asked.  "I know the kingdom must stay protected from falling into darkness.  I know how dangerous Alric is.  But there are always ways around to make it work.  Let me consult the book."  She gestured to the leather one lying on the table.  

"Let her do that," Shorty said.  "If Candice marries Lawrence, there won't be a happily ever after.  Won't that make the kingdom fall, too?"

"Your point taken," Mary told him.  "That is my concern with this."

"You of all people should know it's the story," Lawrence said to Mary.  He felt threatened.  "The story is that a princess frees me from my curse.  That has happened.  She moves to my kingdom, and we wed.  You said so yourself.  Now be quiet or I will have you put to death, too."

"Lawrence!" Annabella said, shocked that her precious son would say such a thing.  Next to her, the other queen shook her head.  

Was it me, or was she glaring at Lawrence, too?  The second queen moved to stand next to Shorty as if trying to shield him from Lawrence's orders.

"The story," Lawrence reminded his mother.  "Even Mary shouldn't be messing with it.  No one should mess with it."  I detected nervousness in his voice, like he wanted more than anything to be out of that room.  "Let me be out of here so I can prepare.  Have someone take Candice and prepare her.  I want the wedding to take place down in the courtyard with the fountain.  I want the townspeople to watch so they know I have returned."

"But Candice—who is she?" Annabella asked.  "Who are her parents?  Her grandparents?"  Disapproval came off her in waves.

"I'm no one," I said.  "Just a peasant."  I waved to my ripped jeans.  "All this was a mistake."

Lawrence was happy to refute her.  He stepped towards the door and the other queen watched him.  "She is the daughter of King Gustav the Second," he explained.  "Poorly dressed for the part, I might add.  Her parents had her in the other world, but she is still a princess.  Candice qualifies to be my wife and she will be.  We don't want the kingdom to fall to darkness, do we?"

Annabella studied me and I shrunk back.  "Really," I said.  "I'm nobody!"

"As you wish," the Queen said.  "She freed you.  Take her.  Must we have the ceremony tomorrow?"

"We must," Lawrence said, getting closer to the door.  Mary's glare was withering him.  He kept inching away.  The other queen was giving him a look of death, too.  Lawrence must have made a long career of breaking hearts or something.

"And what about this young man?" Annabella asked, pointing to Shorty.  He'd paled even more, and I feared he would pass out.

"He will have his execution," Lawrence repeated, "in view of the wedding ceremony."

Mary balled her fists and advanced on him.  "That is disgusting.  You do not deserve to rule the Fox Kingdom.  This young man helped bring you home, and this is his reward?"

But Lawrence was already walking out of the double doors.  A moment later, several knights charged in and raced right for Shorty.

"Shorty!" I screamed as they surrounded him.  

But he said nothing as a knight twisted his hands behind his back.

 

* * * * *

 

"I am not putting that on."

"But you must.  It's your wedding in only two hours."  The head seamstress was an older woman who had a lot of sad lines around her eyes.  She tied a string around my neck while I sat on the stool.   She had been measuring me all night and barking orders at the other women.  Hem this.  Trim that.  We need more room here.  

The whole dressing room bustled with activity.  Girls rushed around with fabric and scissors in hand.  They hadn't let me out of their sight since Annabella had commanded them to take me away and make me prepare for the wedding.  They'd brought me to this dressing room and hemmed this white dress with a long train right in front of me.  

It hung in the middle of the room.  I couldn't bear to look at it.

And once again, I searched for a way out.  The door remained shut and two girls sat on stools in front of it.  I was outnumbered by about a dozen and I'd spotted more knights outside the door earlier that night.  I sensed they had gone nowhere.

And all the while, Shorty sat in a cell, waiting for death.

We would both die at sunrise.  Shorty's would die the regular death.  My happiness would go with it.    I struggled to hold the tears and the screams back.  This room had no windows.  I couldn't see how close to dawn this was.  Lawrence wanted us to suffer as much as possible.

Mary was right.  Lawrence deserved to be a frog.  I wondered what she'd heard about him.  I'd have to ask her if I could stomach it since I'd be living with Lawrence for the rest of my life.  Since I'd stay trapped here, thinking of how things could have been with Shorty.  How things might have turned out in the other world if we hadn't gone through that stupid pond.  What my dad was thinking right now.  He'd figure out I was in Fable by the end of the week.  The police would have found my bike by the pond and he'd figure it out.  If someone hadn't stolen it first.

"I'm still not putting that on," I said to the head seamstress.  "I'll go in these ripped up jeans and T-shirt if I have to.  What difference is it going to make?"

She gave me a look of sympathy.  Was it me, or were the older staff members of this castle sad that Lawrence had come back?  The younger ladies chattered.  Ignorance was bliss.  Mary was right.

"You must.  It is orders," she said.  

Fear glistened in her eyes.  Lawrence would no doubt have punishment for these ladies if this wasn't done in time.  But my skin crawled at the thought of putting on that dress.  It was too low in the front.  I was sure Lawrence had something to do with that, too.

The door to the dressing room came open and the two girls guarding it jumped down from their stools and turned around.

My heart dropped, and I faced who was coming in.

"Schlafen!" a woman shouted.

A cold, sharp energy washed through the room and the head seamstress turned, then slumped to the floor right in front of me.  The other girls in the room all slumped in place, too, and the chatter died with thuds and thunks.  One let her head fall over some fabric shaped like flowers and another leaned against the full-length mirror.  Only the dress stood, keeping guard over everyone.

I took a breath.  

The person in the doorway was the second queen, the one with the gray-blond hair and the green and silver dress.  For the first time, I could see her closer.  She had a silver star clasp on her dress and another star on the front of her crown.  And her look was all serious.  

"Come with me," she ordered.  "We need to move if we will free the young man who came with you."

She moved, and I saw.  She held Shorty's wand in one hand. 

This queen was a magic user.  

I didn't care.  I didn't care if this turned out to be the old witch herself.  Mary wasn't behind her.  

"Now," she said. 

"Thanks," I breathed, heading for the door.

The air freshened as we stepped into the hall.  We were on a top floor of the castle.  Early morning light filtered through the stained glass and we looked down on the courtyard below.  Peasant men worked, setting up chairs and an altar at the center, right next to another fountain with a fox statue.  Beyond it, town looked gray and sleepy.  More men were roping off a large area near the fountain where people would stand.  

"This way," the queen said, waving me down the hall.  We ran side by side.  "I am Queen Nori of the Star Kingdom.  Annabella and I have been allies for many years though I fear that won't last much longer."

"Nice to meet you," I said.  Relief exploded through me, along with tension.  There was a knight standing at the mouth of the stairway ahead, slumped over and snoring.  Nori had gone through the castle, putting people under.  "I am so, so glad you can use magic."

She didn't face me.  We ran down the stairs and she struggled to keep her breath.  "The young man who came with you.  I believe he is my grandson."

"What?" I exploded, stepping over another snoring knight.

"Alric only ever had one child.  And that was with my daughter.  I have never met the child as Alric took him away right after he imprisoned her.  It must be him.  This Shorty."  

I remembered the young woman trapped in the glass box.  This woman did resemble her.  The Queen was a bit shorter and grayer.

"Shorty will be an asset to us in this fight if we get him on our side," she continued.  "But I have to ensure he survives this.  Shorty will have inherited the power from my family and his father's.  If he's turned against his father, he will be precious."

I bristled.  Shorty was a means to an end to this queen.  Where was the compassion here?

Nori continued.  We passed another fox window on the spiral stairway.  "If Annabella finds out that I can use magic--"

"I take it she doesn't like magic users," I said, thinking of her son.  She had her reasons.

The frog prince was in here somewhere.  Lawrence would be getting all dressed up for the wedding right now.  I wanted to hurl thinking about it.  

There was yet another snoring knight on the bottom of the stairs.  "How long does this spell last on them?" I asked.

"It depends on the subject," Nori said.  "I haven't used magic in decades.  We keep it under wraps in my family."

I had to tell Shorty about this if we got him out.  When we got him out.  Maybe his magic wasn't from the evil side of his family.  Or the less evil side.  

Nori and I emerged onto the ground floor.  Two more knights slept up against the wall, visors down.  We were getting closer to the dungeons.  This castle was huge.  The smell of food and cooking meat wafted down the hall.  The kitchens weren't too far, and neither were the dungeons.

But at least Lawrence hadn't counted on this.  

We headed down another flight of stairs and back onto the kitchen level.  Nori and I took the servant's hallway, and I heard someone shuffling around in the kitchen.  People were getting ready for the wedding feast.  No one came out of the kitchen to confront us.  Either they were too scared of Lawrence executing them or they feared Nori herself.

Then a sickening thought hit me.

"If I don't marry Lawrence, will this whole kingdom turn dark?"

Nori slowed and faced me.  Her face was hard.  

"Will it?"  I had to make a horrible decision here.  Marry Lawrence and live in misery or flee and let the Fox Kingdom right along with my father's kingdom turn dark and fall to Alric.  

"Will it make much difference?" Nori asked me.  "Lawrence is not fit to lead.  He will be just as bad as the dark wizard."

A sickening feeling bloomed in my stomach.  I wasn't sure.  Or maybe I was.  We walked faster towards the dungeon steps.  "But we can't let Alric win here.  You should at least get Shorty out.  Maybe I can find a way out of here later."

"It shouldn't have to be that way.  You might not survive for long with Lawrence.  He is a cruel man."

"You seem to know a lot about him."

"More than you want to know."

I stared at the queen as we walked.  Nori was too old to have taken Lawrence's interest even twenty years ago.  Or was she?  Maybe he threw himself at all the women.  

We reached the dungeons where a single knight stood guard.  Nori dispatched him and made him fall unconscious with a flick of the wand.  She had a knack for magic.  But Shorty never practiced.  This queen of the Star Kingdom had been doing this for a while.

"Shorty!" I yelled.  Twin rows of dungeon doors lined the hallway and the same torches blazed.

"I'm down here," he said.

I rushed down the hall towards the last door.  This one was metal, unlike the other wooden doors.  This cell must be death row where the condemned had to wait for their executions.  

"Stand back," Nori said.  She waved the wand and uttered a word I could never pronounce again and the door's lock broke.  The door swung open.

"Shorty!" I said.

He stood there in the doorway, staring at the queen as if he couldn't process what had happened.  He looked sick.  Like he might have been throwing up.  He had sunken eyes full of despair.  

And I hugged him.  

He returned it.

"Candice," he said.  "I thought you were being marched to Lawrence right now."

"Let's get out of here," I said.  Shorty smelled like a summer day in a hayloft.  I'd never smelled him before, but I liked it.  It didn't belong to an evil person.  Just one who got caught up with the wrong people.  Who met the wrong frog prince and was right to eliminate him.

I wanted Lawrence to die.  

But I knew his death would spell disaster.

"Who's she?" Shorty asked, staring at Nori.  The queen stood there, expressionless and impatient.  

"Later," I said.  "We need to go.  Now's our chance before Lawrence finishes his tea time and kills you."

"There is an exit on the west side of the castle we can slip out of," Nori said.  "To keep our alliance, I will need to stay behind and convince Annabella that someone else—someone who is not me—made the knights fall asleep.  I will lead you to the exit but after that, the two of you are on your own."

We followed her back up the stairs and back through the servants' corridor.  More clanging noises came out from the kitchen.  The servants were all up now, getting ready for the big day.  Some would still feel happy.  Others would fill with dread.  If any of them caught us, I hoped it was someone from the latter group.

But we passed the kitchen without incident.  Nori paused for a second and Shorty and I didn't dare say a thing.  Then she must have decided, because she ducked through a small, narrow doorway on the right side of the hall.

"Where does that go?" I asked.

"Outside," she said.  "The gardens are this way.  You'll slip out through them."

Shorty and I followed her.  The corridor was narrow, a service passage.  Nori sure knew this place.  She must have toured this castle many times.  Relief flooded through me.  We were almost out of this prison but we still had to make it across the grounds.  If Lawrence caught us running for it, we both might end up on the gallows.

Or tortured first.  That would be worse.

The passage sloped upward.  Already I could smell flowers, sweet and filling the air.  Pale light—the first light of dawn—filtered down through the bars of a narrow gate up ahead.  Nori pointed the wand at it and muttered something.  With a loud squeal, the doors swung open.  I spotted huge trees with apples hanging from them on the other side, along with beds of flowers of every possible color.  This was where the servants came out to pick the produce.

We emerged into the fresh air.  I breathed in the first air of freedom.  Well, almost.  The air was chilled, cold from the night.  

And dread filled me.

"Shorty," I said.  "This place is about to turn dark."

"It shouldn't have to be that way," he said.  "There might be another way around it.  You don't have to marry Lawrence."

His eyes were huge.  Begging.  Please, he was thinking.  Don't go back.

Nori waved us into the garden.  "You need to hurry," she said.  "Lawrence will send for you.  You need to make yourselves scarce."

"I can't let all these people die," I said.  "This place turning dark will kill them, won't it?"

Nori shook her head.  "Lawrence will kill them more slowly."

I thought of all the people and families and little kids who would suffer if I ran away and Lawrence found me gone.  Would a huge dark spot spread over the entire Fox Kingdom?  These people couldn't live in crap like that.  And Mary, Alric's enemy, was here.  He might get to her if I fled and made the story end the wrong way.  He'd steal her book so no one else could figure out the tales.

I stopped under a tree.

"We'll find another way to do this," Shorty said.  "Candice, don't be crazy.  Don't be an idiot like me."

"You're not an idiot," I said.  Tears were close.  "I have to protect this place."

"But Mary didn't even want the two of you to get married!" she said.  "Even she knows what Lawrence is.  She must know there's another way around.  We have to find her again and find another way to make the story happy.  Who says this has to be the end?"

I was shaking.  He was right about Mary.  "We'll find her," I said, hating that I was taking such a chance with so many peoples' lives.  

I looked at Nori, but she shook her head.  "Mary got ordered off the grounds by Lawrence," she said.  "She may not return and she's taken her book with her.  You can still find her.  She will help you find another way to make this end the way it should.  Chances are, she is returning to her home village.  You can follow the road to her there."

"But Alric is that way," Shorty said.

"Alric is pretty much right before us," a man said from behind.

We turned.

Lawrence stood there in the entrance to the service passage, dressed in a long, blue and white pajama robe.  He had his brown hair slicked down on both sides—ready for the wedding—and he also had about a dozen knights behind him.

Nori raised her wand, but something whizzed through the air and stuck it.   The wand went flying out of her hand and into a bed of flowers.

An arrow thunked into the ground next to Nori and she turned, searching for the wand, but it had vanished.

I looked up. 

Lawrence had knights posted above us, complete with bows.  Arrows pointed down at us, threatening to fly.

"Very interesting," Lawrence said, stepping forward.  I glimpsed some horrid curled slippers, the same silk blue as his robe.  "I think I remember you, Queen Nori, and I am not pleased that you dare take hospitality from my kingdom.  Why don't you tell these two who you are?  Tell all of my men who you are?"

Nori swallowed.  She had no words.

But at last, after a long, drawn-out silence, she spoke.  She kept her chin up, defiant.

"I am Queen Nori of the Star Kingdom," she said.  "And I am the one who turned Crown Prince Lawrence into a frog."


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

Gasps sounded from behind Lawrence and from above.

Here stood the woman who had cursed Lawrence.  

And Mary knew about it.  There was no other explanation for her getting banished from the castle grounds.

Lawrence opened his mouth to speak, but I stopped him before he could give his knights any orders.

"What did you do to deserve it?" I asked Lawrence.  We were all going to die anyway, and a strange calm washed over me.  "What made her turn you into a frog twenty years ago?"

Lawrence took a step back and ran right into one knight.  He jumped, then got his composure again.  "This woman is a witch," he said, pointing at her.  "A disgusting witch, just like this boy here.  She is unfit to be a queen.  If her people were to find out, they would revolt and remove her from the throne!"

Bows creaked as the knights above drew them back.  They were ready to fire.  I didn't dare move.  

Nori spoke.  "Lawrence was once in love with my daughter, Princess Kathryn."

Shorty jumped.  "Kathryn?  But that's--"

"Your mother's name," Nori finished for him.  

Shorty's mouth fell open, and we stared at each other.  The truth was out.  

Lawrence had been in love with his mother.  The one trapped in the glass coffin.

"I know nothing of this princess," Lawrence said.  "Guards, take her--"

Nori raised her voice.  "Kathryn made a terrible mistake, falling in love with Alric.  Perhaps it was his magic.  Perhaps not.  But she soon realized he was evil and spurned him.  Lawrence was there to sweep her off her feet, and she went to him, leaving the dark wizard behind.  I approved of their love, not knowing she had traded one evil man for another.  They decided to marry."

"This is not true," Lawrence said.  "She is fabricating this story!"  He turned to the knight behind him.

It was the older one.  The one who hadn't sounded too happy about him returning.

He held up one hand and gestured for Lawrence to turn back around.

He did.

"But Kathryn bore a son, and he was Alric's.  That was clear.  Lawrence became jealous and demanded that she kill the child, but she refused and spurned him.  Kathryn fled to the Tree Kingdom and settled there with her child.  I thought she would have safety there.  But Lawrence went to Alric, seeking revenge.  The two of them went to the Tree Kingdom and Alric seized the child, then trapped Kathryn in a glass coffin somewhere and shrunk the entire kingdom so he would leave no witnesses.  It was Lawrence who led Alric to Kathryn, knowing her fate.  After this happened, I hunted Lawrence down and cursed him to be a frog, so he could think forever about his deed."

Shorty stood there for a long time.

Then he flushed red and trembled with rage.

"I should have killed you on that dissection table!" he shouted at Lawrence.  "I should have crushed you the first chance I got.  You're no better than Alric."

My heart raced for Shorty.  For Kathryn.  

"He's allied with Alric?" a guard asked.  Mutters flowed through the knights behind him.  I checked the ones above us.  Bows lowered.  Nori had shaken things up.  Someone's reputation was crumbling, and it wasn't Nori's.

"No!" Lawrence shouted, turning in a circle.  "I'm not.  Not anymore.  Alric wants to kill me now.  This woman is a witch and is trying to take over the Fox Kingdom.  We cannot listen to her.  She is the one in league with Alric.  If I do not marry Candice and take the throne, our entire kingdom will turn dark!"  Then he turned on us, face red with rage.  "How dare you question my character in this manner?"

And then he got quiet.   The rage drained from the Crown Prince's face and a scary calm took its place.

I knew what his next order was.  

Kill Nori and Shorty and drag me to the altar.

I glanced at the flower bed from the corner of my eye.

One marigold had turned blackish purple and its leaves, dark green.  

I ran for it.

"Candice!" Lawrence shouted.

Dug my hand into the flower bed and fumbled around for the wand.

I found it right under the blackening flower and the cold energy seeped into my hands, ready for use.  I stood.  Bows creaked back.  Lawrence hesitated.  He didn't want them to shoot me.  

But Shorty stood there, hand out, waiting for the wand.  

I threw the wand to him.  He was closest.

Shorty caught it.  And faced Lawrence.

Lawrence opened his mouth to shout an order, but it was too late.

Shorty pointed the wand at him and with a trembling hand, shouted, "Sterben!"

I didn't know what it meant at first, but all fell silent while Lawrence clutched at his chest.  His eyes grew big.

And then he fell to his knees.

Onto his face.

And remained still.

The older knight in the doorway froze, unsure what to do, but then he rushed out and grabbed Lawrence's wrist.  He curled his fingers into his vein and held them there.  My heart raced.  None of the knights spoke.  They remained still, waiting for orders.  

The head knight looked up.  Swallowed.

"He's dead."


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

No one spoke for the longest time.  The knights above lowered their bows.  Why weren't they firing on Shorty?  Executing him on the spot?

Nori took the wand from him and Shorty backed away.  His expression was blank.  He wandered over to the edge of the flower bed and sat, staring at the apple tree above him.  He had gone to another world.  

He had just done the thing Alric wanted him to do.

And meanwhile, Lawrence continued to lie there.  The knights in the passageway poured out, surrounding their fallen Crown Prince.  Shorty had taken the heir from the kingdom.  

And so much more.

I rushed over and shook him.  "Shorty," I said.  "We have to go."

The knights would all come to their senses soon enough.  Even if many of them were glad that Lawrence wouldn't take the throne, some of them would want our blood.  They'd want to put arrows through Shorty.  I needed him to get out of here.

"I killed him," he muttered.

"You did the right thing," I told him, even though I wasn't sure.  "I don't have to marry him now."  And I'd handed him the wand.  I had just as much of a part of this as he did.  We'd killed the Crown Prince of a kingdom.  And even if Shorty was in the right, someone would still have to pay.  Queen Annabella was still alive, and she'd be down here to mourn her son in minutes.

"Darkness is coming," Shorty said.  "I'm sure it is.  And then Alric's coming with it."

A low rumble of thunder met my ears.  

I looked up at the sky.

He was right.  Terror squeezed my heart.  The blue in the sky was fading to a drab, ominous gray.  The Fox Kingdom was joining the ranks of the dark region.

And so was mine.

The story hadn't ended the way it should.

Nori appeared next to us, green dress dulling in the fading light.  "You need to go," she said.  "Everyone's distracted, but in minutes, you will be the worst people in this kingdom."  She studied the sky.  "Or maybe not.  Go.  I will slow them down."

Another roll of thunder, louder this time, crashed through the sky.  The wind picked up, blowing the leaves off the apple trees.  

"It's done," Shorty said.

“Come on!” I shouted.  The knights still huddled around Lawrence.  Even the ones above us had run from their posts. 

We had doomed these people.  

I took Shorty's hand and squeezed it.  He woke, and we ran.

We bolted past flowers and apple trees.  The flowers turned black and red and dark purple as if we inhabited an image that someone was adjusting the color on.  Leaves fell in droves from the apple trees.  Branches curled.  Apples turned poison green and angry red.  

Shorty and I ran off the grounds, hugging the tall stone wall, and onto long grass.  The town was right ahead, and we moved along a tall brick building.  Everything trembled, and the sky darkened to the point where I swore it would open, but no rain fell.  Knights shouted and swords drew behind us with sharp, metallic sounds.

They wouldn’t be able to fight Alric.  None of them would.

“He’s coming,” Shorty says.  “He knows Lawrence is dead."

I was too out of breath to answer him.  We made it to the front of the building—a church—and ran around the stone steps.  The brick road to downtown Fox Kingdom spread out before us.  The ground shook.  Vases of blackening flowers tumbled off windows and shattered on the street below.  Glass blew out.  

And people ran everywhere, screaming.

Men.  Women.  Even little kids.  Merchants abandoned their carts.  Glass rained down and showered a young man in blades of death.  He brought his hands to his face and blood seeped out between his fingers.  He groaned, slumping against a bakery.  A lantern fell from the entrance, barely missing him.    

“We can’t go through here,” Shorty said.

We stared at each other.  The wind grew stronger and snapped my hair back.  He was right.  

But we couldn’t go back.

“The middle,” I said.  “The middle of the road.  We might make it.”

A woman herding three children ducked inside a building right before another deadly rain of glass hit bricks.  She closed the door behind her and the man next to us curled in a ball, groaning.  We couldn’t stop for him.  

I glanced back at the castle.  The blue towers had turned almost black in the gloom and the white had faded to a dull, ominous gray.  It wasn’t the same place anymore.  

The street cleared and Shorty and I bolted down the middle, clutching hands.

The shaking reached one horrible peak, and we struggled to keep our footing.  I leaned against Shorty as he got his senses and wrapped his arm around me to keep me up.  We staggered across uneven ground.  Over a large crack in the bricks.  Past a shop with no glass left and an unconscious man lying in the doorway in a pool of blood.

We had done this.

We had doomed these people.

Lawrence was the only way to protect them.  Whatever Lawrence had done, we had done worse.

The shaking subsided, but it took everything I had to keep going.  Shorty stared at the ground next to me as all stilled and a horrible, ominous silence fell over everything.

Somewhere, a crow cawed.

Shorty and I stopped in the middle of the road, among glass and overturned carts.  We stood near a fountain.  Water gurgled inside.  

"Is it over?" I asked.

"I think so," Shorty said.  

Produce lay everywhere.  Pumpkins lay broken open on the road, and most of them had turned green and soft with rot on the inside.  Apples rolled down the hill towards the open fields, brown and inedible.  One stand had survived the quake, and the lettuce sitting on it was riddled with bugs and worms.  I wanted to gag.  All the food here had decayed in seconds.

The sky remained a deep, dangerous gray and the buildings, broken and sad.  

The Fox Kingdom had turned dark.  

I’d failed.  We’d failed.  Shorty and I held equal responsibility in this.

“What do we do?” I managed.  The street was empty and my words fell on silence.

Shorty let go of me.  He turned in a circle as if trying to find a place where he could hide forever.  There was no hope left.  

A door swung open, and then another.  A woman emerged, followed by a teen boy in overalls.  The lucky ones were coming out to inspect the damage.  To see their shattered lives.

And then the fountain in the center of the road gurgled louder.

Louder.  And louder.  The water boiled as if it had turned into a giant cauldron.  The fox statue in the center seemed to have its eyes closed in pain.  Frigid air washed off the fountain and blew against us, making a new breeze kick up.  

Shorty faced me with sadness and resignation.

“He’s coming,” he said, and took my hand.

The water in the fountain grew dark, turning to oil.  And then it split and a dark shape grew from the opening.  A man.  In a black and red robe.  His hood hung down over his face, hiding it from view.

The woman screamed and ducked back into the building behind us.

It was Alric, here to claim his victory.

The water calmed and settled back around him, but the wizard didn’t seem to mind.  He gave off a cold energy that made the hair rise on the back of my neck.  Alric took a step onto the rim of the fountain, and then another, and hopped down to the road with a clicking sound.  The bottom of his robe wasn’t even wet.  He took two more steps towards us and stopped.

We should run.  This man wanted us dead.  But Shorty held my hand tighter than ever.

Alric reached up.

And lowered his hood.

The man looked so much like an older version of Shorty that my heart ached.  He had the same brown hair.  The same round face.  Alric had a neat, trimmed beard and mustache, but everything else was the same.  

Shorty sucked in a breath and stared at the ground as if to avoid the sight.  How could he live knowing his father was this?  

"Shorty," he said, expressionless.  "You have completed your mission.  I must admit that I underestimated you."

"You tried to kill him," I said.  "You tried to kill both of us back in the forest."

But Alric only smiled.  The man had no remorse.  I was facing down the most powerful dark wizard in Fable.  I should feel terror.  My senses sharpened.  I made out every hair of his beard.  Even a mole right at the edge of his mustache.  His eyes were dark.  Merciless.  How could any woman fall in love with this man?  Have a kid with him?

Shorty got the bravery to look up.  "My mother," he said.  "You told me you would let her out if I did this."

A crow cawed again.  An entire flock of them landed on the building right above us and I tensed.  I remembered that hungry raven who had gone after Lawrence.  A flock could do damage to us.

Alric paced in front of the fountain which spouted clear water again.  "It's a more complicated situation than that," he said as if we were in a business meeting.  "You defied me, Shorty.  For a while, you helped the frog prince avoid his ultimate fate.  I think there is more you need to do to make that happen."

My heart sank.  Alric had no intention of letting Shorty's mother out.  

"No," Shorty breathed.  "I did what you wanted.  That was the deal.  Now let her out!"

"You killed Lawrence only to save yourself," Alric said, rounding on him.  He glared right in Shorty's face, but Shorty didn't back down.  "You didn't do it for me.  I know, because I was watching."

Shorty choked.  He tightened his grip on my hand.  Why wasn't he trying to run?

"Or perhaps you did it for this girl."

And then Alric faced me.  He drew close.  Very close.  My heart hammered, and I struggled not to back away.  I wouldn't show weakness to this man.  But his cold magic washed over me stronger than ever.  I might turn to ice.  Alric might arrange that.

"This girl who never even liked you."

Alric drew away and leaned back against the bowl of the fountain.  Shorty trembled.  Alric was doing everything he could to hurt him.  

"Don't listen to him," I whispered, even though I knew the dark wizard could hear.  Alric wanted a puppet out of Shorty.  He would keep leading him along with a chain of hope.  

"Maybe you can still prove your loyalty.  As long as Candice lives, the story could still end and we need to address that.  Get this girl out of the way and I will be free to keep the Fox Kingdom.  Do it now.  Use the wand."

Shorty faced me.  We still held hands.  

We locked stares for a long time while Alric stood there, waiting.

My heart about stopped.  All Shorty had to do was say the word, and I'd drop like Lawrence had in his own garden.  He wanted his mother back.  Shorty had Lawrence killed to do that, at least at first.  He could murder again.

I held my breath.  Shorty could be that creep.  

"You're not like him," I said.  "You're not like Alric and you don't have to be.  I know you're not.  You're better than him."  I swallowed.  "I don't care where you came from."

Then Shorty faced Alric.  "No," he said.  "I'm not hurting Candice.  I'd never hurt Candice."

Alric's face darkened, and he frowned, training his dark eyes on Shorty.  "You are my son," he reminded him.  "No one will want you.  Everyone will fear you.  Your only safety is with me.  This entire kingdom wants you dead, Shorty.  Was that not a hard lesson for you to learn?"

"Don't listen to him," I told Shorty.  "Shorty—Queen Nori wants you.  I want you."

Alric advanced on me.  "Hold your tongue," he ordered.  "Or I will kill you myself."  He grabbed the front of Shorty's shirt and we lost grip.  "Kill this girl, or I will destroy the two of you.  I will kill Candice first, and then you in the next couple of days, after you've had time to think about what's happened."

Alric released his shirt.  Shorty caught his breath and turned towards me.  He raised the wand, so it pointed at my chest, panting.  His eyes were huge.  Trained on me.  I backed away and almost stumbled over some rotten apples.  

"Sorry," he said.

"Shorty!" I shouted.

I hit the ground.  Shorty opened his mouth to cast the spell.

And at the last second, turned to face Alric.

The dark wizard had no time to react.  

"Schlafen!" Shorty yelled.

Alric's eyes got big, and he reached out towards Shorty, but then he slumped forward and hit the bricks face-first.  His robe billowed around him for a second and settled, and then a loud snore emanated from Alric.

Shorty ran over and helped me up.  "Come on," he said.  "I don't think he'll be out for long."

"We should kill him," I said, standing.  Apples rolled away from me and down the hill.  

"Kill him!" a man shouted from up the hill.  I glanced.  People stood in doorways, leaning out and watching us.  "Kill him now.  You can do it!"

Shorty held the wand up and studied it.  It seemed more gnarled than ever.  

"My mother," he said.  "He's the only one who knows where she is."

"Your mother would want him dead," I said.  "He will enslave all these people if we don't do something about him now."  

Shorty turned towards Alric.  The people all went quiet.  A child said something, and a mother shushed him.  We could end this now.  Free these people from Alric.  We might not reverse the darkness, but we could do that.

But Alric was already standing.  Pushing himself from the bricks.  The spell hadn't lasted on him at all.  

Shorty raised the wand.  

"Sterben!" he shouted.

Alric jumped back and clutched at his chest, then raised one hand and pointed his palm at Shorty.  Shorty flew back and into the stall of rotten lettuce.  It crashed back, and the produce fell all over him.  Bugs flew.  Swarmed.

"Shorty!" I yelled, rushing for him.

He leaned against the cart, dazed, the wand in his lap.  I picked it up and turned towards Alric, but the man was still clutching his chest and staggering around the fountain.  He was straining against the spell, trying to resist it.  Why wouldn't he drop?  His robe flapped around him as he walked laps, taking heavy breaths.  Alric had forgotten we were here.

"Get up," I told Shorty.  I grabbed his hand.  Alric's breaths were getting less labored.  He was holding off the spell.  Couldn't anything kill this guy?

Shorty stood, dropped the wand, and picked it up again.

And we ran.

Doors slammed behind us as we left the people behind us to Alric.  We had no choice.  The death spell couldn't even take him down.  Shorty and I ran around rotten apples and dates and plums lying in the road.  Another door closed as we passed and I glimpsed a woman behind a window, watching us leave her behind.

I grabbed Shorty's arm and pulled him into an alley.

We ran past barrels and baskets in heaps.  Around curves.  The stench of garbage overtook us.  This darkness had turned everything to rot and despair.  

"Shorty!" Alric shouted from behind.

"Go," I breathed.  There was no way Alric would allow him to live.  I had to get Shorty out.  The alley widened, and we emerged into a small courtyard of brick.  A little girl leaned out of a window above, watching us.  These were homes back here.  Houses, packed so tight there was little or no space between.    A single tree grew from the center and its branches had grown thick.  Dark.  There was no good here anymore.  

Shorty and I stopped.  Far back, windows shattered.

"He's looking for us," Shorty said, panting for breath.

"There's got to be a way to stop him," I said.

"This place is dark.  It's his now.  He's free to do what he wants here."  Shorty grabbed both my arms and faced me.   "All this darkness is making him more powerful.  Alric is weaker in light areas, but even in those, he's a force to deal with."

"Is he going to send another firestorm?" I asked.

Another crash.  

"I don't think so.  He wants these people.  It's just us he wants to kill."

"There's got to be a way to reverse this," I said.  More glass shattered.  Alric was drawing closer, building by building, and doing a violent search.  People screamed in the distance.  He hadn't seen us run down this way but soon he'd find this alley.  "Alric said I'm still a danger to him.  What if we can still make the story end the way it should?"

"But the frog prince is dead."  Shorty searched around for an escape but the courtyard had no other exit than the one we'd just come down.  "And soon we'll be, too."  

"Then we can make another one."  A crazy idea exploded in my mind.

Shorty let go of my arms and turned in a circle.  "Anyone in these houses a prince?" he called.  "Anybody?"  

The little girl ducked inside and closed the shutters.  It wouldn't do her much good when Alric got here and did his search.    

More glass exploded.  Alric was drawing closer.  He'd see this alley in no time.  Then he'd have us cornered.

I grabbed Shorty's shoulder and spun him around.  "Aren't you a prince?"

His mouth fell open.  "Are you kidding?  Me?"

"Your mother's a princess.  And your grandmother's a queen!  We met her back there."

"That woman?"

"Yes!  You heard her.  We can end this the way it should end."  I eyed the wand that Shorty still held.  "Become a frog.  And then I have to free you."

Shorty followed my gaze to the wand.  The world had gone quiet.  Shorty trembled.  

"You can do it," I said.  "Is it possible to cast spells on yourself?"

"That's dark magic."

"You've already done worse."

Shorty gulped.  He raised the wand and pushed me away.  I let him.  He turned the wand and pointed it right at his chest.

A pair of footsteps echoed down the alley towards us.  The shattering and screams had stopped.  Alric was almost here.

"Frosch!" Shorty shouted.

A cold sensation rippled through the air and I had to wrap my arms around myself.  

A pop sounded and Shorty's form turned dark.  He groaned.  Shrunk.  A sucking noise echoed off the sides of the houses, peaked, and stopped.  The wand landed and rolled towards the evil tree.  I blinked at a small, dark form on the brick.  Color returned, and a bullfrog stood there, staring right into the alley.  It had happened in under a second.

Alric entered the courtyard.

He stopped and stared down at the frog, then back up.  His eyes widened in horror.

"No," Alric breathed.  

Kill me, Shorty thought.  That's the way.

I dove for the frog.

Scooped him up.

Alric raised one hand, but it was too late.

I wrapped both hands around Shorty the frog and squeezed as hard as I could.  "I'm sorry!"

A scream of pain echoed in my mind.  Another pop cut it off and dust filled my grip.  Crumbled.  Alric stood there and let his hand fall to his side in shock.  The color drained from his face as I released my grip and let the dust fall to the ground.  

I had killed Shorty.

I dared to glance down.  I didn't dare breathe.  The green dust settled on the brick and gathered in a little pile at my feet.  It was all that was left of Shorty.  What if this didn't work, and he didn't come back?  Shorty was just a queen's grandson.  

And then smoke rose. 

Green vapor billowed up and invaded my nostrils.  I backed away as the smoke grew thicker and thicker, blocking my view of Alric.  

But robes flapped as the wizard moved and raised a palm.

"Sterben!"

Alric's voice was a dark hole opening in my soul.

The smoke made one final eruption.

And a form fell against me, throwing me back.  


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

We fell into the brick.

Pain erupted through my elbow.  Then shock took over and dulled everything.  Shorty landed on top of me and grunted.  He rolled off, settling next to me.  He still smelled like fresh straw and the outdoors.  

And he was breathing.

His warm breath blew against my face.  My heart still beat.  Somehow, the two of us were still alive.

I remained still.  I could sense Alric there, watching us, trying to size up whether we were dead.  Shorty continued to breathe, but his breaths got more careful.  More shallow.  I did the same, keeping my eyes closed.

He had blocked the spell.  Shorty hadn't been alive when Alric said his word of death.  He couldn't have died from that.  

Footsteps clicked towards us.  

Alric.

We were alone in the courtyard with him.

He stepped closer, circling around.  Yes.  He was trying to verify our demise.  "Shorty," he muttered.  "You failure.  You miserable failure."

My lungs burned.  If Alric saw my chest moving, it would be all over.  I took a teeny, tiny breath.  

"I should have done away with you right after I imprisoned your unfaithful mother," he continued.  "No one will ever find her out in the sands."

And then he walked away from us.  I let out a quiet breath and Shorty did the same.

"Alric."

It was Queen Nori.

I dared to open my eyes a little.

She stood there in the mouth of the alley, eyes blazing with hate.  Her fists remained clenched, and she stared down the wizard without fear.

Alric had his back to us.  "Nori."  He spoke without emotion.

"You have taken everything from me," she said.  "You have taken my daughter.  And now, my only grandchild."

Shorty lay inches from my face.  He opened his eyes.  Reached towards me and wrapped his hand around my arm.

He felt warm.  We were both alive as ever.  

"You want Shorty?" Alric asked.  "You should have taken him a long time ago."

I pushed myself up and Shorty joined me.  The tree above us had thinned some, casting less of a shadow on the ground.  And was the sky lighter than before?

The Fox Kingdom could return to light and it seemed Alric hadn't noticed yet.  

Nori took a step towards him.  She didn't dare glance at us but instead held out her hand.  The wand flew off the ground and into her grasp.  "I should give you a form that is more appropriate for you than that," she said.  "All your gold may prevent your death, but I can still curse you."

And then she pointed the wand right at Alric and muttered a single word.

Alric held up one hand, and the air exploded with energy.

I shuddered.  Shorty and I backed away, staying close together.  My hair stood on end.  Alric and Nori faced off with each other.  She trembled as she pointed the wand at him.  Alric's hand shook with the effort of holding off her spell.  The sky grew brighter and the first rays of sun filtered through the tree.  The darkness was lifting.  Hope was rising.

And Alric was faltering.

He glanced at the sky and continued to hold up his hand, blocking the spell.  Even from the side and behind, I spotted fear.  His mouth fell open.  Went slack.  The color drained from his face.  The dark wizard cursed.

And then he fell back into the tree with a deafening crack.

Nori dropped her arm and let the wand slap to her dress.  She advanced on Alric, but his form had turned black as if he were a silhouette.

And begun to shrink with a strange creaking sound.  

"Whoa," Shorty said, stepping forward.  

The creaking increased, turning to a low groan, and then the form solidified.

Into a rat.

The rat stood here as if not sure where it was, then looked up at us with nasty, beady black eyes.  It turned its stare between me and Shorty and Queen Nori, who kept a hold of the wand.  

And then it squeaked and ran.

Right through the courtyard and into a tiny alley, disappearing from view.

"Was that--" I started.

"Alric?" Shorty finished.

Nori smiled at us.  It was a long, tired smile.  "For now.  He will free himself from that form within a few days even though I made the curse as strong as I could.  He is skilled at shifting his shape."  Then she glanced down the alley.  "We should leave.  Queen Annabella has discovered her son's demise by now.  The Fox Kingdom will be distracted by the events of Alric's arrival.  Now is the time to go."

I sighed in relief.

And hugged Shorty.

"Whoa," Shorty said.  "We shouldn't get too comfortable yet."  

He was right.  We broke apart, and I faced Nori.  "But what about you?" I asked.  Wouldn't the woman just give Shorty a hug and tell him she was glad he was alive?  Give him a sign that maybe someone would love him? 

"I can manage," she said.  "The two of you need to go.  Leave this place.  The Star Kingdom will welcome you."

Then I saw it.

A glint of pride in Nori's eyes.  

She slapped her hand on Shorty's back and led us back down the alley.

 

* * * * * 

 

We passed the aftermath.

People were out, huddled in groups, checking out the damage.  The place was quiet now.  Alric had left a mess down the main street, searching for us.  Some storefronts had collapsed down the front and bricks littered the road along with glass and produce.  The sun shone off the glass, making it sparkle.  The place looked as if an earthquake had hit.  

But the produce had become fresh again.  The crows and bugs had vanished along with the rest of the darkness.  I knew there was still a rat out there, one I hoped to never see again.  

The Fox Kingdom was no longer Alric's.

And neither was my father's.

The three of us raced past the main market where tents lay in collapsed heaps and merchants struggled to load what they could into carts.  We raced down the grassy hill while dandelions slapped at our ankles and back through the trees and the cottage where laundry still hung.  The forest stretched out in front of us, green and beautiful.  Here, the trees showed no signs of having turned to evil and back.  The flowers all remained bright and cheerful.

Only then did we stop to take a break. 

"We are safe now," Nori explained.  "Please, take a rest.  We have a long way to go."

Shorty and I stared at each other, catching our breath.  Shorty's face was long.  Haunted.  I wanted nothing more than to make that go away.

"Why couldn't you kill Alric?" I asked Nori.

She shook her head.  "No one has killed him.  Even when he should be dead, Alric comes right back again.  It is all the gold he's gathered over the years.  Gold is the same as magic here, and the more you have, the more powerful you become.  The other monarchs have discussed ways to kill him, but Mary says the only thing that will do so is his own story.  It's the only thing strong enough in Fable."

"Which is?" I asked.

Queen Nori shook her head.  "The Glass Coffin."

Shorty frowned.  Shuddered. 

His mother was in there.  Trapped in a story that had yet to end the way it should.

"Who's supposed to free her?" I asked.

Queen Nori waved us along and walked through the tall grass.  "I don't know.  We have been trying to find the one who can kill Alric for years, but we suspect Alric has taken steps to make sure his story never concludes."

Shorty and I stood there, watching the Queen of the Star Kingdom walk farther away.

I reached out.

And then he took my hand.

Tingles ran up my arm, but this was nothing like the cold magic I'd felt coming from Alric.  Nothing at all.  Shorty was the opposite of that.  There was magic in him, but it was light.  Warm. 

 

* * * * *

 

"Nori," I asked once we had reached the dirt road and passed the charred part of the forest.  "Do you know anything about saving people from water nixes?"

She stopped and turned before Shorty and I could release hands.  

And Nori smiled.

"Water nixes are no problem.  Something as simple as a golden spinning wheel or a golden flute played during a full moon will suffice for getting a victim out of her pond.  Are you missing someone?"

"My friend," I said.  I wondered what Franco would think of this new development.  His entire world was about to crash and turn upside down.  He might laugh.  Dive back into the nix's pond just to get away from the weirdness of, well, Shorty and I.  "Lawrence convinced a nix to snatch him so I'd have to do what he wanted to get him back.  He's all the way back in the Water Kingdom."

"Did he?" Nori asked.  "I doubt Lawrence planned to make good on his promise.  His people are much better off without him.  Annabella will have to call upon a royal cousin to take the throne when she dies.  The two of you saved the Fox Kingdom in more ways than one."

"So do you have a golden flute lying around?" Shorty asked.

"I can enchant one.  It will be up to you to play a song on it under the full moon, and you should see your friend again.  I hear it worked well for a young wife when her husband got snatched by a nix several years ago.  Speaking of enchantments, it won't do for us to walk all this way.  The Star Kingdom is two days off.  I'll take you there as there is still two weeks before the next full moon."

"But Franco!" Shorty said.  "We can't leave him for two weeks."

I was shocked Shorty was worried about him.  

And touched.

"We'll get him out," I said.  "I will not forget about him.  But we need to make sure we have what we need to save him.  And then how do we get home?"

Nori held the wand with both hands, contemplating.  "The Star Kingdom is your home now for both of you.  And once you free him, we will take your friend Franco in."

Shorty did something I hadn't seen him do in a while.

He smiled.

"Sounds good," he said.  His voice cracked with emotion.  

He'd never had a real home before.

And now I had a new one.  I wondered if my father would ever come looking for me.  At least he knew where he could find me.  

Nori waved us off the road and backed off of it.  "It won't do to walk across that dark spot up ahead," she said.  "That's not fit for royalty.  It's not fit for anyone.  Let me secure better transportation."

Nori muttered words and a few squirrels ran out of the trees and stopped at her feet.  It was the weirdest thing I'd even seen squirrels do.  Nori made hand signals at them and they got in pairs, standing in formation.  

She pointed the wand at them and they turned black like Alric and Shorty had, then grew.

Shorty cringed.  "I know what that feels like," he said.  "Being a frog was awful.  And getting there was half the fun."

The dark shapes grew larger and larger.  Then I realized what was happening.  They were turning into horses.  

A large lump rose from the road itself.

It grew faster than the horses as if trying to catch up.  The lump grew round and turned black as if trying to hide what was happening to it.  

I blinked, and on the other side of that stood a glittering carriage.

Four silvery horses stood there, ready to pull it, and they were decked out in white feathers.  The carriage itself was white with silver trim and metal stars attached to the sides.  It was something straight out of a Disney movie.

The door opened by itself, revealing an interior with white leather seats.

Shorty and I grimaced at each other.  We were both in dirty jeans.  I still had a hole in mine.  We didn't belong in there.  All we'd accomplish was getting it dirty.

"I know what you're thinking," Nori said, tapping the wand on her palm.  She grinned.  The woman was relaxing and a person she kept under wraps for official business was coming out.  "Don't worry about it.  I'm not Queen Annabella and I don't care if you get dirt in there.  The two of you deserve a ride after what you've been through."

I relaxed.  She would not demand I wear a fancy dress, at least.  That would come later.  For me, and for Shorty.  Well, he wouldn't have to wear a dress, but I imagined princes didn't have it much better.

Or maybe it wouldn't be that bad, facing that.

Shorty had faced way worse than I had and he'd survived.  And I'd be there for him when the nightmares started.  We'd suffer this together.

The two of us climbed into the carriage.  Shorty scooted closer.

And I didn't mind.  This wasn't Mr. Godfrey's class anymore.  A wave of excitement rushed through me and I wondered what the Star Kingdom would look like.  How Franco would take it once we got him there.  

I leaned closer to Shorty, and he smiled.  

Our lips brushed, I closed my eyes, and saw stars.  

It was magic.  Warm, good magic.  Shorty was full of it.  He had just been too scared to let it rise to the surface until now.  

Nori climbed into the front seat of the carriage.  "Let me know if you need to stop," she said, grabbing the reigns.  "I haven't driven in a long time, but I think I can manage."

"Thanks," I said.  "I can't wait to see your kingdom."

Nori smiled back at us.  "Oh, it won't be mine forever," she said.  "Someday, it will belong to Shorty.  And you."


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

Two Weeks Later

 

"Are you sure this will work?" Shorty asked.

I drew closer to the pond where our adventure had started.  I held the golden flute in both hands and put one finger over a hole, making sure I still knew how to use it.  The moon rose higher, shining with the light of hope.  

I'd been practicing every day for the last two weeks at the Star Kingdom castle.  I'd go out into the gardens, sitting among silvery tulips I had never seen the likes of in the other world.  I rehearsed the song at night under the stars with the galaxy overhead.  Shorty and I would sit in the gardens until it got late and we couldn't hold our eyes open anymore.  The castle wasn't as huge as the one in the Fox Kingdom, but I didn't mind.  Queen Nori never pressured me to wear dresses or go to balls.  Shorty, either.  In fact, I had put on my old jeans and T-shirt just for tonight so Franco's mind wouldn't explode  any more than it had to when he got out of the water.

"I think this will work," I said.  "I don't want to wait another month to do this.  But at least we have all night to make it happen."

I walked closer.  Mud spread out under my tennis shoes.  Nori had fixed them for me, making them new again right along with my jeans, but I ruined that.  The water remained still and calm despite the breeze making the leaves rustle around us.  Fireflies blinked in green and even an occasional orange around us.  I didn't feel threatened here even though I knew the dark spot was only a few hundred feet from us.  

I raised the flute, put my fingers over two of the holes, and played.

A tone sounded through the air and I moved my fingers over another hole and blew again.  The made-up song I had practiced flowed, and I played faster and faster while Shorty stood there, waiting for something to happen.

And then the water parted.  

It was magical in the moonlight and much more beautiful than Alric's entrance had been.  The water sparkled and opened like a pair of glassy curtains, revealing a shimmering bottom like liquid crystal.

"It's working," Shorty said.

And then a shape formed inside.

A boy, with long messy hair and holey jeans.  

He rose through the barrier as if it were only an illusion.  Franco smiled when he laid eyes on me.  He reached out, and I grabbed his hand.

"Welcome back," I said.  
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Chapter One

 

 

 

A light streaked across the night sky.

I lifted my head from the windowsill to watch it sail through the stars.  The golden line passed overhead with a faint whooshing sound, lit the tops of the trees in a brief magical glow, and arched down to vanish somewhere in the forest.  Leaves rustled as it crashed through them and then silence fell back over the night.

I remained still for a long time, waiting for something else to happen, but all remained dark.  From my vantage point on top of my tower, I scanned the tops of the trees for any sign of the light, but it had vanished.  It had fallen somewhere to the west.  The only activity I spotted were the blinking green fireflies between the trees, oblivious that this had just happened.  The cylinder of the old tower stretched out below, the last standout from rubble long since reclaimed by nature.  My home was all that remained of a castle of an unknown size and age.

And tonight, I hated that I was on top of it.

“Mother,” I called to the darkness.  “Mother—are you down there?  Did you see that?”

But there was no response.  The crickets dared to sing again.  

“Mother?”

She should have been back by now.  She returned by dark after traveling to the market and back, the basket stuffed with supplies and food.  Then I’d have the painful task of letting her back up.

Those were the times I hated my hair.

I grabbed onto my braids and pulled them into a pile, then set them up on the windowsill.  It felt great to get the weight off the back of my head.  I checked the ground.  The night had fallen so deep I could barely make it out along with the grass and the purple flowers, now blue in the deep dusk.  I spent my evenings watching how the setting sun made certain colors fade and others come to life.  Many kinds of flowers spread out around the tower and filled our clearing, ranging from reds to yellows to violets.  Blues were the last to fade every night.  

Mother was always back by time that happened.

My stomach growled.  Where was she?  I hadn't eaten since last night when she realized we'd run out of bread and vegetables.  

Investigating that fallen star, perhaps.  

I sat up straighter and looked in the direction the sun had sank in.  Only a bit of fire remained on the horizon.  Darkness had collapsed, leaving no trace of the visitor.  I checked the sky, hoping for another glimpse, but nothing.  The familiar expanse of stars stretched overhead, forming a cloud of light I imagined went on forever.

I always asked Mother what was up there.  

She always told me she didn’t know, and that curiosity was bad for me.

But tonight, I couldn’t hold the feeling down. 

Mother was missing and something odd had landed.

* * * * *

 

When I was eight years old, I asked Mother if I could go with her to the market.

“Please,” I begged, pacing around the round room of the tower.  “I get so cooped up in here all the time.  I get so bored!”

“No, Rae,” Mother said.  She held her basket close as if scared I would snatch it.  “It is a big, dangerous world out there not fit for little girls.  I bring you books and cards and playthings.  Stay occupied with that.”

“You always say that!”  I tugged on the skirt of her black dress.  “You always say it’s bad, but then you come home safe every single day.  I want to go out, just once.”

She leaned down and grabbed my arms.  Sighed.  “Rae,” she said, clutching my arms almost to pain.  “You will not like it if you go out.  You need to stay within safety.  Besides, I need to braid you hair tonight.  I never got the chance yesterday."

“I hate safety.  Just let me go.  Just once.  And why do you always want to braid my hair?”

Mother released my arms, turned away, and did a lap around the tower.  "Because I want to."  Around our beds.  Around our baskets and around our iron stove, which stood against the wall with soot I had forgotten to sweep up that morning.  I feared she would notice and get out the switch, but Mother was too distracted.  She stopped in front of the stove and put her hand on her chin.  

Her eyes seemed different today.  Darker.  

“Can I go?” I asked.  The morning beams of sun spilled in through the window, making the stone bricks sparkle.

Mother muttered something.

“Yes.  You can go, just this one time.”  Mother extracted a key from her pocket and went for the trapdoor, the one she didn't allow me to touch.  I watched her undo the padlocks and for the first time, I got to see the ancient, crumbling stairs below that Mother said weren’t safe.

“We have to climb down those?” I asked.  The stone didn’t look sturdy.  

Mother smiled.  “Yes.  If you go with me, we have to use these stairs.  Whose braids will I climb down?"

A nervous feeling bloomed in my stomach.  “I don’t want to go down those.”

Mother put her hand on my back and pushed me forward.  I bit in a scream.  The stairs were steep.  Narrow.  The darkness inside the tower looked like the entrance to a scary cave with no bottom.  If I fell, I might plunge into darkness forever.

“Go!” Mother ordered.  “This is what you wanted.”

“I don’t want to.”

She gave me a swat on the bottom.  Tears of shame rose, and I took my first step.

Then another.

It was my job to lead the way.  

I hiccupped on the way down the stairs, trying to keep them quiet so Mother wouldn’t know.  My eyes adjusted to the dark.  Lines formed before me.  The borders of the old bricks.  Moss.  I held onto the wall and the slippery stuff brushed my hand every few seconds.  The air smelled of moisture.  I had caught a whiff of this while holding my nose and ear to the trapdoor for hours in the past, but never this bad. 

“Hurry, Rae,” Mother ordered.  Her impatience shoved me forward.  I walked faster and loose stone slipped under my boots, but I kept my footing.  I could do this.  Letting Mother send me back to the top of the tower would show failure.  I had dreamt of this ever since I had grown tall enough to look out the window.

For the first time, I would touch the ground.

I would walk on the grass and see what it felt like.  

The trees would tower over me.  I’d smell the flowers that the bees buzzed around.  

There was a light down here.

Not much, but it formed a border in the brick below and it looked like an arch.  “What’s that?” I asked Mother.  

The fear dissipated.  I could do this.  The light might be the way out of here.

“An old door,” Mother said.  “Push it open when you reach the bottom.”

I walked faster down the steps and another piece of stone slid.  I went down on my bottom and pain spread up my back for a second, then vanished.  “Sorry,” I said.

“Get to the door and push it open,” Mother demanded.

My feet hit dirt.  The moist smell got stronger.  Dizzy, I walked forward with my arms out, then ran into the door.

The wood was old.  Slippery.  I bit in a cry and pushed.  

“Now, Rae.”

The door came open and light assaulted my eyes.

I had to squint as I took my first step out into the world.  But when the light stopped hurting so much, I opened my eyes to a strange sight.

The trees were so tall down here.  

And they made such huge shadows.

Mother pushed me out of the bottom of the tower and I eyed the grass.  I hadn’t imagined that the outside world would have such detail.  Tiny white flowers grew between the blades and they looked like little stars.  I leaned down to feel one.

“Walk, Rae.  We need to get to the market and back by time night falls.  Night is dangerous.”

Disappointed, I straightened up and grabbed Mother’s hand.  I looked back at the tower.  The wooden door hung wide open, leading to darkness.  This was the side of my home I had never seen.  My window looked out in the opposite direction.  

"Mother, don't you go west to the village?"

Mother sighed, impatient.  She remained silent, and we walked into the trees, along a narrow trail of dirt that I had never realized was there.  Her auburn hair bobbed up and down as if angry I wanted to come along.

“We are not going that way today.  I’ve had word from the village that a group of bandits are waiting on that trail, ready to surprise anyone who ventures past.  There is another, less traveled way to the village.”

“Bandits?” I asked.  Mother had told me about men who would rob you or even kill you for the things you had.  They were everywhere in this world.  In Fable.

“Yes.  Bandits,” she said.  “If they catch us, we might both die.  Do not let go of my hand.”

I held Mother’s hand tight, checking behind the trunk of every tree for men who might hide there, holding knives.  I had seen no men.  Did they look like normal people?  

We walked for a long time down the trail which grew more narrow and less traveled.  Bushes grew alongside the trail that had blackberries and raspberries growing on them.  So this was where berries came from.  Mother must have come this way to pick them on the days she told me she wouldn’t go far.

But she didn’t stop.  I reached out and grabbed a berry, then recoiled when something on the bush sliced at my hand.  “Ouch!”  A dotted line of blood appeared on the top of my hand and I brought the wound to my mouth, holding it there until the sting went away.

“Those plants are dangerous,” Mother explained.  “Would you like to come out here and pick those berries for me every day?”

“No,” I said, hating that I agreed with her.   Maybe she was right and I wouldn’t like the world.

We passed more of the bushes, clusters and clusters of them.  I kept my arms at my sides, grasping my yellow skirt instead.  The cut on my hand had swollen shut.  My long braid trailed behind me.  Branches slapped at Mother as she pulled me deeper into the forest.  I glanced back.  Our tower rose above the trees, its brown roof worn with age.  We were heading the same direction the sun liked to drift in each day now.    

And then I spotted something I didn't like.

Darkness up ahead as if the forest itself grieved.

The trees grew thicker up ahead and their leaves darker, almost black.  The whole ground looked like a lake of shadow.  Thorny bushes grew everywhere along the trail and murky water surrounded all the evil trees.  The area of darkness stretched out and took up an area about five times the size of the room at the top of our tower.  I had never imagined there was anything like this out here.

In the trees, birds cawed.  I hated the sound of these.  They were harsher than the others I was used to.  

And then I realized with horror that the trail went right through the middle of this horrible thing.  Mother pulled me closer and my throat went dry.

"What's this?" I asked.  My stomach got upset.  It wasn't so much this strange area itself.  It was something else.  

It was the thought that I was wrong to want to come out here.

We stopped.  "This is a dark spot," Mother explained, keeping a tight grip on my wrist.  She sounded almost...happy.  "They're all over the place these days and they keep growing bigger."

I eyed it.  "Isn't there a way around?"

"Look," Mother said.  "Where does the trail go?"

She stared down at me, demanding an answer.

"Through the dark spot," I said at last.

"Then through there we go," she said, walking again.

I dragged my feet into the strange, uneven ground.  Mother smiled at me as I struggled and pulled harder.  She was enjoying my fear.  She wanted me to fear.  Mother wasn't like this often.  Something was wrong with her today.

And then she pulled me over the threshold to the dark spot.

Fear coiled in my belly like a snake.  It lashed out, biting at me.  I bit my lip.  Mother was staring at me.  I could sense her gaze, cutting like that berry bush.

“See?” She asked me.  “See?  This is what the world is like.  Do you want to explore more of it?”

I said nothing.  Shame burned in my eyes and I struggled to keep the tears back.

“Answer me, Rae.”

We stopped in the middle of the dark spot, right under a huge, gnarled tree that had a large hole in its trunk.  The hole looked like the entrance to some underworld.  Something scurried inside.

“Answer me!”

I wrestled my hand from her grip.  I thought of the flowers we had passed.  The springy grass.  “Yes!  I want to see parts that are better than this.”

Mother’s mouth fell open, and she brushed her curls away from her face.  “This is the world, Rae.  Do you need to see closer?”  Her gaze shifted towards the tree with the hole.

“No.  No, I don’t.”

“I think you do,” she said.  Mother grabbed my wrist and pulled me towards the tree.  

“Let go!” I yelled.  But Mother smiled now, and I dragged my feet in the muck.  I wanted out of this place more than anything.  The rustling noise grew louder.  Something was in that tree hole.

And then a large, hairy form shot out towards us, squeaking.

A rat.  

The biggest I had ever seen.  It was bigger than the rabbits I’d seen hopping below the tower.  Bigger than any rat should be.

I screamed and jumped, but it was too late.  Grimy fur brushed my skirt and my shins and something sharp dug into my leg.

“Rae!”  Mother kicked at the rat and sent it flying back into the tree trunk.  She picked me up, hugged me close, and ran.

Meanwhile, blood ran down my leg.  

 

* * * * * 

 

I hiked my skirt up to examine my scar.  I could barely see it in the dark, but the faint lantern on the other side of the room was just enough for me to see.

Even after eight years, the mark remained where the rat had bitten me, halfway between my knee and my foot.  It was the only mark on my leg, my one reminder of what had happened when I ventured outside.

Mother reminded me of that often.

The familiar shame burned in me and I tried to push down my forbidden sense of adventure.  The light had been nothing important, anyway.  It was probably some fire from the heavens, something dangerous that no one should be touching.  It would be terrible for me to go out there in the dark.  Dark was when the bandits came out.  They could never get up here unless I dropped my hair for them.  

Or if they got lucky and found the right bricks, the loose ones that stuck out from the aging tower.  Mother used them for footing when she climbed up.  

But Mother didn't appear.  The last of the light had faded.  A crescent moon rose, giving a little light to the expanse of trees below.  

She was down there.

I wasn't supposed to be.

But I always wondered if the entire world wasn't dark.  The world around the tower always appeared light, with rabbits and foxes and birds.  They weren't like the rat at all.

This was night though.  Things could be different at night.

I tried to make out the flowers below, but the last blue color had vanished.  

"Mother?"

Still not here.

I stood up.  My stomach rumbled.  We should finish our dinner by now.  If she got caught by bandits—

I didn't want to think about that.

I paced around the room, making a circle and walking over our worn carpets.  My hair dragged behind me and I had to pick it up again.  Braids shone gold as I passed the faint lantern.  The oil had almost run down.  Mother had to bring back some of that, too.  And perhaps, something to keep my hair up in.  I wanted that more than anything.

Except for perhaps dinner.  My stomach cramped in pain.  If Mother didn't come back, I'd get a lot hungrier.  She had already gone far longer than she should have.

I stopped at the trapdoor which Mother kept locked at all times.  She only used it to go out on days she was sick and too weak to climb the tower.  On those days, my scalp thanked her.  I wished she would use the trapdoor all the time, but she always said the steps were even more dangerous than they used to be.  I had to keep growing my hair, and she wasn't happy if she didn't get to touch it at least once a day.  She almost needed that the way she needed food. 

I wished she understood how heavy it was to lug around.

I paced three more times.

No Mother.

She might be lost.  She never carried a lantern with her.

My heart raced with anticipation.  I could take this lantern.  I had to.  Maybe all she needed was light to get back here.  I could climb down the loose bricks.  Memorizing them had been easy.  It was my world and I knew it well.

Even in the dark I might scale them.  Mother had even climbed back up on them by herself a few times when she didn't have her basket.  

I grabbed the lantern because I didn't have a choice anymore.

I had to go down there.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

 

The first thing I did was heave my braid back up onto the windowsill.  It landed and coiled like a fat, gigantic golden snake.  Like a rope.  I wondered if there was something I could fix my braids to up here so I could have a better handhold on the way down, but once I reached the ground, how would I untangle my hair?  

I’d just have to take the chance.  

The second thing I did was slide my arm through the metal handle of the lantern.  The light wavered and returned.  It was uncomfortable, but if I tossed it over the edge, I would break it.

I knew where the first brick was where I’d have to step.  Mother had planted her foot there on plenty of occasions.  

I stepped onto the windowsill.

Took a breath.

And stepped back down.

I couldn’t do this.  My leg burned as if the rat had bitten into it all over again.  Mother had spent hours dressing the wound with herbs when it had happened.  Hours in tears.  Hours telling me I should have never asked to venture outside.  I spent that same time apologizing to her.  Mother didn’t want to see me hurt, ever.   We both hated that the bite had happened and that I had caused us so much trouble.  

If I climbed down there tonight, it might get worse.

But if something had happened to Mother, I could starve to death up here.  It would be a slow, horrible way to go.  Mother had told me about starvation in some poorer areas of Fable where crops would dry up and refuse to grow.  

I climbed back onto the sill, holding my breath, and turned around.

I slipped my foot over.

This act had played out in my mind for years, but I had never gotten the courage.  I flailed and my foot hit the brick.  Then my boot slid off, and I grabbed the windowsill, clutching stone.  Already I had almost fallen.

“Rae,” I breathed, getting my footing.  “You can do this.”

I did the hardest thing I could have done.  I took my other foot off the windowsill and found the next brick. 

My whole body trembled and a cool breeze kicked through the night, ruffling my skirt.  The ground was ten times my height below.  I held onto the windowsill.  The next brick was only a step down and a little to the right.  I moved my foot through air and found it.

Now came the hardest part: letting go of the windowsill.  I grabbed onto the crack that spread right below the window and dug my fingers in.  

I had never appreciated just how much Mother had to climb before.  Mother made it look so easy.  If she came back after I had gotten to the bottom, how would we get back up?  No one would let their hair down for us.  

Another brick.  And another.  My boot slipped and my feet dangled above darkness.  I bit in a scream and held on for dear life.  What was I doing?  Mother would come back home and find me dead on the ground because of my stupidity.  

I found the brick again and put my toe on it.  Another step down.  I was doing it. 

Another step.  And another.  I clutched every crack and crevice with as much strength as I could.  

My boot hit something wide and flat.

The ground.  The uneven, strange ground.  

I jumped down from the tower and leaned against the brick, catching my breath.  I could smell the dirt under my feet.  The grass.  The dew, even.  All of them assaulted me at once as I stared ahead into darkness I had underestimated from up in the tower.  The space under the trees was black.  Infinite.  Mother was right.  The night was scary, and I had no business being out here.  I stood in a tiny bubble of light.  My lantern wavered again but stayed alive.  The stars provided the only other light.

I leaned against the tower, hoping I'd vanish into it.  Inside was safe.  I could still get in through the back door if I wanted and climb the stairs, but the trapdoor remained locked.  But at least I had shelter if bandits came looking for me.  They might have caught Mother already, and they were torturing her for information on where we lived.  Most people wanted nothing more than to hurt you.  Villages were places where thieves went after you and sicknesses waited in every crack.  Mother had been lucky to make it home every night.

Which way to go?

I peeled myself from the tower as much as I didn't want to.  The trees formed humps of darkness against the stars.  The lantern only lit the surrounding grass a few feet out.  I needed a way so I wouldn't get lost.  

The falling star had gone the way the sun had set.

The crescent above smiled down at me as if encouraging me to go.  I had no other option.  Mother might have headed that way.  

Fear rose so much I didn't mind if she got angry with me.  I would apologize to her, climb back up the tower, and help her up.  And besides, Mother always came from the west.  The path went that way.  

But it cut through that dark area.  

And the rat might still be there.

I waited for a few more minutes, shaking.  I should go back up in the tower, but I couldn't.  It was too late now.  I might as well go all the way with this.

I took one step away, and another.  

And walked.

It was hard.  I knew where the flowers grew, where every single one bloomed every season, and where the dips in the ground were, and where all the bricks from the crumbled castle still stuck out from the earth.  But darkness changed everything.  My foot struck one brick, and I stumbled, going down on the ground.  I cried out and spots filled my vision and pain throbbed in my forearm, but I got back up, feeling stupid.  Mother could walk on this ground okay.  I'd done it eight years ago.  That meant that I could do it again.

I got my footing and continued on, past Mother's vegetable garden.  The familiar rows of green beans and carrots and squashes comforted me.  I passed the bare corner Mother left empty each season for reasons I didn't know.  My boots found the trail, and I held up the dying lantern.  Pale light showed the path ahead, but I could only see a bit in front of me.  A twig snapped somewhere, and I froze, catching my breath, but no other sounds followed.

The edge of the forest drew closer.  I had to keep going.  Mother made it through the woods.  And besides, I had a light.

I hesitated near the forest edge.  

And entered.  Tree trunks emerged from the dark and faded behind me as I found the trail, a worn dirt path carved out from years of Mother walking back and forth.  I'd found it.  As long as I stayed on this, I couldn't get lost.  I had to make sure I didn't go through the trees or try to take any shortcuts.

I passed some of those thorny bushes and kept my distance.  If I didn't touch them, it would be fine.  The path curved, but I stayed on it, keeping my gaze on the crescent above.  

And then I spotted it.

A pale purplish light, far ahead in the trees.

The fallen star. 

I quickened my pace, heart pounding.  I'd found it.  It had fallen right on the path.  The purple glow reflected off the trunks of the trees and cast a wide circle on the ground.  I couldn't yet make out what was making the light, but it was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen in the forest.  

I drew closer.  The light was even brighter than my lantern.  Was that a plant giving off the glow?  

And then I heard something else.

Voices, coming from the glow.

Mother's raised voice, and one far deeper than I'd ever heard before.  Then again, I had only heard Mother's voice and my own.  This one was just...different.  Rougher.  

A figure moved in front of the mystery plant and I scrambled to turn off the lantern lest I get detected.  I found the dial and turned down the flame to nothing.  Night shrouded me.  The fear of angering Mother grew once again I wondered how I had ever gotten the bravery to come out here.

The deep voice spoke again.  Judging from the tone, the person hadn't detected me.  Mother said something else and mentioned my name, which rose over the other words.  She sounded incredulous.  The figure moved away from the plant and let the light meet my eyes again.  Was the purple glow even stronger now?

I should have turned back, but it was too late.  

Instead, I tiptoed forward so I wouldn't trip on any rocks or upturned roots.  

And then a horrible feeling bloomed inside my gut like a black flower of poison.  A barrage of terrible memories exploded in my mind.  The rat, the tree, and the sadness.

The dark spot.

I had crossed over into it and just hadn't noticed due to the night.  My gut was my only means of detecting it.  This glow--it was coming from within the dark spot.  It made little sense.  

I held my breath and took another step in.  It took everything I had to not turn and run out of there.  The dread feeling the dark spot gave off was so much worse at night.  Mother walked through this every day if she took the trail.  How could she stand it?  It was no wonder she wanted to be in the tower by nightfall.

I passed a tree and spotted Mother standing there in her good purple dress, gazing down at something growing out of the swampy ground.  A huge, gnarled root rose behind her and the tree behind her had a large hole, even larger than I remembered, in its trunk.  I caught my breath at the sight of it.  It was the rat tree, and Mother wasn't even moving away from it.  The scar on my leg burned again, a permanent reminder of my mistake.  

The plant at her feet was glowing.

And growing.

It was a gorgeous cluster of purple flowers almost the same color as Mother's dress.  Leaves curled out and flowers bloomed as the plant became larger before my eyes.  I had to blink to make sure it wasn't an illusion, but it was getting brighter and spreading.  Mother backed away right into the rat tree and she didn't even look afraid.  Instead, the expression on her face was wonderment.  Mother's mouth fell open.  

Another flower opened.  Just watching it made the dread in my stomach dissipate.  The swampy, dead ground around the magical plant was turning brighter and the grass greener.  It was becoming more like the better parts of the surrounding forest. 

I wondered if this new plant was healing the dark spot.

"I used to have some of this in my garden, back at my old home," Mother said to someone at her side.  "Until my neighbor came in and steal it from right under my nose."

"Rampion," the second person said with that strange, deep voice.  "A prized vegetable.  Full of light magic.  It is no wonder you say your daughter is so beautiful."

And then the second person came into view. 

I had never seen another person besides Mother.  This one was just as terrifying as I imagined people to be.  It was a person in a black, flowing robe with red trim.  This person had short, brown hair and hair on their face.  

A man.  

It had to be.  Mother said they could get hairy faces.

I had never seen a man before and this one looked younger than Mother, but older than me.  It explained the deep voice.  He had a different body shape than Mother and I, with a broad, flat chest and a jaw that was more pronounced.  I felt strange looking at him and I didn't understand it. 

"I wanted to take some of this home," Mother said.  "It's necessary for the same reason that Rae is."  Did Mother sound scared?  She moved away from the man as if she wanted him to leave her alone.

He might be a bandit, but I spotted no knives or swords in his hands.  In fact, it looked as if he had just walked out of the black pond right behind him, but that was impossible.  The man took a step closer and turned away.  The air felt sharp and prickly as if some power radiated from him.  I hated the feeling.

Another flower bloomed on the rampion plant.  I had seen nothing like it.  Purple veins pulsed with light.  I couldn't stop staring at it.  I must be dreaming.  

"Your neighbors feared you," the man said.  "Almost everyone fears those who have magic, especially those of us who have the dark kind flowing through us.  And like it or not, Gothel, you have dark magic just as much as I do.  No garden of yours will ever change that."

Gothel?  I had never heard my mother called anything else.  And this man knew her.  Mother had never mentioned him.

The air grew colder and sharper.  Mother faced the man.  She was pale and the purple light coming from the plant made shadows under her eyes.  

"Alric," she said.  "I do not wish to be dark.  I must have a choice in the matter.  This rampion will hold it back forever.  I'll no longer need to do my daily ritual."

The man—Alric—smiled.  He showed two rows of perfect teeth, bright in the light given off by the rampion.  "You are dark.  Look at what you did to your desperate neighbors.  Living out here and hiding behind her will not change what you are.  You know that."

Mother's lip trembled.  "It was a deal.  A fair deal."  Her voice carried pain.  

"I agree that your trade was fair."  Alric grinned wider.  Somewhere, an owl hooted as if laughing at his joke.  "Now, about your daughter.  Has the king's son showed up yet?"

"The what?"  Mother took a step closer to the glowing plant as if it could protect her from something.  "There is no king's son around here.  Whatever makes you think this?"

I couldn't breathe.  None of what they were saying made any sense.  There was no room for any of this in my world.

Alric turned his back and spoke.  "You are part of a story, Gothel.  Every one of us in Fable is.  Have you ever wondered why that's the name of our world?  We are characters.  Legends, and I hold the key to that knowledge.  I know how your story will end, and it will end with you losing your so-called daughter and giving in to your darker side.  There is no other way for you."  The man spoke with triumph.  It reminded me of the time Mother held me here before the dark spot.  

"No," Mother said.  She shook her head.  "No one can take Rae from me.  Not even you."

Another bud appeared on the plant and came open.  The shrub was growing larger.

I held my breath.  Mother had told me there was magic out in the world and some of it was bad.  She couldn't have that in her.  I could believe this man had a soul like this dark spot, but not Mother.  She hadn't wanted that rat to bite me.  Mother had even cried and dressed my wound for days afterwards so I wouldn't get sick.

"Or maybe there is another way," Alric said.  "You may avoid going dark if you do what I tell you.  I know all the stories and how we can thwart them.  You can save yourself, Gothel."

"How?" Mother asked.  "I am not sure I should trust you.  You're the darkest wizard in all of Fable.  And what will happen in this story?"

"Listen," Alric said.  "You have already acted out the first half of the story letter by letter.  Now that Rae is older, the second half is about to begin.  He is coming to take your daughter away."  Alric waved in the direction I had come, towards the tower.  "A king's son, and it will be soon.  I do not know which king's son will seek her.  When that happens, you can no longer use her light magic to hold your darkness back."

Mother sucked in a breath.  "I will not let Rae go.  No one can take her away into that world.  Please, let me take this rampion and be on my way."

"You only wish to keep her for yourself," Alric said, "and I understand.  You must keep the king's son away from your tower, or you will become like the rest of this."  Alric gestured to the dark spot around us.  I ducked as he faced my direction, but he couldn't see me out here in the dark.  "You remember what you were like before you got her.  All feared you.  Hated you.  That will return if you are not careful."

Mother grabbed her basket and drew closer to the magical plant.  "I won't let that happen.  Now, this is a very rare plant.  I only need to take some with me and I will be fine."  She trembled.  

"Use whatever magic you need to," Alric told her.  "And speaking of magic, I would like to discover who is sending these falling stars to the dark spots.  Someone is trying to undermine me."

Alric advanced on the rampion.

"No!" Mother shouted.  

And raised his foot.  I glimpsed a black, shiny boot right before he brought it down on the plant, extinguishing its light.  

Darkness crushed everything.  Mother gasped.

"How could you?" she asked.  "I took years to find it again!"

"Now," Alric said.  "Rae is your only lifeline.  I suggest you hold onto her."

Mother whispered something, full of hurt.  "You are trying to control me."

"I am trying to free Fable from its endless cycle of story after story," the wizard said.  I could no longer make out his form and panic coiled around me.  He could draw closer right now.  Every sound popped out at me.  The world was filled with frogs and bugs.

"That rampion would have freed me," Mother said.  "And Rae."

"We magic users must stick together," Alric said.  "Things are changing in Fable.  We have enemies.  Many of the same enemies and they will come for us."

Mother shifted.  The ground made a squishing noise as she did.  No light dared return.  

"If the story ends the way it should, say hello to the dark again, Gothel."

"But what if it ends differently?" Mother asked.  "I'll make another ending."

The man chuckled.  "Then this part of Fable will fall under my rule.  Now be on your way."

I had to go.

Mother would return home any minute and I wouldn't be there.  I didn't like this man.  I didn't want to know what he'd do if they found out I was here.

I held the lantern close, not daring to turn it on.  My eyes re-adjusted to the dark and the crescent moon floated overhead, illuminating the split between the trees where the trail was.  I tiptoed away, keeping under the stars and not daring to walk under the shadows of the leaves.   Tears blurred my vision, but I found the trail and started to walk.  Mother and the man continued to argue behind me.  I waited until their voices faded before I broke into a run.  


Chapter Three

 

 

I didn't dare turn the lantern back on all the way back to the tower.  There was no need.  A spire of darkness stood out against the stars and the crumbling shingles shone in the pale light.  It gave me a signpost to follow.

I scooped up my hair and held it as I ran.  It no doubt had filled with leaves and sticks on my trip through the forest.  I'd forgotten to hold it during my run back.  My neck ached with the effort of letting it drag behind me.  I would never explain the sticks and brambles to Mother.  They would take hours to pull out.  

I burst into the clearing.    Which side was what?  The dark made it all confusing.  I turned on the lantern and held it up, glimpsing the empty corner of Mother's garden.  

She might have kept it empty to reserve a space for the magical rampion.

She might have been waiting all these years and now that man had taken it away from her.

I ran around the tower to where the loose bricks and my window were.  The stairs would offer no way up.  I had no key to the trapdoor and even Mother didn't even use them anymore.

I turned the lantern off and put the handle around my arm it while put my foot on the first brick.  Little time remained before Mother got back.  I let my hair fall and the weight returned to my head.  It dragged on the ground as I scrambled up the tower.  I couldn't let Mother know I'd been spying on her, that I had ventured out.  It would hurt her.

I made it up the first brick, and then the next.  It was hard work, but fear drove me forward.  There was no stopping.  I curled my fingers into every crack I could find, not daring to look down.  The ground was much scarier from out here.  A twig snapped somewhere and at last, I slapped my palm down on the windowsill and hoisted myself up.  My hair continued to dangle off the edge, and I pulled that in, too, and set the lantern on the floor.  I fell back in the dark, panting.

I had done it.  

But Mother must be coming.  The snapping twig came back to mind.  I had to get up and straighten out before she learned the truth.

I set the lantern on the table, turned it back on, and pulled my hair together in a pile of braid on my lap.  My fears were right.  Brambles and twigs clung to the golden strands.  I looked as if I had wandered through the woods.  I went to work picking them out, and there were so many.  Mother had braided my hair yesterday, and braided it tight, so at least it was a blessing that they hadn't embedded themselves too far into my hair.  My heart raced as I pulled away twig after twig, burr after burr, and tossed them out the window.  I felt the top of my head, but that seemed fine.  Only the lower half of my braid had taken on passengers.

I had just finished when I heard Mother shout, "Rae, I'm here.  Let down your hair."

The distress was there in her voice—distress she was trying to hide.  

"Hurry.  I am late tonight and there may be bandits out."

I rushed over and did one final check on my hair, then let it down and prepared for the worst.

Mother grabbed on and I held the windowsill to keep my head from jerking down.  I bit in my cries as she pulled on my braids and huffed her way up the side of the tower.  For the first time, I was lucky that this was exerting for both of us.  My red face wouldn't look any different from usual when she got up here.

At last, Mother crested the tower and climbed in through the window.  Her auburn hair was graying now as if she had aged ten more years on the trip back home.  Her eyes seemed different somehow.  There was something dark and wild in them.  I hadn't seen it since that day Mother had taken me down the trail.

"Rae," she managed.  "I'm sorry that I am late."  She went to work setting the basket down next to the dying lantern.  Mother kept her face turned away from me as if trying to hide her eyes.  

"What happened?" I asked.  "Did you run into trouble?"  

Mother faced me.  She didn't bother to turn the lantern up.

"I got held up," she said at last, "by a falling star.  You might have seen it."

"I did."  Maybe she would tell me the truth.  I faced the red rug on the floor.  I felt as if it would go out from under me and make me fall.  The entire world was ready to do that.  "It looks like it landed in the direction you came from."

"I found where it landed," she said.  "There was a beautiful flower growing there.  But before I could dig it up to transplant to the garden, it died."

She was telling me the truth—but only part of it.  Mother's eyes darkened, and she eyed me with some kind of hunger.  "Rae.  Let me braid your hair."

"But you braided it yesterday."  I backed away.  I didn't like the darkness in her eyes.  It was scaring me.

"Please.  I've had a long, stressful day, and I would like to calm myself by braiding your hair."

I thought of her confrontation with the man and I moved over the chair.

The man had said something about me being full of light magic. 

Like the rampion growing in the dark spot—and healing it.

I moved to the chair and sat.  Mother pulled up the one behind me and went to work undoing my hair.  Had I gotten all the twigs out?  She would notice.  I tensed and waited for the questions to come, but they never did.

Mother breathed out, and she sounded calmer.  My scalp tingled with warmth and my hair seemed to fizzle with it.  This always happened when she braided my hair, but tonight, it seemed different.  Mother's movements were desperate as she worked.  Frantic.  It was almost as if she didn't braid my hair, she would die.

Did I hold darkness back in her?  Did she need me to avoid turning as horrible as that man?

I should have asked her, but I couldn't get up the courage.

Perhaps there was a lot about the world Mother had never opened about.

And perhaps, about me.  

The lantern burned down lower and cast flickers on the wall, but Mother kept working.  She had never braided my hair this late before and my stomach growled with hunger.  

"Did you see any bandits?" I asked.

"No," she said.  "I thought I saw a man out there, but he was far away.  All the more reason for you to stay here and stay safe, dear."

My scalp warmed as Mother worked and the sensation got more intense the closer her hands got to the back of my head.  She was working slow tonight, taking her time.  

Letting my light magic drive away the darkness inside of her?

I wanted to ask if someone was coming to take me away.  The thought sent shudders down my spine.  

"Can anyone climb our tower besides you?" I asked.  I stopped myself from saying us.

"No, dear," Mother said.  

But she didn't sound sure.

 

* * * * *

 

Mother stayed close to home over the next week, and the next.

She would gather her basket like she did every morning and set off, but she never strayed far from the tower, even as our bread got low and the vegetables in her garden grew thin from her picking.  My stomach growled from the lack of meat and eggs as the veggies were doing little to fill me up every day and the bread vanished altogether.  I would hang by the window every day, watching Mother mill around the trees with her basket.  She would pick berries off the thorny bushes, using a stick to lift the branches and keep herself from getting cut.  Mother would weed the garden twice a day, scrutinizing it for every stray blade of grass.  She would pace around the castle over and over as if trying to hold something back.  Mother never left the area of the tower except to go draw water from the well she said was a few minutes' walk away and once part of the old castle that once stood here.  

And she braided my hair every night.

The encounter with the strange man in black had changed something.  Made her more afraid.  In one way, I was glad she didn't leave.  I didn't want someone to take me out into that world.  I didn't want something horrible to happen to Mother.  

But I was getting hungry, even hungrier than the time I'd gone without food for a full day and Mother came back late.  It wasn't the gnawing hunger that had driven me down from the tower.  This was a slow, creeping one that was sucking the life from me.  

Mother believed the man in black.  He had her trapped.  

I couldn't be part of some story.   None of it made sense.  The more I thought about their conversation, the scarier everything sounded.  I might hold back darkness inside of Mother, and if I left her, she would turn as bad as the man.  

Restlessness crept into my body.

I needed food.  Eggs.  Meat.  Something that would give me the energy to keep going.  I sat at the window each morning and felt my ribs.  They seemed to poke out a little more each day.  I wanted to sleep all the time and often drifted off with my head down on the windowsill.  I had to conserve my energy.  

On the fourteenth morning I opened the drawers to check for bread, hoping Mother had gone to the market and back while I was napping.  I was getting so hungry that a headache had exploded between my temples and I couldn't get any rest.  My limbs trembled, and I felt cold all over as if my body no longer had the energy to keep itself warm.  I rarely felt cold.  It was almost always warm up in the tower.  

Mother was up from her bed, reaching for her basket.  She watched me rummage through the empty drawers and frowned.  But the darkness in her eyes had vanished.  I hadn't seen it return since she had redone my braids on that scary night.

"Rae," she said.  "Let me pick some cucumbers from the garden and we can have those for breakfast."

I couldn't take it any more.  "No more cucumbers," I said.  "I need food.  Energy rich food.  I'll pass out and I swear I've lost ten pounds in the last week."  I pulled my dress out to show her how loose the fabric had gotten.  "You can go to the market.  You haven't left in a long time."  I was so hungry that I had forgotten about the threat of the man.  

Mother furrowed her brows at me.   "Don't question me, Rae."

"We're starving!" I yelled.  "We can't eat only vegetables.  You need to go to the market."  My heart pounded.  The lack of food had done terrible things to my mood.  "Or send me to the market if you're too afraid to go.  Give me the money and I'll buy what we need.  I'm almost an adult.  I think I can handle going out there."

I couldn't believe what I was saying.   I was proposing going out into danger.  I remembered the tears Mother had shed when I'd been bitten by the rat.  How could I dare try that again?  To go to the market, I'd have to follow the trail past that tree.

And into whatever horrors waited out there.  

"Absolutely not," Mother said.  "Do you need reminding of what kind of world this is?"

I felt like I was withering inside.  If I left and didn't come back, Mother would go dark inside.  I couldn't let that happen.  I had to stay here for her sake.

"You've survived the trip every day for years.  You can do it again.  We need food."

Mother picked up her basket.  She calmed down now I suggested she go.  "I will go to the market," she said.  Her eyes went from sky blue to storm gray.  That thing I didn't like was coming back.  "But not before I have your word you will let no one besides me into the tower.  Do you understand?"

"Yes.  Is someone out there?"

"I don't know.  I've gotten word that a man might be out in these woods.  Stay hidden, Rae.  If anything were to happen to you, I would be beside myself."  And then Mother swept me up in a hug.  "Promise me."

"I promise," I said.  

"Let no one besides me in," she said.  "No one."

And then she gathered her basket and headed to the window.  Mother checked the surrounding woods for a moment and then motioned for me to let down my hair.

 

* * * * *

 

The day crawled past like so many others.

I lay on my back for a long time, eyeing the ceiling above me and the way it made a curling pattern.  My stomach's growling evolved into a roar and I wished the village wasn't a three hour walk from here.  Mother would need to gather and pay for a lot of food, which would slow her down even more.  

I kept thinking about the man in black.  He'd threatened Mother.  I hated him and we hadn't even met.  I kept thinking about the other man he said would take me away.  Mother feared everything and my heart ached for her.  She only wanted us to stay together, and I'd yelled at her this morning.  She was caught between me and him.  I shouldn't have done that to her.

But we needed food.  I felt my ribs again.  I was losing weight, and I'd get sick soon if she didn't bring something back.  

But the man in black wanted me to stay here.  He wanted this part of Fable and I had something to do with that, but I couldn't think of what.  I felt terrible either way and I had no one to talk to about it.

Sitting up, I grabbed my hair.  I set the braids on my lap and coiled them.  I turned, so I was in the narrow beam of sun that came into my window and studied them.  My strands sparkled, bright and full of warmth.  

I'd never seen magic until the rampion in the dark spot.  Or maybe I had all along and I never suspected it.

Didn't everyone's scalp tingle and get warm when someone braided their hair?

"Rae, let down your hair."

The voice echoed up at me and my heart leapt.  Mother was back.  She spoke as if she'd strained her voice.  She must have worn out from bringing back a lot of food.  My stomach growled again.  I was looking forward to sitting down and eating.

I rushed over to the window, trying to fight down dizziness,  I leaned over, grabbed my braids, and let them fall over the edge.

Mother hesitated, then grabbed on and climbed.  

How much food had she brought back?  She was heavy today.  I grabbed the windowsill to keep my head from tilting too much and my neck protested.  She wasn't being as careful as usual.

I waited as she climbed back up.  My hair pulled over and over as if she were struggling with the weight.  

A sinking feeling filled me as she took her time.  She wasn't climbing like Mother.  Not moving like Mother.  Over the years I'd gotten used to every pull and release of pressure and could even count how many seconds it took between each one.  The count was off.  

I hadn't looked before letting her in.  I had grown so used to her calling my name I never listened to it twice.

When I tried to stand and pull my hair back, I realized it was too late.  My heart raced, and I searched around for something I could use as a weapon, but there was no way I could move.  All I could do was wait.

Someone grunted close by.  

And it wasn't Mother.

This voice was deep—not as deep as Alric's, but not like any other voice I'd heard.  

"Sorry," the person said.  "What are you doing up here?"

They let go, and I stood, gathering my braid.  I had to let my eyes adjust to the sunlight, and I blinked several times, unable to believe the sight.

The person stood on the windowsill for a moment and the pain in my scalp eased.  I rubbed my head and took a breath.  

It was a man.

The man.


Chapter Four

 

 

 

I shuffled away from him as far as I could.  

I had let him up.  Alric had predicted this and now it had happened.  I had betrayed Mother and now he would grab me and take me away.  

This man wasn't as tall as the one in black from the dark spot.  He looked younger, too—about as young as me, with light brown hair and only smooth skin on his face, but his chest was broad and he wore a tunic of dark green with golden buttons.  The man also had on black, shiny boots I had never seen before. 

He smiled at me, making his freckles move closer to his eyes.  One eye was green.  The other was brown as if he couldn't decide which color he liked.  They sparkled as he stood there in the sun.  

"I asked, what are you doing up here?" he asked.  His voice was friendly.  He made no motion to reach for me.  "Don't you ever get to come down from this tower?"

Yes.  It was him, all right.  "I..."  I couldn't stop staring at him.  This man wasn't intimidating like the one from the dark spot.  This one was...I couldn't find a word for him.  Entrancing?  My mouth fell open.  I searched around for some way to protect myself.  Any second he would seize me.  

"Haven't you ever seen a guy before?" he asked.  "Or have you been stuck up here all your life?  That's not fair.  I've been watching this tower for weeks.  I've never seen you descend from it."

"Please climb back down," I said, pointing to the window.  I couldn't catch my breath.  This man was taking it from me with that smile of his.  What was happening?  "I wasn't supposed to let you up here.  I know what you want to do.  You want to kidnap me and take me away."

"Truly?" he asked.  The man laughed.  He took a step towards the window.  "I'll leave if you insist, but not until I know if you've spent your entire life up here.  I can't imagine what it's like, staring at the same thing every single day."

"Go," I said.  "My mother—she'll be back any minute."  My head pounded worse, and I eyed the light outside.  It was still too bright for her to come back from the village.  Mother never returned until the sun was getting low to the horizon.  But this man didn't know that.

My stomach roared again. 

He looked out the window and back at me.  "You must be hungry," he said, reaching behind him to take a pack off.  I hadn't noticed it before.  "I have bread and jerky, if you'd like some.  You know what?  I think your mother has you scared to leave this tower.  That's horrible.  There's a whole world out there that you need to see."

The man dropped the pack on the floor and I could smell the grain inside.  My hunger had heightened my senses.  I had never smelled grain before.  My stomach cramped, and I forgot all about the invasion for a second.  "I...I would like some.  As long as you will not take me away."

The young man shrugged.  "I can't take you out of here.  I need your hair to climb back down the tower or the key to open that trapdoor.  The only way for me to drag you out of here is to hold your hand and jump off, and that would be disastrous for both of us."  He sat down as if trying to say he wasn't a threat.  I felt better.  It would give me more time to react if he tried something.  "My name's Henry.  I'm the son of King Franz the Second."

"You're what?" I asked.  I could breathe again.  

Alric had mentioned that the man coming to get me was a king's son.

"I suppose I'm a prince," he said.  He had many freckles.  Mother only had a few, but Henry looked as if a rain of reddish mud had spread across his cheeks.  "You know—the son of a king.  I was wandering through these woods not too long ago when I saw you sitting in your window, looking out at the trees.  I wanted to approach and talk to you, but your mother was there, picking berries."  Henry flushed.  He was just as nervous as I was.  

"She does that a lot."  I was calming down.  This man was nothing like the one Mother had spoken to in the dark spot.  The surrounding air wasn't sharp and cold.  He didn't even seem like the bandits she warned me about.   Bandits didn’t feed you.  They stole your belongings if you were lucky and cut your throat at worst.  

Unless Henry was trying to trick me.

But this was what the man in black had predicted and what Mother feared.  

Henry opened the pack and pulled out an old blanket.  He spread it out on the floor and produced a loaf of bread wrapped in brown paper.  It was just like the loaves Mother brought home from the market.  He must have gotten it from the same place.

"You went to the market?" I asked.

"Yes," Henry said.  "I'm not a good hunter.  Just like you, I need to eat.  I'm not some monster."  He patted the blanket next to him.  “Tear off a piece,” Henry said.  “Sit down.  Wow.  What did your mother tell you about men?”

“That most of them want to take advantage of you,” I said.  I still wouldn’t sit.  That would make me vulnerable.  A part of me wanted Mother back to chase this guy away even if I made her upset.  I’d never dealt with anything like this before or felt so awkward.  

“Really?” Henry asked.  “She must know the wrong men.  You have been in this tower all your life.”

"Mother's been out in the world.  I haven't."  I thought of Alric out there, imploring her to keep me in the tower.  

Henry cracked the bread.

My mouth watered.  

I sat down next to the blanket, keeping a distance between me and Henry.  And yet, I couldn't stop looking at him.

“See?” Henry asked.  “You won't die from sitting next to me."  He tore off a piece of bread and handed it over.  “You look like you will pass out.  I’ll get out the jerky.”

I eyed the bread.  It smelled the same as the bread from the mysterious market, with spice.  

I seized it and ate.

It was the best bread I’d ever had.  

The cramping in my stomach calmed, and I was glad for the relief.  

Henry grinned at me.  “Hungry?” he asked.

I nodded and bit again, unable to stop.  I hadn’t realized how much I missed the loaves.    

And how much I missed company during the day.

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it.  “Thank you.  I was going insane up here with nothing but vegetables to eat.”

“I have some of those, too,” Henry said, drawing a cluster of carrots out of his pack.  He grinned.  “Here.  Have some!”

“Hey!” I said, batting them away.  I laughed.  

“I was only joking,” Henry said, returning them to his pack.  “Having a sense of humor is necessary with the way Fable is today.”

He handed me some jerky and I finished it.  Already the dizziness was fading and the pain between my temples was easing.  Henry seemed to have chased it all away.  "Thank you for bringing me lunch."  I was getting more comfortable around this man.  So far, he hadn't tried to force me out of the tower.  

“It was no problem.  I had been hoping to share some with you for some time.”

My face heated.  Why was I blushing?  Did men always do this to you?   Tingles ran down my back and I wanted to reach out and touch him, to see if he felt the same as Mother or I.  But I wasn’t sure what would happen. 

"Have you ever asked to leave this tower?" Henry asked.

"Yes.  Twice.  Mother didn't think it was a good idea."  

“I’m sorry.”

“Why?” I asked.  “It’s safe up here.”

Henry raised a hand and gestured to the window.  “Are you sure?  I saw a bad dark spot close to here, and I came this way in the first place because I was investigating it.  Isn’t your mother scared it will grow until it reaches the two of you?”

I shuddered just thinking about it.  “Dark spots grow?”

“So you’ve seen one.”

“I’ve been out of the tower twice.  The first time, I got bit by a rat.”

“And the second?”

I couldn’t tell this young man about that.  It involved him.  He was a king’s son.  He had to be the man from the story that Mother feared.  “It was dark.  I couldn’t see much.”

"Night isn't the best time to be out," Henry agreed.  "Why don't you try to escape when your mother's gone?  You know, she doesn't look like you."  He gave me a look like there was more meaning behind his words.

I didn't understand.  

I swallowed.  Some discomfort returned, and I scooted away from Henry a little.  "You've been spying on us."

Henry's face turned red, and it made him look younger than me for a second.  "I'm sorry.  I was only passing through this area because I was investigating that dark spot.  That's when I saw you sitting up in the tower and I wondered how you got up there without a door or a stairway anywhere.  I thought someone was keeping you prisoner, and I wondered if I should help."

"But there's a door on the back."

Henry shook his head.  "There isn't one at all.  I've checked all around your tower, but there's no safe way to get in or out."

"There was a door.  I went through it when I was eight," I said, motioning to the locked trapdoor.  "Some stairs down that way lead to it."

Henry stood up, brushing the bread crumbs off himself.  I did the same and swept them under the rug with my bare foot.  I couldn't have Mother finding them.  

"Maybe you saw an enchanted door," Henry told me.  "Does your mother use magic?"

"No," I said.  Wait.  Did she?  Alric had mentioned something about her being full of dark magic, just like him.  "Maybe.  She never talked about it."

"Rae, you're a prisoner in here.  You're like a bird stuck inside a cage."

I stood up.  "That's not true.  It's safe up here.  I could leave if I wanted."

Henry took a step closer.  “Not all prisons have bars.”

His words hung heavy in the air.  He was so close I could see the lines in his eyes.  His brown eye had green flecks in it.  I felt so drawn into them.

"Not all of Fable is bad.  You'll find amazing things in parts.  You need to have the bravery to explore it."  He smiled again.  "Would that interest you?"

“What I saw wasn’t good,” I said.  “I should stay here.”  My heart ached as I spoke those words.  Doubt surged up like a storm.  “Mother always told me that—“

“Even young children get to leave their houses out in the rest of the world.”

“Children get to leave their houses?”  Henry flew in the face of everything Mother had told me.

“All the time.  And you should be able to leave yours.”

Henry backed away.  His expression softened, and he gestured towards the window.  I couldn’t help but follow his gaze.  The ground stretched out far below.  The world expanded into infinity.

“Haven’t you ever wanted to go out there?”

I took a step back.  Henry was trying to take me away.  Not with force, but with words.  

If I went with him, I would leave my mother to turn dark.  I had to stay here for her.

But if I stayed that other man—Alric—would own this part of Fable.  I wasn't sure what that meant for me and Mother.

“I can’t go,” I said.  “It's too complicated.  And the last time I wanted to go out there, Mother took me to the dark spot.  That’s where the rat bit me.”  I lifted my yellow skirt to show Henry the scar.  Heat rushed to my face again.  

He grimaced.  I let my skirt drop and heat rushed to my face again.  

“That must have hurt.  Your mother should not have taken you there.  It’s the only dark spot in this part of the woods.  I was investigating it because. well, never mind.  There’s a whole other story behind that.”  Henry turned away, but not before pain constricted his features.

“Where are you from?” I asked.  

Henry took time rearranging the flowers Mother had picked in the clay pot.  They were wilting.  “A small kingdom.  Just one of many kingdoms.”

“That’s not much information.  Are you sure you're not a bandit?”  

Henry turned towards me.  “It’s too dark to talk about right now.”  The tone of his voice told me I shouldn’t push it.  Whatever had happened, it was bad.  

The light was growing long on the walls.  “You should go,” I said.  “Mother will be back soon.  You want to climb down and hide before she sees you.  I imagine she can spot the tower from a long way off, and if she sees a man climbing down it, she’ll lose her sense.”

Henry shrugged.  “You’re not coming?”

I hesitated.  I thought of the flowers and the birds and the trees I had seen when I was eight.  The amazing detail of the world below.  Bu then Mother's worried face rose in my mind and I shook my head. 

“I can’t.”

The air cooled as if the dark wizard Alric had entered the room.  But the sensation only lasted a moment, and the heat returned to the room.  

Henry frowned.  Sadness filled his eyes.  “I won’t make you leave.  I promise.  But can I come back the next time your mother leaves?  I’ll bring you lunch again.  We can talk.  Maybe I can convince you to go out to the first step next time I’m here.  Soon we can work up to getting you to the ground.”  He finished with a smile.  “I’ll tell you about the good things out there.”

My heart leapt and tingles spread all over my body.  I wanted Henry here.  I didn’t want him to go.  He was the first person other than my mother I’d ever gotten to visit.

“Yes,” I said.  “I’d like you to come back.”

Henry leaned over the windowsill.  “You must let down your braid,” he said.  “The footing here is not good.  Someone could fall going down this tower.”

“I know.  I’ve climbed down it once.”

“Then you can do it again.”  Henry put his foot over the edge.  "Maybe sometime soon."

“No.  Not again," I said.  "I can't.  Nothing good has ever happened when I've tried."

I went to the window and leaned down, carrying my hair in both arms.

I let down my braid, and Henry gave me a promising smile as he began his descent and dropped out of sight.


Chapter Five

 

 

 

I couldn’t stop thinking about Henry.

I thought about him all day.  I thought about him as I made sure all the bread crumbs vanished off the floor by tossing them out to the birds.  

I couldn’t get him out of my mind even when Mother climbed through the window with a basket filled with food about an hour later.  

Henry had left just in time.  Mother smiled at me and set the basket down on the table.  “How was your day?”

"Fine.  The tower didn’t collapse."

Mother laughed.  I was glad to see her happy.  “You saw no bandits?”

“I’ve seen no bandits.”  I was telling her the truth.  Something about lying felt terrible.

She put her hand on her chin.  “Good point.”  Mother opened the basket and pulled out a loaf of bread.  “I’m ready for dinner.  You must be famished, dear.  Then I need to braid your hair again.”

I gathered my hair, sat at the table, and ate with Mother.

I wished Henry were here with us, but Mother would never allow it, even if he wasn’t a bandit.  Only staying quiet about him would keep me out of trouble.  If I let it slip, Mother would never leave to go to the market again.  I wanted him to come back even if I never climbed down the tower.  Henry couldn't force me to go and he never would.

I took a long time to fall asleep that night.

In my dreams later that night, Henry guided me down the side of the tower, and this time I didn’t slip.  Climbing became easier the closer I got to the ground.  My boots touched the grass and Henry smiled, waving me ahead into the woods.

I followed and the two of us ran down the trail, enjoying the sun that spilled down through the trees.  An amazing sense of freedom exploded, and I laughed.  The entire world was right in front of me and I only had to make it through that dark spot to see the rest of it.  

Henry extended his hand, and I took it.  He squeezed my palm and warmth spread through me.  This young man was doing something strange, and I didn’t know what it was, but I didn’t want it to stop.

The dark spot waited up ahead like a pool of darkness in the forest.

“Stop,” Henry said.

We did, hand in hand.

The spot was even darker than before as if it had increased in power during the last two weeks.  The murky pond was even larger than before and green scum had grown over some of it.  I watched as the rat darted into the hole in the tree, which looked more like an open mouth than a burrow.  

“We shouldn’t go through there,” I said.

Henry gave my hand a reassuring squeeze.  “We need to.  Beyond that dark spot is the rest of the world.  Once we’re through, we’ll leave it behind forever.”

I took a breath.  A need rose inside of me.  I had to get through.  If we ran, we would make it past that rat.

Henry and I took off sprinting at the same time.

I’d never run this fast before and it was hard to keep my footing.  Earth swayed as if trying to slow us down.  The world turned dark, and the dread filled the inside of my stomach as we crossed the border.  The rat hole grew larger as we approached and passed.  A pair of red eyes glared as we did, disapproving.

“Keep going,” Henry said.  “We’re almost there.”

The dark water rippled and then rose.

I stopped and screamed.  The water turned into a mound and went black.  The large, liquid shadow morphed into the form of a man and then cleared.

Alric stood there, complete with his hooded robe and wide, perfect smile.

And he held a knife.

Henry let go of my hand and drew his own knife from his pocket.  He raised it, ready to swing at Alric, but the man in black was much faster.  He seized Henry’s shoulder and plunged the knife deep into his stomach.  

“Henry!” I shouted.

Another hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me around as Henry fell, clutching his guts.  

"Rae, why did you leave me?”

It was Mother.

Mother’s eyes were black.  Her skin, too pale.  Her hair, streaked with red like blood.  She had gone dark.  

“Why did you leave me?” she repeated, raising a hand with razor-sharp fingernails.

And sliced them across my face.

I woke in sweat and the inside of the tower greeted me.  The early morning sun spilled through the window as if trying to soothe me.  The peaked ceiling with its swirls brought me back to reality.  I lifted my head off the pillow and let myself flop back onto the straw mattress.

Next to me, Mother slept in her own bed, facing the opposite direction.  She breathed in a deep sleep.  

I let out a breath.

A nightmare.  Henry wasn’t dead.

And neither was I.

I had to find out why he was spending time around that dark spot and convince him to stop.  Nothing good came out of that place.  

It was all the more reason not to leave.

Mother didn't leave the area that day, and I remained at the window, hoping to glimpse Henry, but to no avail.  I wondered how far out in the trees he was hiding and how he was staying out of Mother's view.  Occasionally I caught a flash of Mother's purple dress as she worked out in the garden and wandered among the berry bushes she had depleted the days before, taking her time doing nothing.  I'd never seen her act this way before.  I imagined she hadn't hung this close since I was a baby.

Or perhaps when I was a baby, I wasn't even in this tower.  

Even children got to leave their homes if Henry was right.

 

* * * * *

 

"The dark spot is growing."

Those were Mother's first words as she climbed through the window and I gathered my hair.  I rubbed my aching head, and she landed on the floor, brushing leaves and twigs off her dress.  Mother frowned and reached for the cabinet.

"Growing?" I asked.  

"I looked all around it today," Mother said.  Her face was long and tired and her eyes were darker than usual.  "It's been about the same size for several years, but now it's grown bigger and I don't like the rate it's happening.  The edge of it is almost in sight of the tower now.  It's just under those trees toward our trail."

I remembered my nightmare and fear constricted my chest.  "That's almost to the berry bushes."  I thought of the ones Mother milled around every few days.  "Will it get all the way here?"  The dark spot sounded like it was less than a couple minutes' walk away.  It had taken ten minutes to walk there before if I recalled the distance right.

"I don't know," Mother said.  "Dark spots are strange.  Anything inside of them turns dark, including animals and magical creatures.  They bring out the worst in people, too."  She blinked and turned away as if trying to hide her eyes from me.

"What's making it grow?"  I thought of the rampion plant healing it.  "I thought it was going away?"

Mother looked at me strange and I realized my mistake too late.

"Whatever makes you think the dark spot is going away?" she asked.  She leaned closer, studying me close.  It took effort not to cringe.

"I thought you said something about it once.  I might have made an error."

"Few things can make them go away," Mother said.  "Only powerful light magic can do that and that's dying in this world.  Another reason I'm keeping you here is because darkness is spreading through Fable.  Our dark spot is not the only one.  There are hundreds of them out there, maybe thousands.  No one is sure how big this world is."

I shuddered.  "Hundreds?"

Mother opened the cabinet up and stuffed bread inside.  "Dark spots only get bigger, not smaller.  If things continue this way for much longer, all of Fable will be inside of them."  Mother breathed out and stopped rummaging through the cabinets.  "There is...a dark magician out there who wants to make all of Fable like that spot and bring it under his control.  He's so full of dark magic that if he so much as stands in one place for too long, a new dark spot forms.  There's no stopping him."  Mother was shaking.  She faced me.  "That's why you must never, ever leave, Rae.  I don't care what happens."

"I won't," I said.  "But what if the dark spot gets here?  We can't stay in it."

Mother glanced out the window.  Her eyes were wide.  Scared.  "I don't think it will penetrate the tower.  But I fear it will surround us soon."

"But you have to walk through the dark spot every day.  And why do you think it won't get in the tower?"

"I can handle myself there.  You can't."  She pointed at me.  Her face paled, and the nightmare returned in a flash.  

I thought of Henry again and his word that not all the world was evil.  Good things existed.  He might not return if the dark spot grew much bigger and chased him off.   Panic rose inside of me.  I imagined having nothing to look at but sadness if that happened. 

Torment covered Mother's face as if she were fighting something inside.  She looked frail, and I wondered if I'd need to hold her up.  But then she caught her composure and let out a breath.  "Give me your word, Rae.  Give me your word that you will never leave me."

I hated my words, but I needed to speak them.  "I won't go."

Mother embraced me.  "Thank you, Rae.  I need you here.  I'll make sure that nothing can get to you."

And then she released me, grabbed a bronze key from her pocket, and unlocked the trapdoor that shouldn't lead to anything.

As she vanished down the steps, I died a little inside.

 

* * * * *

 

I hung by the window all day long the next day.  Every so often, Mother would circle the tower.  She never looked up at me as if ashamed of whatever she was doing.  Mother would mutter under her breath and make strange expressions.  She was carrying a gnarled stick with her I'd never seen before.  It didn't look like a twig, but a piece of polished wood.  As Mother worked, waving the stick around and surrounding us with an imaginary ring, I noticed the encroaching dark spot.

I first spotted it in the midafternoon, poking out from under the trees and hugging the trail.  It looked like a shadow at first, but on closer inspection, I saw the truth.  The grass there had turned dark, almost black, as if it was burnt or dying, and the trees growing out of it grew thicker and darker.  Leaves coiled on others and fell.  Mother kept her distance from it as she worked, but eyed it every so often.  

It was evening when I noticed that one tree had lost all of its leaves in the distance and become a wooden skeleton.  The two trees next to that one had grown extra leaves and gone almost black as if their roots had sucked up some of that evil.  The dread feeling returned looking at it.  

And now the darkness was almost in our large clearing.  

How close would this be in the morning?  I marked its progress by how close it was getting to the huge clump of daises right off the trail.  I held up my fingers.  The dark spot had been four fingers away from the daises a few hours ago.  Now it was only two.  The region of despair was growing a few feet per hour.  

I estimated that it would get here sometime late tomorrow. 

Mother finished her muttering and climbed back up the tower, using my braid as a rope.  "What's making this dark spot get bigger suddenly?" I asked.

Mother stood there.  She was even paler today and her eyes darker than they were yesterday.  My nightmare was coming to life.  She hadn't braided my hair this morning or last night and that hadn't helped.  "I thought I saw the dark magician out there one night."  She cleared her throat as if she were scrambling for an explanation.  "I believe his presence gave it more power.  I hear he is able to walk through his magic mirror and appear anywhere there's a reflection, but his power to do that is much stronger in dark spots.  This is why I don't want you leaving."

I looked around the castle.  "Will he try to hurt us?"

"I don't know," Mother said.  "If you leave the tower, he might."

We had nothing reflective here except for the old, broken mirror we kept facing the wall at all times.  Mother had told me about mirrors, where you could look at yourself, but she had never brought a new one home from the village.  Mother always said they were too much trouble.  Now I knew why.

"Oh," I said.  "What would this magician want to do with me?  I'm just an ordinary girl."  I felt the urge to challenge her.  To make her admit something.  

I also feared that my decision not to leave the tower had something to do with the dark spot.  It hadn't grown until I told Henry that I couldn't go with him.  Alric had visited two weeks ago.  If it was being caused from him, it would have started then.  Right?

Alric had even said if I didn't leave, this place would be his.  And if he was a dark wizard, he'd want his land to be dark, too.  

Mother swallowed.  Her eyes were sharp like a hawk's.  "Would you like dinner?"

"No.  I want answers.  What would he want with me?  Why can't we both get out of this tower and leave together?"  I couldn't believe the words coming from my mouth, but getting away from the darkness might be my only chance at seeing Henry again.  "There has to be another tower we can live in."

Mother got out the bread.  "Aren't you hungry?" she asked.

I was stewing at that point.  "No.  I feel you're not telling me everything I should know about this situation.  I gave you my word I wouldn't leave you.  There's no reason for you to keep me in the dark."

She looked back and forth around the tower as if searching for someone to help her.  "Stop asking all these questions," she snapped.  "It won't do you any good."

"We're sitting up here while darkness is marching towards us right now.  There's no reason we can't leave this tower together before it gets here."  We could both win if that happened.  I'd stay with Mother and we'd both get away from the darkness.  

Mother paced around the room in a full circle around me.  Something about her movement made me think of a predator.  She rummaged in her dress pocket for something and she drew the stick.  It wasn't a stick at all.  It was the same gnarled piece of wood she'd been waving all around the base of the tower all day.  "Rae, I am only trying to protect you," she said.  "This is the best way.  If I don't make the story end the way the dark magician wants it to, he will take care of it.  And he will do it in a way more cruel than I.  I have to make you forget this conversation."

The room filled with a cold, sharp energy.  "Mother—what do you mean?"

She pointed the wand at me and uttered a word.

 

* * * * *

 

My body felt heavy.  

I opened my eyes to find myself on my straw mattress.  Morning sun beamed in through the window and I sat up, blinking the grogginess out of my eyes.

The tower was empty.  Mother had gone.  That was strange.  Her basket was still here on the table, so she must not have gone out to the market.

"Mother?" I asked.  When did I lie down and fall asleep?

Something about last night rose in my mind, but flew away again.  Mother had been ready to cut bread, and then...nothing.  I couldn't even remember what we were talking about before the lapse in memory struck.  

I must have been ill, gone to bed and forgotten all about whatever we said.  I had been ill before, and every time Mother refused to leave my bedside until I healed.  I had always healed fast, but Mother always worried whenever my stomach refused food or fever struck.  

But I had forgotten nothing before.  

Not that I knew of, anyway.

I got out of bed.  I still wore my dress from yesterday and now it had wrinkles.  We'd have to wash it and hang it outside now.  

Dread expanded in my stomach.

The dark spot.

How close had it come during the night?

I ran to the window and leaned out.

The darkness had reached the edge of Mother's garden now and the blueberry plants were turning dark.  The berries had gone an angry shade of purple.  They no longer looked safe to eat.  The rest of the garden looked fine, but I knew would change within hours.  The entire forest to the west had changed and for a second, I wasn't sure if I was still in the same place.  Many of the trees had lost their leaves, and many others had grown thicker and darker.  I could see the ground through many of the dead trees and I could even make out the small pond the man in black had risen from in my nightmare.  It looked even darker than it had before.

“Mother?” I called.  I couldn’t see her anywhere in the trees.  In fact, the only life I spotted were black ravens that perched on top of one of the dead trees.  One of them was trying to eat a piece of mysterious meat.

The dark spot might even reach the base of the tower by the end of the day.

“Mother!” I repeated, louder this time.

“Rae.”

I looked down and my heart swelled.

Henry stood at the base of the tower, waving.  He cast a glance at the growing dark spot, which had now overtaken all the blueberry bushes.  It was growing ever faster as if it had sensed his presence and wanted to eat him.   

“Henry,” I said.  “Have you seen my mother?”

“You mean the enchantress?” he asked.  “I saw her earlier.  She was walking around the tower again, casting spells.  Can you let down your hair?”

“Spells?” I asked.  Something about a wand came to mind.  No.  I’d never seen Mother with one.  Or had I?  Something tickled at the back of my memory, then fluttered away again.

“Yes.  Spells.”  Henry managed a tense smile.  “Please.  Let me up.  I like none of this one bit.”

I gathered my hair, which trailed behind me on the floor.  Then I tossed the big, heavy heap over the windowsill.  

Henry climbed with more care this time.  I was glad he was here, and I didn’t care about the tugs.  At last, he climbed over the windowsill, panting, and I went to work gathering my hair again. 

“The dark spot,” I said.  “It grew only two days ago.”

Henry frowned.  “They rarely grow that fast.  Dark spots are slow.  Some don’t change size for years.  But something must have made this one hit a spurt.  I’ve been watching it, and it’s only getting faster and faster.  It’s almost like this part of Fable is ready to fall.”

A sense of déjà vu washed over me, like I had had this conversation with someone before, but I couldn’t grab onto the feeling before it flew away again.  “What could have done that?” I asked.

“There’s an evil magician out there named Alric.  And from what some sources have told me, entire parts of Fable can go dark if he causes a story to end the way it shouldn’t.”

Alric had said this part of Fable would belong to him if this story fell.  “What is it with these stories?  Are we parts of them?”

Henry spoke fast.  He held my arms, and I was so nervous, I could barely feel the tingling rushing over my skin.  “That’s what this world is.  Stories.  We’re all stories in the imaginations of the other world.”

“Other world?” I asked.  “You’re saying Fable isn’t the only world?”

“There’s another universe, and it’s filled with more people than there could ever be here.  Their imaginations are the reason we exist.  We all have endings we’re supposed to achieve.  Your story is to escape this tower and live in happiness.  And if you don’t, your story falls.  This part of Fable turns dark.  It’s what Alric wants.  That’s why we need to get you out of here before the enchantress finds me here.  If that happens—"

"I can’t leave!  I want to go, but I can’t.  Mother will turn evil if I leave her."

Henry’s gaze pleaded with me.  “She’s evil for keeping you here.  Don’t you see?  She’s been manipulating you.  She might even have joined with Alric and she’s trying to help him take over Fable.  That could be why she doesn't want you to leave.  I'm sorry to tell you this but it might be true.  Not all the story is known to me.  I'm only relaying what Mary the wise woman told me.”

“My mother doesn’t even like Alric!” I shouted.

Henry held my arms.  “Please, Rae.  You need to leave this place or this forest and the village and this entire kingdom will fall into darkness.  Can’t you see it?  Our story is on the verge of not ending the way it should.  That’s why this is happening.”

Henry let go of my arms and waited for my answer.  I hesitated, then checked out the ground again.  The spreading darkness had taken over the expanse of Mother’s garden.  Cucumbers had gone rotten, and the ravens were picking at them, taking away every scrap of food they could.  Huge bugs swarmed over the tomatoes, tearing them into pulp.  Leaves fell in droves, blanketing the once black ground that was now becoming dry and cracked.  Brambles grew around the perimeter of the garden, thick and covered in spikes three inches long.  It made the blackberry bushes tame by comparison.

I was fearing I caused this.

"I'm not part of any story," I said.  "Please.  Just go."  I wanted Henry to leave as much as I didn't.  There was no way I wanted his words to be true.  Tears threatened to spill out of my eyes.

Henry winced as if I had stabbed him.  "There's nothing wrong with being a part of a story.  We're no less real than the other world.  All of Fable is in danger.  Please, don't let the enchantress keep you here for the rest of your life.  What do you have to look forward to?"

"Safety."  That word weakened every time I spoke it.

"There's nothing to look forward to with safety all the time," Henry said.  "Nothing.  We need to climb down this tower before the darkness gets here and prevents us.  I'll stand at the bottom and make sure you don't fall.  We might have only a few minutes left."  Henry waved me towards the windowsill.

Fear rose inside of me as I thought of the nightmare.  Henry getting stabbed in the middle of the dark spot.  Mother turned into a monster.  "Please, don't," I said.  "I want nothing bad to happen to you."

"Nothing bad will happen if we hurry."  The hurt vanished from Henry's features as he swung one leg over the edge.  He looked down and back at me.  "The dark spot's almost to the base of the tower.  There are brambles growing down there.  This is our last chance."

"It's not even that," Mother said from the other side of the room.

I turned.  Mother stood there in her purple dress, arms crossed and pale.  Her hair had darkened and her eyes had taken on that sharpness I'd seen only twice before.  

She was already turning dark.  

"Mother," I said, moving in front of Henry.  How had she gotten up here without me letting down my hair?  The trapdoor hadn't opened.  None of it made sense.  "I didn't see you come in."

"I never left," she said.  And she smiled in a way I didn't like.  "Invisibility spells are very handy."

"You are an enchantress," Henry said, stepping in front of me.  "Stop keeping Rae here as a prisoner."

She eyed him with a look of pure hatred.  I pulled him back.  The urge to protect him washed over me.  But Mother charged forward and pushed me out of the way.  I jumped, shocked at her actions.  She'd never done this before.  Henry backed to the windowsill, mouth falling open.  

"You," Mother said.  She raised her hand and a cold, sharp feeling filled the room.  Her nails had grown longer.  "You will not take what is mine."  This wasn't the Mother I was used to.

Or maybe this was the real Mother.   The one she had spent her life trying to hold back.

I rushed towards her.  "Don't hurt him!"

She turned towards me, her fingernails inches from Henry's face.  Her eyes were black.  Greedy.  Hateful.  The advancing dark spot had done something to her.  

"Stand back, Rae," she ordered.  "You are not going anywhere.  How dare you betray me after all I have given you?"

My chest ached and Mother pointed her palm at me.  The cold energy hit me head on and I went sliding back along the floor.  I waved my arms, trying to keep my footing, but then I hit the chair and landed in it, forced to sit.

This was magic she was using.  Dark magic.

"Mother!" I yelled.  "Why are you doing this?  Henry was only trying to warn us about the dark spot."  She'd heard everything he said.  There was no convincing her about his motives now.

"Silence," she ordered me in a voice that was low and quiet.  Henry still grabbed onto the sill behind her, bracing for what was to come.  He glanced down and fear blossomed over his features.  That meant the dark spot had reached the base of the tower.

"You tripped my spells, young man," Mother said to Henry.  She took another step towards him and he didn't dare move.  Henry paled and all his freckles stood out more.  "I knew you were here the moment you crossed the perimeter.  Rae is right.  She should not leave this tower.  I will never let her."

Henry leaned back as she raised her nails at him.  He would fall to his death.  I had to think of something.  

"Mother," I said.  "Show Henry some mercy and I'll let you braid my hair so you can feel better.  You look like you need that right now.  And you told me the dark spot wouldn't get all the way to the tower.  Why is it here?"

She faced me and her gaze softened.  A trace of the Mother I knew returned.  Henry took one step from the window and I breathed a sigh of relief.  "The dark spot was not supposed to advance this far," Mother said.  "He told me that—never mind.  Perhaps what he told me wasn't as accurate as I thought."  She waved me to the beds.  "I will braid your hair, but I fear now I will have to braid it a lot more often.  Move over here."  

I got up.  More color flowed into Henry's face and he lifted one boot and set it on the windowsill.  I had bought him time.  

I waited for the air inside the tower to turn dreadful while I moved over to the chair, but the feeling never came.  The dark spot seemed to hug the area around the tower, but not the tower itself.  The flowers remained colorful in the vase even though the sky outside had faded to a dark gray.  Something was keeping the despair out of the tower itself.  

"Sit," Mother ordered.

"Braid it fast," I told her, sitting on the bed.  Henry waited in silence.  He didn't want to leave me.  I had Mother distracted.  He had the chance to escape unscathed.  I faced the window and nodded at him.  Go, I thought.

The gray outside had grown ominous like it was about to storm.  

The dark spot had us surrounded now.  

Mother stood beside me, hesitating.  She trembled and muttered something.

And lifted one palm towards Henry.

The air went sharp and cold again.  Mother was using dark magic again.  Henry's eyes bulged open, and he slid back.

Towards the window.

"Henry!" I shouted, rising from the bed.

He cried out and went toppling over the edge.  

The world slowed down.  I ran for the windowsill.  Henry fell out of sight and the sounds of cracking branches followed.  I leaned over the edge as my pulse roared in my ears.  Henry lay in a huge cluster of brambles two feet from the ground that hadn't been there before.  His chest heaved up and down.  Henry stared into space, stunned.  He blinked.  He was alive.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Until I saw the thorns.

Thorns the size of crochet hooks tore at his clothes, exposing pale skin.  Blood streaked on the front of his thigh and Henry cried out, grabbing at the bush, only to scrape the top of his hand on another thorn.  The brambles were moving.  The plants were closing around him.  Red flowers blossomed as if the vines were feeding on his lifeblood.  

“Get out of there!” I shouted at Henry.  The thorns were thick.  The vines continued to grow, scraping against the stone of the tower.  Henry cried out as another thorn cut into his arm.  The ground below him cracked with dryness.  Leaves rained from trees in the wind as if the forest was crying.

“Back, Rae,” Mother said, pushing me aside.  

“You’ve got to free him!” I shouted, trying to get back in the window.  “Do a spell and let him go!”

Mother glanced at me.  A flash of sympathy came over her features, but then the hardness returned and she faced Henry again, clutching the windowsill and shoving me further out of the way.  “Do not return here!” she shouted, “or you will not live to see another day.  Rae’s place is here and no one will take her away."

“She doesn’t belong to you,” Henry managed.  His voice was full of pain and defeat.  He seethed with pain and the sounds of struggle against the creaky vines met my ears.  “She doesn’t belong to anybody.”

I pushed in beside Mother, not caring about the cold gaze she gave me.  “Henry!  Run!” 

He still struggled against the brambles even though he'd fallen to the ground.  Blood streaked his clothing.  Henry stood, and he reached for the loose bricks.  He was attempting to climb back up.  AMother growled and the first loose brick slid into the tower with a scrape, leaving only a smooth surface to grab.  Henry brushed his hand on stone and found no grip.

“You can’t do this,” he said.  He stared up at us, pleading.  The brambles behind him rose like a hungry monster.  Mother stared at them as if willing them to move.

“Henry—behind you!”

Mother shoved me out of the way with so much force I toppled to the floor.  Pain surged up my elbow as I hit it on the chair.  Down below, Henry screamed in agony.

I tried to get up as I died inside.  Henry let out another scream and Mother said something, but I couldn’t hear it over the pain.  A cold energy washed over me and my limbs froze.  Something was holding me down.  Mother leaned over the windowsill so much that I feared she would fall off.  But Mother kept her grip and a little smile crept onto her face.  

This wasn’t the Mother I knew.

The screams died. 

“Go,” Mother ordered Henry.  “Do not return to this place, ever, or it will be more than your eyes you lose.”nother red flower opened, and a vine reached for his leg.  

 


Chapter Six

 

 

 

I remained stuck on the floor for a long time.  The cold energy wouldn't loosen its grip.

Henry muttered something as brambles shifted against the ground with awful slithering sounds. 

Had he—

Footsteps followed.

Headed away.  Feet scraped against dirt and dust and death.  

Mother stood there for a long time and the smile dropped from her face.  She trembled as if some internal struggle had taken her.  The cold feeling vanished, and I stood at last.

I felt empty.  Broken.

And for the first time, in chains.  

“Mother,” I said, shocked at how level my voice sounded.  It might as well have been over in the village or on the moon.  “What did you do to Henry?”

Mother turned to face me.  Her eyes remained as black as ever.  “I need to braid your hair,” she said, flat.  “I need to braid your hair right now.”

She was shaking.  

And so was I.

“You are not braiding my hair,” I said, “until you bring Henry back and undo whatever you did to him.  You made those thorns attack him!”

I rushed to the window, and this time Mother didn’t stop me.  “Henry!”

He had gone.

The thorns on the bottom of the tower had parted as if to let him go, and only a few reddish stains remained on the dust below.  Everything was darkness.  Grays, dark greens, and blacks.  The dread feeling hit me in the stomach as I searched all around for a flash of bright green.  “Henry!”

"He left, dear," Mother said.  "Henry will not be coming back to take you away.  He might have seemed kind, but his intentions were dark."

I whirled around on her.  "And you have room to speak?"

Mother took a step back.  This wasn't the woman I had grown up with.  This was the woman who had taken me to that dark spot when I was eight and made me face that rat.

She motioned to the chair and spoke with a demanding tone.  "Let me braid your hair, and then we can speak more about all of this."

"No!"  I leaned out the window again and the dread feeling hit me.  Everything outside of this room was dark.  Fluttering panic rose, and I eyed the entire forest.  There was no longer any sign of light or happiness.  Henry had wandered away.  All the trees as far as I could see were dead and skeletal or thick and foreboding.  Swamps of black, inky water spread out everywhere and grasses had turned yellow and dead.  

"Sit down, Rae," Mother ordered.  "I need to braid your hair, or I will remain like this.  I did not like what I did to Henry and I never want to do something like that again.  Please, Rae.  Do you want me to be like this?  I've done so much for you and you will let me rot in darkness?"

"What's happened?" I asked her, whirling around.  "Everything out there has gone bad."  There wasn't even a dark spot anymore.  It was a dark world.  I didn't want to gaze upon any of this.  It kept us trapped in a tiny circle of normality if I could consider Mother normal.  "What happened?"  

I was fearing I'd made the wrong choice, staying in the tower.

"Sit down, Rae," Mother ordered again.  

"You're not answering my question," I said.  "I'm not sitting down until you do."

Mother fumbled through her pocket.  "Then I will need to make you."

"You're not making me do anything!"  Henry was out there, wandering around.  Had the thorns taken out his eyes?  He'd never survive out there and if I didn't do something, I'd cause his death.

I should have gone with him when I could.

"Gothel!  Turn out your mirror so I may enter."

A man spoke from below and the voice reminded me of cold dark.  

It was the man in black.

Alric.

He was here.

Mother rushed to the window and pushed me out of the way.  This time, I let her.  I backed away to the chair, not because I wanted to let her braid my hair, but because I wanted as far as possible from the man in black.

She gripped the windowsill and nodded.  "At once."  I could hear the terror in her voice.

Mother rushed past me again and I pressed against the wall.  I didn't want the man in black up here.  I didn't want him near Mother or me.  Her lips tightened, and she went to the old, cracked mirror she always kept turned towards the wall.  She turned it around and I could see her reflection in it along with mine.  We were broken.  The mirror made Mother look sheared in half.  

"Why are you letting him in?" I asked.

"He's too powerful to say no to," Mother said.  She waved me away from the mirror.  "Back away, Rae.  Get close to the window."

This time, I obeyed.

The mirror darkened.  A living shadow spread over our reflections and my yellow dress was the last thing to fade.  The mirror smoothed, erasing all the cracks, and then the glass expanded out at us as if a blob of ink were growing and emerging.

I screamed and searched for an escape.  

The windowsill.

Mother remained transfixed by the sight.  The blob got bigger, sticking out from the mirror a few inches now, and took the shape of a man.  A sucking noise filled the room.  

"Rae," Mother told me.  She trembled.  "Run.  Leave this tower and never return."

"But--"

A hand appeared in the black, reaching out for us.  

She faced me, trembling.  Her features fought each other in conflict.  One eye turned blue again for a second.  "Run, Rae.  Get out of here.  I didn't know this would happen.  He might want to kill you.  Go before I change my mind!"

My heart pounded, and I ran for the window, swinging my legs over.  The entire world slowed down, and I left the sucking noise back in the tower with Mother.  

First brick.

Second brick.

Climbing down was easier in the daylight even if the light was gray and sad.  Behind every blink, the bulging black glass of the mirror was there, reaching for me.  Third brick.  My bare toes slipped, but I kept my fingers curled into the cracks of the old tower.  I dared to face the ground.  The brambles were still parted, but one of the thorny branches curled out and reach for the space right below.  They knew I was here and trying to escape.  In seconds there would be no escape.

All fear of the ground left me and I let go.  I slid down the side of the tower, scraping my knee on the jagged stone.  Pain flared in my vision in pinks and yellows.  My feet hit the ground and dust flew up.  Greens and reds surrounded me.  I got my bearings and ignored the burning pain across my skin.  The thorns surrounded me now, and the flowers were red and open and hungry.  Thorns moved closer on both sides and the vines creaked and hissed against the ground.  

I ran.

My hair trailed out behind me and caught on something.  I stopped, neck snapping back.  Turned.  The brambles had caught the end of my braid and wrapped around it like pointed teeth.  I grabbed onto my braid and pulled as hard as I could until my hair came free.  Gathering my hair, I bolted through the clearing and into the trees.

From behind, the man in black shouted with rage, but I couldn't figure out what he was saying.  Mother shouted back.  They were arguing.  I slowed and turned on the cracked ground, facing the window.  

No one stared out after me.  The man in black yelled something else.  And then he yelled louder.  And louder, until at last I could make out his words.

"Where is she?"

Mother was up there with him.

I should go back.

But it was too late.  The brambles had filled the space I had vacated seconds before and they grew taller as if trying to reach up towards the window.  There was no way I could get through there.

And I had to find Henry.

I checked the surrounding woods.  Darkness everywhere.  Ravens watched me from tree tops as if daring me to do something.  I had to run through this.  Henry was out in these woods somewhere, likely missing his eyes.  If I didn't find him, he might die.

But so might Mother.

I hesitated, then ran right into the trees.

Shadows closed in.  Branches hung low, and I had to dodge them, keeping my braid cradled in my hands.  I couldn't afford to get stuck again.  Tree trunks had grown thicker.  Leaves had turned a dark, wicked green and flowers had gone red, black or dead.  Gone was all the color I used to admire from the window.  Gone was all the life.  The dread feeling only got stronger in my stomach the further I went into the trees.  Which way was back?  I had no clue.

Sticks stabbed at my bare feet and dead leaves crunched underfoot, but I couldn't slow down.  I had never imagined the ground to feel so strange without boots.  I reached a clearing where the yellowed grass crunched under my feet and the ground cracked worse as if it had never rained here.  Stopping, I caught my breath.  My lungs felt like they were on fire and the dread feeling wasn't going away.  My calves hurt.  I had never run this distance before.  A lifetime in the tower had made me unfit.

I whirled in a circle, certain something would come out of the trees and try to destroy me.  The world was shadows and death.  I jumped when I glimpsed red, but it turned out to be another flower that didn't belong to a cluster of brambles.  More of those had to be out here.  And where was the tower?  I had lost all sense of direction.  Even though some of the surrounding trees had died, many more of them had grown thicker, with impenetrable canopies and worlds of darkness underneath.  Seeing the tower was impossible even though I couldn't be that far.  

I had never been farther from home than this.  I wondered where the dark spot and the rat tree were.  Or the trail.  I had gone in a different direction.  

It didn't matter now.  This entire forest was dark, just like that place.  If I found it again, it wouldn't make any difference.

But at least the trail was there, and the trail led to the village.  To help if the people there wouldn't kill me first.

Tears welled up.  I did not understand what to do other than try to find Henry.  If he'd lost his eyes, he would need a pair to help him find his way around.  And he would tell me how to find people who wouldn't want to kill us.  

"Henry!" I shouted.  

I waited for him to call back, but there was nothing.  He couldn't have gone very far.  But what if he'd walked in the other direction?  Henry could have.  I never saw which way he fled in.  

"Henry!" I shouted again.  I needed him, and now.

Two ravens conversed somewhere in the distance.  They were mocking me, maybe even laughing at me.  I could imagine what their caws meant.  Look at the little girl who can't defend herself, they were saying.  She knows nothing out here.  Let's place bets and see how long she lives.

I turned in a circle again.  Darkness.  Sadness.  The cracks on the ground seemed even larger now as if they were ready to open and swallow me.  I remembered the summer when I was eleven when Mother kept saying we needed rain and she kept having to pump water from the well to feed the garden.  This was far worse than that.

And only feet away, stinking black water hugged the gnarled roots of a tree.  Green slime floated on top of it.  I held my nose.  I had never encountered such a disgusting smell.

"Girl!" a man shouted in the distance.

My heart leapt.  For a fraction of a second, I thought it was Henry.  But this voice was heavy and dark.  It was the man in black.

He had heard my shouts even from the tower.  Or perhaps he had climbed down and followed before Mother could stop him.

Terror gripped at my heart and I chastised myself for being so stupid.  Men had ears.  I'd seen them.  

He wanted to kill me.  

I had to hide.  He didn't sound very far.

"Girl!  You'll get lost or eaten out there.  Follow my voice and I'll lead you to safety."  He was closer now but not close enough to see through the forest.

It was a lie.  Mother wouldn't have told me to climb down from the tower if it wasn't.

I searched around for a place to hide.  I couldn't outrun the man.  He'd expect me to hide in an easy place, right?  I needed somewhere he wouldn't think to look for me in.

And that was the disgusting pond.

I ran over, lifted my skirt, and splashed through the cold, putrid water.  It grew deeper around my legs and rose to my waist.  My bare feet sank into the muck.  I held down vomit as I waded towards the tree with the gnarled roots.  One of them rose just over my head and I ducked underneath.  My braid fell into the water and I ducked down, chin close to the inky black surface.  I could spot my reflection in it, warped and strange and greenish.  I felt like I was staring at some demon version of myself.  I could barely see the clearing.  The huge root kept me in shadow and the water settled behind me.  I hadn't realized that wading in water like that would leave such a wake.  The slime on top rippled and bobbed.  Two voices drew closer, and I prayed the water would still before they got here.  

It did.  A bug jumped across the surface, leaving its own ripples that masked mine.  I held my breath, which was easy as the stench was overwhelming.  The water was cold.  I realized that as I waited.  The air was even getting colder.  More intense.  It filled with prickles.  Alric was close.

And then the man in black and Mother both stepped into the clearing.

"She has left," Mother told him.  "She has run away.  How to you expect me to find her?"

Alric wore his hood lowered over his face.  At least it might block his view of me.  My limbs froze.  This water was sucking the life out of me.  I couldn't stay in here much longer.  I'd never felt colder in my life.  

"She couldn't have gone far," Alric told her.  "I need to dispose of her.  There have been too many incidents where I should have won, but a story has always come back and triumphed.  I had a very bad experience with this happening only days ago.  I want to make sure that there is no chance of this story coming back after what you did."

The two of them stopped where I had been standing less than a minute before.  The water remained calm, but something slimy brushed against my leg.

I bit in a scream.  The creature passed, likely mistaking my legs for tree roots.  I had to stay still.  Things that lurked in here could bite, like that rat.

Mother turned to face Alric.  Her face was paler than ever.  Her eyes, darker and beadier.  She looked even worse than she had before I had climbed down.  "You will not dispose of Rae.  There is no need.  I chased away that boy trying to take her from the tower."

Alric advanced on her.  "I will," he said.  "Do you not realize, Gothel, that you did as the story wanted?  In the story, you make the boy fall from the tower and then thorns take out his eyes.  It looks like that has happened here.  He is still alive, and if one of them doesn't die, the story still has a chance of having that same ending it always has.  The two of them get together and they live happily ever after with no choice.  Do you want Fable to stay trapped in this cycle forever, with no free will?  With no choice?  I am doing what is best for Fable by ending this madness."

"With your rule," Mother told him.  

"Gothel, dear, I know you would want to rule if you could," Alric told her.  "Don't deny that.  It is your nature and the nature of all of us filled with dark magic.  I believe you are upset because you can't hold back your darkness without the power of the girl."

I sucked in a breath and held down a cough.  It was true, then.  That part was real.

Mother glanced around the forest and her shoulders sagged with relief.  "It looks as if the story has already ended the wrong way," Mother said.  "This part of Fable is now dark.  Isn't that what you wanted?  Why worry, Alric?  This entire area is yours.  And when I find Rae, I will send her far away to where that boy can never find her.  What about that lone tower in the desert that one in the hidden valley?  You of all people know which one I speak of."

"That is also in the story," Alric said.  "The boy finds her in the desert in that place.  He will wander there.  And I will wait for him."

The cold seeped right into my chest.  Henry was still alive, but he might not be for long.

"Just because a place has gone dark does not mean it is permanent," Alric continued.  He waved Mother towards the trees.  "I think she must have gone this way.  There is a small deer path here and I'm sure she is trying to get as far from the castle as she can.  If I were a scared girl, I would have run that way."

"You can't kill her," Mother said.  But Alric was already walking into the trees.  And then the two of them continued on, Mother pleading with Alric in a low voice.

I waited in the water for a long time.

The desert. 

Henry would head there if we were part of a story.  But I didn't know where the desert was.

I waited a long time for them to return, but nothing happened.  My limbs were going numb, and it was an effort to move my legs again.  I waded back towards the clearing and climbed into the dead grass, dripping stinking water.  I had gone almost numb to the smell, too.  It was like the time I had smelled the lilacs that Mother brought up to the tower so many times I couldn't detect their scent any more.  Only this time, the lack of smell was welcome.

My muscles cramped as if I had sat in one place for too long.  I stretched and walked in the direction Mother and Alric had come from.  I had to head away from him at all costs.  Mother wouldn't kill me, at least, but she would hide me somewhere far away.  But Alric—

Mother didn't want me harmed.  That had to come first.

I walked faster, holding my sopping wet braid.  My wet skirt slowed me down and caught on outstretched branches.  Life crept back into my legs as impossible as it was in this place.  I felt like I was walking through dusk, the forest here was so dark.  

But then I burst back out in a clearing and my tower stood there, tall as ever. 

I had rounded back to where I had come from.  

The clearing stood desolate and without life.  Mother's garden had turned to mushy, rotten vegetation and thorns.  The brambles had climbed higher up the tower and the tallest of them was ready to reach in through the window.  Darkness was invading it now.  

Was it because I had left?  Perhaps my light magic had held it back.  But now the evil could enter.

My heart ached at the sight of my home.  It struggled to rise above the growing brambles, but the green thorns poked in through the window, searching for victims.  A brick fell from the tower and landed somewhere in the stabbing death.  And then another, and another.

The tower was crumbling.

I backed away.  Bricks rained down, hammering the ground below.  Dust flew.

And the entire tower fell.

I screamed again and backed away, but the roar of stone on stone masked the sound and I dodged into the cover of the trees.  The roof toppled down towards me as if it were a giant, accusing finger angry that I left it to the darkness.   

I hugged a dead tree trunk as the tower landed.

The roar made my ears ring.  Dust rose everywhere, obscuring the tower from view.  I held my breath as the sound reverberated through my mind and dust clung to my arms, to my wet clothes.  Coughing and gagging, I glanced down.  I was gray, as gray as the dead soil, as something that had crawled out of the ground.

And the tower lay there in ruins.

The brown shingles of the ceiling lay crushed under gray bricks, some of them still covered in moss on one side.  The dank, earthy smell of the tower's inside mixed in with dust and despair.  Tears filled my vision as I choked on the dust.  This couldn't be my home.  This was just a pile of rubble.  I had spent my life here.  This couldn't be real.

My tower.

Gone.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

 I blinked tears and dust out of my vision as the air cleared.  Tendrils of dust fled into the trees and drifted into shadows.  Bricks.  Piles and piles of bricks.  Our iron stove stood there in the middle of it all, its chimney bent in defeat.  Our red rug lay tangled among the rubble and a single, dying yellow flower poked out from a pair of bricks.

Everything I had ever known lay here, broken.

I reached for the flower, but before I could touch it, it shriveled as if it didn't want to live anymore.  Its yellow faded to a sickening green and then to a deadly black.

Nothing remained.

My home and life had fallen.

Only darkness took its place.

I must be dreaming.  I turned in a circle.  No color all around.  Just dark greens and grays and browns and blacks.  The dust had even stolen all the color from my dress and my hair.  My braid hung in a wet mess on top of the bricks.  I picked it up, coiled it, and wrung out the swampy water that remained.  Even I blended in well here now.

The noise.

Mother would come back and investigate and Alric would follow.

I had to get out of here.

The trail.

It still snaked into the forest, away from the ruined garden which now lay half buried under rubble.  I could still follow it.  If Mother was right, it led to a village.

And people.

They couldn't be as bad as Alric, right?  What if some of them were like Henry?

I had to try for it.  And if I were Henry, I would have gone this way.  

Holding my braid close to my chest, I ran down the trail, gasping for air.  It seemed much more stale now, thicker and harder to breathe.  But the further I got away from the rubble, the better it got.  The choking dust got replaced with the stench of swamp, but it was duller now and less noticeable.

I ran until I got so tired that I had to slow to a struggling walk.  My sides felt ready to split open.  I glanced behind to see I had left the rubble well behind me.  Mother might even break into our clearing now to find the destruction.  I wondered if Alric was punishing her for not allowing him to kill me.  Maybe he'd made the tower fall.

Or perhaps I had.  By leaving it.

The darkness hadn't invaded until I left. 

I had to keep going.

Ahead was the rat tree.  It hadn't changed at all.  The hole seemed smaller now or was it because I was taller?  Something scurried inside and I hurried past it, expecting a bite on my leg any second.  

The remnants of the magical plant lay there, crushed, next to the trail.  

I stopped, making sure that nothing was coming out of the rat tree.  After the tower falling and the deadly brambles, the rat didn't seem that terrifying anymore.  Just yesterday, I would have been too scared to stop here.  

Just yesterday, I'd been too scared to climb down the side of the tower again.  

Now I had done it without a thought, but only because I'd feared something bigger and scarier.  

I leaned down to the flowers.  Before its death, this plant been healing the surrounding ground, turning it back to light.  The grass circling it was still green.  But now the rampion lay as crushed and ruined as everything else.  I picked one of the crumbled flowers, which barely held onto its purple color.  It was still more vibrant than the rest of the forest, even in death.

Had this flower remained alive, it might have healed the dark spot.

And stopped all of this from happening.

I tucked the dried blossom into my pocket and moved on.  Mother and Alric would be back at the tower now for sure, wondering if I had anything to do with its collapse.  I didn't want to be around for that.

I left the pond of swampy water behind along with the dead rampion. 

Beyond this point was a world I had never seen but only heard stories about.  It was like stepping into another world.  

The trees remained as dark as ever, even where the dark spot had ended before.  This hadn't all been bad before.  Once, this area had been alive.

And then I spotted a rat ahead.

Even though I had grown, it was just as big as the one I'd seen as a child, and it was chewing on a piece of bloody meat.  I caught a flash of white.  A rabbit.  The rat was busy chowing down on an innocent rabbit.  It might have even been one I'd seen hopping around the tower so many times this summer.  Over time, I'd thought of the rabbits as friends who came to visit, as much as Mother hated them getting around the garden.

I hurried past.  The rabbit was dead.  Beyond help.  The rat glanced at me with black eyes that held a trace of angry red, then went back to its meal.  It ignored me, distracted.  I checked and saw I was still gray and damp even though some dust was drying.  I wanted nothing more than a bath, but our bath was still in the rubble of the tower.  

And the water here was not fit to bathe in.

So I kept going.  I kept my ruined hair cradled in my arms and the dead flower in my pocket.  I had nothing else.  

Numbness filled me as I wandered.

The trail remained narrow, but passable and made of packed dirt.  Sometimes the trees drew close, and I had to step over roots, but other times they backed away from the trail and I could get through with no branches slapping at me for a few blissful minutes.  Sometimes I had to dodge the edges of ponds, other times I only had to go through clearings of yellow, dead grass.  At one point I passed a rotting tree stump with white mushrooms growing all over it, but something about them made me give them a wide berth.  They were too bright and something about them screamed danger.

The dread feeling inside me faded the more I walked.  I was getting used to it or my entire body had filled with the feeling and I couldn't tell the difference anymore.  The trail sloped downhill, and I passed large gray bricks that stuck out of the ground.  Remnants of ancient buildings.  An old town, maybe.  They reminded me of the bricks that made up the tower, only larger—much larger.  Mother told me there were ruins out in these woods.  People had lived here in the past.  

And then I spotted the bright red flowers and the bright green of the brambles growing alongside them.  My pulse quickened, and I hurried past as the brambles moved, slithering closer and opening those bloody blossoms.  They had already snared a fox which lay tattered and broken at the bottom of the thorns.

A cry escaped my throat.  

I broke into another full run and sucked in air as the brambles slithered in anger behind me.  I couldn't linger near those.  That was Rule Number One of being out in the scary world.  No brambles.  No thorns.  Or maybe this was Rule Number Two.  The first rule had to do with staying away from rats. 

I felt there would be a lot more, and I'd need to learn them to survive.  

The slithering faded, and I glanced back.  The brambles had settled back around the bricks and gone back to constricting the dead fox.  I had spotted no living animals out here other than the ravens and the rats.  Everything that couldn't turn to evil was dying out here, dying from thorns and teeth.  

I wouldn't think about that right now.  I had to get out of this forest first before I decided what to do next.  My stomach still rumbled, and I was sure I would starve out here.  We had left all the food back in the tower.  It had all decayed by now, just like the garden and my hope.

 

* * * * *

 

I walked forever.

The dread feeling had gone so numb now I couldn't even feel it unless I paid attention.  The forest stayed as thick as ever and I only passed one of those ancient blocks occasionally.  Most of them had the brambles growing around them, but they were so far back from the path so they never noticed me.  I even stepped over some stone slabs that looked like they might have once been stone roads or paths but were now long taken over by the forest.  I was walking over remnants of some ancient history here.  Mother had told me that Fable changed over long periods of time, but here was the evidence.

But there was no Henry anywhere.

He must not have come this way.  

I didn't dare call his name in case Alric was following.  There was no way I could alert him or anything else out here about my presence.  I still held onto the hope he had reached the village, but that was fading fast.  But I also couldn't turn back.  I would be no good to Henry dead.  

The forest didn't clear until I had grown so hungry that my head was hurting and my legs were tired and shaking.  I had used up more energy than I ever had walking out here.  How did Mother do this every day?  She was so much stronger than me.  

And the village was nowhere in sight.  I hadn't seen another person out here since I had left the tower. 

The dust fell off my dress the longer I walked and some yellow popped out again.  It seemed brighter than ever out here and the dust and grime was coming off my hair, too.  The gold strands sparkled with a faint life and I kept it cradled and away from the ground.  I felt cleaner the more I walked as impossible as it seemed in this place.  And I was drying.  Everything but the inside of my dress had dried now even though I passed swamp after swamp full of black water.  The trail never sank below any inky surface, so I could keep my bare feet dry. 

But then the air grew darker.

And darker.

When I stepped into yet another clearing full of tall, dead, and yellow grass, I eyed the sky.  The gray was turning to black.  Night was approaching and I couldn't spot a single star, nor the fiery glow of the sun as it made its way to the horizon.  The entire sky remained a slate like the one Mother had brought me from the village to draw on once.  Only sadder.  Much sadder.  The moon wasn't even out. 

Night out here would be very scary.

Where would I sleep?

I searched around the clearing.  The trail continued, sloping downward into more forest.  I didn't want to go in there where brambles could sneak up on me at night.  I'd never see them or anything else coming.  Or rats.  Maybe I could get up into a tree until morning but then the ravens might get angry.  However, I couldn't see any of them around.  Perhaps they were all hanging around Alric, waiting to follow his orders.

That made little sense.  Unless people with dark magic could control dark creatures?

Tree, then.

I rushed over to the nearest one, a thick oak that could hide me for the night.  There was no way I wanted to stay on the ground if Alric came looking this way.  I was sure the man would have no trouble walking through the night.  He embodied darkness.  He had nothing to fear out here.

And he wanted to make all of Fable like this.  

I stopped at the base of the tree.  My arms trembled from carrying my hair around all day.  I let it drop to the dead grass, relieved to be free of it.  The first branch was well above my head, but also inside the canopy and not visible from the trail.  And I had no way to get up to it.

Or did I?

I took my hair and held the end up.

And tossed it up into the branch.

I missed, retrieved my hair, and threw again.  And again.  

At last, it caught on a cluster of smaller branches and stayed there.  I now had a rope with which to climb.

It wasn't easy.  My braid had stuck in a spot that didn't make the journey up the thick trunk easy.  I had to grab onto my braid with one hand and wrap my hand around the trunk with the other.  It was the most grueling thing I had ever done.  I thought about giving up and finding another tree, but remembered that my braid had gotten caught here and the only way I could free it was to get up there and untangle it.  Or wait for someone to come by and cut it off.  That someone might be Alric.  I'd made myself a prisoner here all over again.

Sliding back down the trunk, I watched my braid swing like a clothesline between my head and the branches.  I pulled at my braid, but it stuck.

Yes.  My hair trapped me here until I got up.

The surrounding woods grew darker, so much that I couldn't make out the trail anymore.  The light illuminating the clearing was meager and the dread feeling rose in my gut all over again.  Night was so much worse out here.  Day was bad enough.  

And this time, no fireflies blinked.  A hornet flew past my ear and around my head, so I kept still until it decided I wasn't a threat and buzzed away.  Even the bugs had changed.

Somewhere, a twig snapped.

And an animal screamed.

I didn't know what kind it was, but the sound wasn't far off at all.

I wrung out my arms, grabbed my braid, and climbed again.  

Mother wasn't here to tell me nothing would get me.  The only safety I knew was off the ground, and there I would stay for the night.  

I clung onto the bark with my bare toes and pulled on the braid until the branch above me creaked and my head hurt.  And at last, I grabbed the large branch and hoisted myself up.  Something pulled in my calf and I bit in a scream, but I swung myself up onto the branch and sat up against the trunk, breathing a sigh of relief.

I untangled my braid from the branches, which took minutes, but at last, I was free.

And safe.

It had grown so dark out there that the ground looked like a black expanse with knives coming out of it, not grass.  With bony hands reaching out everywhere.  

This was how Mother had told me the world was.

And now, at least, she was right.

Mother.

I'd left her to suffer in darkness.  She hadn't wanted to harm Henry.  She was dark at the time and couldn't control herself.  As soon as Alric left, I'd have to help her. 

Something else screamed, but it was more distant this time.  But not distant enough.

The dread grew.  My back prickled as if someone were watching me.  I'd never felt fear like this.  Night used to be beautiful from the tower.  Out here it was dangerous and scary.  

I might never see the sun again even if I made it to daybreak.

But my limbs trembled and my eyes drooped.  

I had never been more tired in my life.

And sad.  

Despair gripped me even stronger than the dread had.  I had no one.  Nothing.  I was nothing out here and I might even die from hunger, like Mother said sometimes happened to those who didn't have enough money or whose farms failed.  It was supposed to be a painful way to die.  There was no food out here.

None I knew how to get, anyway.

A tear rolled down my cheek, landed on my bare arm, and fell onto the tree trunk below.  I held down my sobs and leaned back against the bark.  I had to sleep and conserve energy as much as I could.

The noises and distant sounds all drifted away as I floated through the darkness behind my eyelids.  The dread remained in my stomach, but it seemed to fade away as strange images and toppling towers played out in the void. 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

 I woke.

I wasn't sure where I was at first and the first thing that hit me was the burning, gnawing hunger in my stomach.  My butt had gone numb, and I sat in a tree.  Bright green leaves blew in the breeze over my head and made a soothing rustling sound.  

The second thing I realized was that the dread feeling had gone away.

I shifted and cursed my aching limbs.  Memories rushed back.  Yesterday.  I'd crawled into a dark tree and spent the night there and now sunlight peeked in through the leaves, making strange patterns on my dress.

I was alive.

And this tree didn't look like the same dark one I had climbed into the dusk before.

"Huh?" I asked, searching around it.

The tree seemed to have healed overnight, and its leaves were bright and alive as they must have been before Alric's evil took over this forest.  Hope rose inside me despite the terrible hunger and I turned my head, checking every branch.  Yes.  The entire tree was bright and the most beautiful green I had ever seen.  Maple leaves reached down and tried to tickle my nose as if the tree were thanking me for something.  

I sat sideways on the huge branch and faced the ground.  

Some clearing below had turned bright green, too, as if lightness had spread out from the trunk of this lucky tree and spread through the rest of the forest.  A few star-shaped flowers had dared to peek up around the trunk and a butterfly even appeared to sit on one of the red flowers.  

There was life here.  

But then I saw the rest of the forest.

Still dark.  Still dead and depressing and gray.  This little circle was the only sign of light as far as I could see.

And I sat in the middle of an island of it.  It was an island about the size of the inside of the tower.  

I sucked in a breath.  

How had this happened?

I might be full of light magic, just like that plant that Alric had stepped on.  That Mother had sought.  I shared properties with that plant.

It was no wonder the man wanted me dead.

I scrambled down from the tree, which was much easier than climbing up, and gathered my hair.  I even seemed cleaner this morning, almost as if I had never waded through that disgusting pond back near the tower.  The sun shone down on me and I looked up to see if peeking through some puffy white clouds.  

That was an island, too.  The rest of the forest kept its gray, sad light.  I stood in a golden beam.  

In the middle of all this darkness, a light spot had formed.  

And somehow, I'd done it.  

The trail waited ahead, snaking into the dark.  I didn't want to leave this tree, but I knew I couldn't stay.  If Alric came down this trail searching for me, he would spot this.  Crush it.  He would also know I came this way.

And I was still hungry.

Even more so than I had been yesterday.  My limbs ached and my entire body was sore.  I wasn't used to doing this much. 

I had to keep going.

With one last look at the tree, I ran for the trail and checked to make sure that no one was waiting.  I crossed the threshold of the light spot and back into darkness.  Back into reality.  The dread hit me full force again.  I gasped.  While sleeping in the tree, I had forgotten what it felt like.   

And I walked down the sloping hill.  

 

* * * * *

 

I saw no more light, but the trees got farther apart about an hour later.  Maybe it was an hour later.  There was no way to tell as the position of the sun was a mystery with this gray sky.  I stumbled over a root and landed on my face once.  When I spotted a few more of those deadly brambles in the distance, I got up and kept going.

I had to or I would die out here.

But I also sensed I was coming out of the forest.  Trees remained as tall and imposing as ever, but they came in clusters now and I walked through a world of tall, dead grass.  Ravens gathered in groups, pecking at bugs in the clearings.  I kept checking behind me to make sure Alric hadn't appeared on the packed dirt trail.  He hadn't—yet.  I hoped that the man had to stop and camp for the night just like I had, or he could be much closer than I thought.

I walked through this for some time.  The ravens and crows stared at me with beady black eyes that held traces of angry red, just like the rat had.  Some of them pecked at a dead deer which lay on its side in the distance.  I hadn't seen a living deer since the day before the darkness took over.  The sight saddened me.  I wondered if I could heal it, but perhaps it was too far gone.

But I had healed the dead grass in the clearing.

Somehow.

The clusters of trees grew farther apart and at last, I came to a field that had a neat border of trees like I had never seen before.

The field was all tall, dead grass with only green thistles growing out of the death occasionally.  It was a large field with a low building in the distance that looked low and dilapidated.

Creatures I had never seen before milled around on the grass, trying to eat whatever green left there was.  They were smaller than deer but bigger than foxes and they looked like little puffy clouds grazing.  Most of them were white, but a few were brown and one even appeared pinkish.  Mother had told me people kept animals at farms and it looked like these might be some of them.  One of the cloud animals looked up at me and went back to trying to chew a thistle.  The creature didn't look thrilled.  These animals were facing starvation out here once all these thistles vanished.  I wondered how much longer they had. 

I walked up to one.  It looked up at me, grunted, and walked away.

Well, they weren't friendly, that was for sure.  I wondered if people killed them for meat or if they had another use.  Mother rarely brought home meat unless it was jerky.  She said it spoiled too fast.  I wanted nothing more than to pet one these and see what all the puffy hair felt like.  They were the first light thing I'd seen since leaving the tree this morning.  Not everything had turned dark.

But I had to keep going.  I stared at the building in the distance, but it seemed too rickety to shelter anyone.  I remembered how the tower had crumbled.  This building looked ready to do the same.  

Or maybe all buildings looked like this now.

And I didn't know what people lived here.  They could be just as bad as Alric for all I knew.  Maybe I should get to the village before asking for help.  At least then, there would be others around me.

I gathered my braids and kept going.  The trail got wider as if hundreds of feet had stomped it down.  I passed a wooden post sticking out of the ground that reminded me of the ones Mother had around the garden until she pulled them out one year.  I was getting much closer to civilization, but the grass stayed as dead as ever and the shrubs looked no better.  The people in this village might starve, like me.  I might get there and there could be no food.

I saw the village half an hour later after passing a couple more fields filled with rows of dying plants.  

It sprawled out downhill, surrounded by dying farms and yellows and browns and grays.  The only green in the world was an occasional dark tree or shrub and I glimpsed some brambles on the far side of the village, hugging the corner of a brick building.  The buildings themselves were squares and rectangles and I spotted no towers except for one on the front of a large building.  Even that was nowhere near the size of the one I had inhabited until a full day ago.  There must be dozens of buildings here.  I hadn't imagined there could be this many.  I had thought villages were only a few buildings with carts out where you could buy food.  Wasn't that what they were for?

But people lived here.

People.

They were dots from up here, but they stayed away from where the brambles were and gathered in the village center.  They moved around in a hurry as if terrified, and they had every right to be.  I’d seen what was out there.  

I stopped there on the trail, hating that I was so open.  Mother had told me there were bandits and pickpockets hanging around in the village, but I had nothing but the purple blossom in my pocket and my long braid.  I had no money to buy food.  What if I had to steal?  If there was any food left.

But I had no other options.  I had to get down there.  The only alternative was to wander around until I collapsed of hunger and exhaustion or ran into another bunch of those brambles.  

I took a step towards the scary village, and then another.

I was walking right towards the place I had feared since I was eight years old.  Leaving my mother behind to dwell in darkness and guilt.  But I couldn’t go back to her now.  Not with the man in black with her.

If something happened, it would break her heart.

The village got clearer the closer I got.  The people became specks of black and brown and purple and green, and even the occasional yellow.  They came in all sizes and shapes.  Large men.  Tiny women and children staying close to their mothers.  So Henry was right.  Children left their homes.

Or maybe they had just because those brambles were hugging their houses.

No one stared at me as I approached, descending the hill with my braid in my arms.  I by far had the longest hair of anyone here.  The women all had hair the length of Mother’s and some even had gray or white hair which was short.  The ones who had gray hair also had wrinkly faces.  Maybe they were older than Mother and that was what happened when you got older.  I couldn’t stop staring at the variety here.

I searched the crowd for Henry, but he wasn’t here.  He knew the trail and the area.  But if he had lost his eyes, he might be lost, period.  Henry wouldn’t be able to find his way back to the village if he’d wandered in the wrong direction—and I hoped that Alric hadn’t found him.

The desert.

He would head there if we were part of a story.

I had to find out where that was.  

The ground flattened out around me, packed down by many feet like the space around Mother’s garden used to be.  The earth had cracked here, too, leaving almost no green around me.  A few weeds had struggled out of the cracks between the houses ahead, but I spotted nothing else.

And then the sounds hit me.

Talking.  Lots and lots of hurried talking, and the voices all sounded scared and worried.  A small child cried somewhere.  At least, I thought it was a small child.  It sounded a lot like me after I had taken a bite from the rat.

I walked between two houses and passed a small box garden with dead, blackened flowers inside of it.  I imagined this village had once looked different.  Two desperate white birds with strange red growths coming out of their heads dodged out of my way and pecked at the ground.  One extracted a worm and gobbled it down.  Some animals here still had something to eat.

Three rows of small brick houses later, I emerged into what I guessed was the town square.  It was where Mother said the market was.

I felt surrounded by buildings.  The ground turned to brick itself, reddish like hardened clay.  I stood between a pair of carts that held rotten vegetables that gave off a horrible smell.  The cucumbers lay in neat rows, ready for sale.  Or, they had been before the darkness swept through this area.  The other cart held ears of corn and one farther away from me held moldy bread.  These people’s food had decayed when the darkness rolled in.  They had nothing to eat unless they wanted to kill the strange birds walking around and the walking clouds out in the fields.  I sensed it would come to that.

A man in black stood on a platform in the middle of the village.  He was waving his arms, trying to round up the dozens of people.  Maybe he was the leader or something.  Mother had told me that towns had leaders, and this man, who had more wrinkles than most here, looked just as scared as everyone else.  I stopped there between the carts and waited for something to happen.  The panic kept me back.  I had spent the last day fighting enough of mine.

"Attention!" he yelled.  "Attention!" 

The people continued to chatter, and the children kept clinging to their mothers and crying.  These people were just as scared as me.  No one here had any collection.  I searched around for someone to flag down, someone who might be harmless, but most of the women were huddling closer to the platform and many of the men held long tools with three points on the end.  I took a step back.  Those could hurt.

"Gather around!" the leader man kept repeating.  A small child broke away from his mother and ran through the houses.  The mother sent an older boy chasing after him.

And then I spotted something odd.

Two other people, standing on the other side of the courtyard as me.

A girl.  And another young man who looked odder than everyone else here.  The girl wore a long, plain green dress and the young man had overalls—the same type Mother had worn in the garden a few times—and a pointed leather hat that had flopped down to one side.  He had messy dark brown hair and his eyes locked on me.  There was something odd about him.  He had a strange inner glow and made me feel funny inside much the way Henry had.

And they were the only people not milling around in panic.

The two of them spoke to each other and circled around the courtyard towards me.

I froze for a few seconds, not sure what to do.  These people might be robbers.  Bandits.  I spotted no knives, but they had pockets.  I searched around for a place to escape to.  If they were approaching me, it couldn't be a good thing.

I dodged between two houses like the little boy had.  No one was here, but I could tell I was running even deeper into the village.  I passed an open doorway which had an old woman sitting in a chair inside, who stared after me with despair.  I left her behind and turned a corner between a couple more buildings, one with a lot of straw on the floor and another that had ashes.  Shops, maybe.  Mother always said she bought our supplies from shops.

I had never been in a village before.  My heart raced, and I stood at the intersection, surrounded by tall buildings.  Another one of those strange white birds walked past, bobbing its head as if it didn't have a worry in the world.  Which way was out?  Left.   Yes.  Left.  I turned.

And ran right into the girl and boy.

"Hey," the boy said.  He held up his hands as if to say stop.  "Where are you going?  We were looking for someone like you."  He gave off a warm, almost tingly feeling.  It was the same feeling I got whenever Mother braided my hair.  And his eyes were deep blue and warm even though they held a trace of darkness like Mother's had before Alric's influence had spread over the area.  

"Huh?" I asked, backing away.

The girl was about my height and she took a step forward.  She eyed the braid I still held coiled up in my arms.  My knees trembled and until now I had forgotten all about my hunger.  "Is that your hair?" she asked.

"Yes.  I have nothing.  I have no money if that's what you're looking for."

The boy laughed.  He was even shorter than me by a few inches.  "We're not after money.  We're just after the reason this entire kingdom turned dark.  If I linger in this place too long, I might want money from you or maybe even your firstborn, but otherwise, no."

I let out a breath.  They didn't have knives.  Or swords.  Or even blunt objects.  Maybe I was lucky, and these people were like Henry.

The girl laughed even though there were nerves in it.  "We're not robbers," she said.  "I've seen robbers and they're not people you would ever want to approach.  Have you lived in a tower all your life?"

"I—"

Then I realized what she was saying.

“You know about me?”

The girl nodded.  She was about my height and able to stare right into my eyes.  She had blue eyes much like mine.  “The hair gave it away.”

“Gave it away?  My hair gave what away?”

“She means it revealed your past,” the short guy said.  He didn’t seem normal, but I hadn’t seen too many people yet, so how was I to know?  “There’s only one person in this world who has hair like yours, and we’ve been trying to find you for the last month.”

The girl faced him and lowered her voice.  “Her story fell.”

Here was this story business again.  “My story?”  Anger ran through me and my face flushed.  “All I know is that I was living in a tower with my mother, and then this man in black appeared to her one night.  A young man climbed up into my tower not too long ago.  His name is Henry.  He might have hurt his eyes yesterday.  Have either of you seen a Henry?”

The girl and the guy stared at each other, and the guy grimaced.  “The story’s already almost over,” he said.  Then he faced me.  “You need to come with us if you want to see this Henry again.”


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

“Excuse me?” I asked.  The bird walked past again, pecking at the ground.  It drew out another worm.  Those seemed to be plentiful here.  All this darkness was full of rot and despair.  Worms would thrive here and so would these birds.  “You know Henry?”  Hope rose inside of me that maybe, just maybe, they had seen him.  He might even be in one of these houses, resting.  I could see him again.  We could escape from the man in black together.  

Alric said us being together would make the story end right.  

“Hold on,” the guy said.  He shook his head.  His ears had an odd pointed shape and some strange inner glow radiated from deep within.  He made me feel funny in a way not unlike Henry.  As if sensing it, the girl moved in front of him.

“We don’t know Henry,” the girl said.  “But we know what your story is and what part he’s supposed to play.”

“I’m not part of a story,” I insisted.

“You are,” the girl said.  “We all are.  I am.  Stilt here is.  Even these townspeople have small roles to play.  And if a story doesn’t end the way it should, the surrounding area turns dark.  And the dark wizard, Alric, gets more powerful.  If this keeps up, he will rule all of Fable and everything will be like this.”

She backed up and waved around her to show all the gray and the gloom.  

I withered inside.  This girl reminded me of how Mother had been whenever I asked if I could go outside with her.  So far, what she was saying matched up with what I had already heard.  

It was getting less and less likely that I wasn't in a story.

“You’re telling me this is my fault,” I said.  “I didn’t do what the story wanted me to do, and now this is dark because of it.”  Turning away, I stalked back through the buildings.  I’d ask someone else for help.  Humiliation burned and I couldn't stand it.  I had never felt this bad before.

“Wait,” the girl said.  Her hand landed on my shoulder and I jumped.  “I’m not saying that at all.  It’s just that, well, it’s complicated.  Stilt and I know things.  It’s why Mary sent us out here in search of you, so we could do something about your story and prevent Alric from destroying it.  We’ve been trying to find all the tales before he does.”

Mary.

Henry had said something about her.

I whirled around to face the girl.  The guy—Stilt—stood behind her as if too scared to enter the argument.  Perhaps it was a trait for men to not want to join in on them.  Or another survival rule.  

I dropped my braid and sent it toppling to the dusty ground.  At least it wasn’t swamp water.  “Who’s Mary?  And people have been searching for me?”  The dread feeling returned.  Perhaps I was a character playing out an act.  The thought was terrifying.  Three people had already confirmed it.

“Mary knows all the stories.  She's from the other world and she’d love to meet you,” the girl said.  Now that she acted friendlier than before, I could relax.  She lowered her hand from my shoulder and gave me some breathing room.  “Now that Alric's trying to take over, she's sending people like us out to stop these stories from falling.  I’m Brie.  I sort of know how Fable works.  You're someone from a famous story which is why your hair gave you away.”

“Revealed your history,” Stilt said behind her.

“I’m Rae,” I said, extending my hand.  

We shook.  I tensed, but she didn’t pull out any knives.  In the distance, a man shouted something about sheep, whatever those were.  

“We might want to leave this village before we talk about this,” Stilt said.  “I can’t stay in this area too much longer.  I don’t want to go anywhere near turning dark ever again.”  He glanced at me as if sizing me up as I went to work gathering my braid again.  His eyes seemed just a bit more wild and more dark than before.

He might be like my mother, helpless to turn wicked in this darkness.

“I agree,” Brie said.  “This town is getting out of control.  Chaos always follows darkness.  We weren’t expecting to be in a place that turned dark this fast."

She linked her hand with Stilt’s.

They were friends.  Good friends, like I wanted to be with Henry.  Maybe good friends didn’t want others intruding.  It explained why Brie didn’t want me near Stilt.

This outside world had so many rules.

“Is there anything left that isn’t dark?” I asked.

Stilt nodded.  “This is the Stone Kingdom.  It’s not a large kingdom by any means.  Only this one would have turned dark after your story fell.  Come on.  We can leave this place in less than a day if we walk now.”

Exhaustion made my knees buckle.  “I need food.”

Brie nodded.  “We both do.  Stilt might have to hunt.”

The bird marched over to Stilt’s feet and pecked at the ground again, trying to satisfy some unstoppable hunger.  Stilt reached down and seized it by its feet before it could dodge him.  The bird made a horrible gargling sound as Stilt smiled.  His eyes got a little darker.

"This will work," he said.  "Let's get out of here before they hear this.  These people will not like us stealing."

I wanted to protest and to tell Stilt how wrong it was to take things from people on the verge of starving, but my stomach rumbled at the thought of food that wasn't rotten.  The bird writhed in Stilt's grip and the guy's eyes darkened more.  All the evil around here was affecting him, just as it had my mother.

"We need to go," Brie said.  "Now."

"Is someone over there?" a man shouted.  

I hugged my braid tighter.  I didn't want to know what these people would do to us if they caught us stealing.  "We need cover."

Brie waved us through a couple more narrow, dirt alleys.  The last one had garbage lying between it and the smell was terrible.  Footfalls echoed behind us and Stilt put his free hand around the bird's neck.  It went silent, and he motioned for us to follow him into a small, dark building.

We dodged inside and boards creaked under us.  The air smelled of more straw and dust.  A saw lay on a table nearby and sawdust lay everywhere.  I'd seen Mother use one once to fix a broken chair of ours.  This must be a fixing shop and the candles inside had burnt all the way down as if this encroaching darkness had sucked the life out of them, too.

The footfalls rushed past the building.  Stilt kept his grip on the bird’s throat next to me.  I wondered what it was thinking.  My stomach roared and cramped.  Hunger was taking over.  I had never been this hungry in my life.  I didn’t even care we were stealing.  Perhaps this was the way of the world.  Or the way it would have to be in this new darkness.

“Don’t move,” Brie whispered.  “If we’re caught, these people might kill us.”

Fear blossomed through me like a black, dying flower.  “Kill us?”  Mother had never told me about that.  Maybe she had watered things down and Henry had lied.

“Even if they wouldn’t before, they might now,” Brie said.  “Panic does things to people.”

I kept my mouth shut as the man passed the building again, cursing.  “Foxes,” he muttered as his footsteps vanished.

I let out the breath I was holding.  Next to me, Stilt did the same.  “Now,” he said.

We tiptoed out of the small building and out into the open.  We were on the edge of the village.  The sky remained as gray as ever and the land dead.  Alric’s influence had killed this entire area.  I hoped that Brie and Stilt were right that only this part of the world had gotten infected.  Otherwise, we might not be alive much longer.

The three of us made a silent trip across a field, one with several trails branching off in every direction.  We got onto the widest trail that cut right through the middle and Brie and Stilt drew close to each other, leaving me to walk behind.  It was clear where I stood here, and it wasn’t close to Stilt.  I shouldn’t even walk near him.  It was another rule of the outside world I needed to remember.

We didn’t dare speak until we had reached the crest of a hill.  Brie stopped and looked over her shoulder.  “I think we’re all clear.  Of that village, anyway.  There is a few more we must pass through on the way back to the Fox Kingdom.”  She faced me.  “We’ll be a lot safer there.  I don't think it will be dark."

Confusion exploded through me and I felt like a baby here, not knowing a thing about the world.  There was so much Mother hadn’t told me.  I eyed the village we'd left.  We stood almost above it now and I could make out the tops of all the houses.  Ravens had landed in droves on rooftops as if ready for something to happen.  I couldn’t see the crowd from here but excited shouting rose from the middle of the village and echoed across the land.  

“That doesn’t sound good,” Stilt said.  “I think someone’s taking the blame for this darkness.  I hope someone’s not getting accused of being a dark witch.”

My stomach turned over, and I wasn’t hungry anymore.  The bird still hanging from Stilt’s free hand made that odd gagging sound again.  These people were in this nightmare because I hadn’t climbed down the tower with Henry when he gave me the chance.  I had let Alric have his way with however my story should end.

It was because of me Henry might have lost his vision.  I couldn’t imagine walking through this land, not able to see.  There was no way I could leave him or Mother.

“I can’t keep walking away from here,” I said.

Stilt and Brie turned to face me.  “Staying here is death,” Brie told me.  “We need to get out of here, and now.  You don’t want to see Stilt when the darkness gets to him.”

“I don’t want to see me, either,” he said.  “Come on.  We have to keep walking.”

“But Henry.  I’ve left him.  I’ve left Mother.”  My panic overtook me and I forgot all about my hunger.  I shifted and dead grass crunched underneath as if it hadn’t rained in years. 

“We need to come back for them later,” Brie told me.  Her tone softened.  “I know you’re scared, and this is your first time out in this world.  I know that feeling.  But there might be a way to save Henry.  We’ll have to meet with Mary.  If anyone will know a way to fix your story, she will.”

"The one who knows all the stories?"

Brie waved me further up the trail.  "Yes.  Her.  I think you need something to eat.  And water. "

The full thirst hit me when she said that as if it had been waiting under a rock to come out and strike.  My throat felt as if it would close.  “There’s no fresh water around here.”

“Which is why we will boil some,” Brie told me, waving me along.

I followed, because there was nothing else I could do.  The bird had given up struggling in Stilt’s grip and he swung it around like he didn’t care.  My legs threatened to go out from under me.  How were we supposed to boil water?  Why?  Mother had always gotten ours out of the well and it was always clean and fresh.  She did all her boiling down on the ground where she kept her cauldron.  

The shouts in the village died behind us.  I checked to make sure no one was following.  Each time I looked back, I hoped to see Henry bounding behind us, trying to catch up, but there was no sign of his green tunic or his freckles anywhere.  In the distance, more of those cloud animals grazed along the ground as if oblivious to the surrounding doom.  The bird flapped its wings once and went still from exhaustion.

And so was I.

I had to keep going.  Brie and Stilt were my only link to this world right now.  Without them, I was a ghost, wandering around here until I dropped.  

We made it to the edge of the field.  More dark forest spread out in a wall of shadows.  Stilt stopped at the edge and made a face.  He seemed to have forgotten about the bird he held.  "This won't be fun to walk through.  Do you see any owls?"

I'd seen a few owls before in my life, flying past the tower at night.  I checked the trees.  The forest was almost dark enough for them to tolerate dwelling there.  Maybe the darkness would change owls, too.  "Why are we worried about them?"  I needed to eat and drink.  Drink first.  Drink anything.  My tongue felt like a giant wad of dry cloth.

Stilt and Brie turned their heads to face me.  "We've met bad owls in forests like this," Stilt said.  "Alric the dark wizard has one.  You don't want to meet her.  She's vicious.  Alric likes evil birds and there is a lot of them in the dark region."  Stilt looked around.  "I guess you could say this is part of the dark region now."

"I see no owls," I said, but it was a hopeless venture trying to check all the dark trees and see through the blackish, velvet leaves.  We stood before a world of shadow.  Only that and despair existed out here.

And a desert?

Mother had told me about places where it was so dry that no plants could exist at all.  They were out there and people died in them all the time.  There was no water.  

"I need to drink something," I said.

Brie faced me.  She had puffy bags under her eyes, the same ones that Mother would get whenever she got a headache.  "We all do," she said.  "We have supplies stashed in the forest not too far in.  I hope they're still there.  As soon as we reach them, we'll start a fire and boil clean water."

The word water got me moving.  I found the will to follow them into the forest.  The trail was still here, but weeds and thistles choked it.  They grabbed at the yellow fabric of my dress, getting tiny thorns stuck in my skirt and making it appear dirty again.  I wondered how my dress had gotten clean in the first place after my trip into the pond.  I should smell terrible, but either I was too weak to notice or something else had happened.

"And so we venture into the dark woods," Stilt said.  He swung the bird and its head missed thistles growing on the side of the trail by inches.  He was getting meaner and meaner with it.

"Be more kind to that creature," I said.  

Stilt faced me and smiled.  His eyes were even worse now.  He was falling down the spiral into darkness himself.  Soon, he might not be any better than Mother had been back with that man.  "We're going to eat this chicken," he said.  "Why show kindness?"

My heart ached.  I had seen no one being mean to animals before.  The animals that came around the tower were my friends.  I had named them over the years and waited hours for them to show.  This was another thing Mother had never told me about.  Was this normal?  I knew animals had to die for food, but were people always cruel before the fact?

"Because it must have feelings, too," I said.  "Look at it."  The bird—the chicken—was trying to flex its wings again.  The creature was losing strength. 

"You have lived in a tower all your life," Stilt said.  "This is how it is out here.  Things have to kill and eat other things."

Brie, I noticed, wasn't holding his free hand anymore.  I wondered how I'd feel if I saw Henry doing something like this.  "Stilt, we should just hit the chicken over the head and put it out of its misery.  There's no need to make it any worse for it than it has to be."

Stilt didn't say a thing to her.  I recognized worry creeping over Brie's face.  We had to get out of this darkness soon.

The two of them led me over to a small clearing next to another small black pond.  More scum grew across the surface of this one.  Brie leaned down and drew a leather bag from a bunch of tall, yellow grass.  "Our stuff is still here," she said.  "We need to start a fire without sending a smoke signal into the air.  I wonder how we'll do that."  She faced me as if expecting an answer, then shook her head and looked at Stilt.  He had stopped swinging the chicken, at least.

I fell to my knees.

I couldn't walk anymore.

"Just sit."  Brie rushed over.  "We'll get water ready and then some food.  Stilt, can you please just kill that chicken?  I don't want to watch it."

Stilt wandered over to a rock and put the chicken on it.  As if injected with a new life, it made that sound again and flapped its wings, trying to escape.  Stilt grabbed another rock, and I looked away as a thunk sound followed.  The bird continued to flutter and Stilt hit it again.  And again.  "Chickens always do this when you take off their heads," he said.  I caught glee in his voice.  "You should look at this."

"Stilt, stop it," Brie said.  "The darkness is getting to you."  She faced me.  "He's not like this when we're in better areas."

Stilt's eyes were dark when I studied him.  It reminded me of how Mother had been when I was eight and she took me to the dark spot.  

I had to ask a question.  "Why do certain people get all mean when the land goes dark, and others don't?"  I had to keep my mind off the hunger.  And the death throes of the chicken.  I hoped it was no longer suffering.

Brie set a metal pot on the ground, the same kind that Mother used to make tea sometimes.  Brie went to work gathering dry sticks, of which there were many.  "Elves turn dark if they stay in places like this for too long.  Stilt's not always like this.  And if we linger here too long, he'll get worse.  We have to get him out of here.  So if you can help me by getting water, we'll be able to eat and drink and leave sooner."  Her eyes were pleading.  There was a memory there—a bad one.  "I understand if you can't."

I couldn't say no so I grabbed the pot.  It was heavier than I thought.  I dipped it into the stinking water, wondering how I ever touched this stuff before.  Now that I had put distance between me and Alric, the fear of everything else had returned.

Brie set up a cone of sticks and got the pot in the middle.  Stilt got up, holding the dead bird in one hand.  He grinned.  "Here," he said, tossing the bird at me.

I jumped and screamed and backed away.  The dead bird lay on the ground, its head smashed and bloody.  All my hunger vanished.  Sickness replaced it.

"Stilt!" Brie shouted.  "I'm sorry," she told me, picking up the chicken. "He's not himself right now."

"Wrong," Stilt said.  "I am myself.  You know that.  This is my original nature."

 Stilt's fingernails were long and his nose even seemed longer, too.  His eyes had taken on a scary shade of storm gray.  The elf I had met before we walked into the woods had disappeared.  He was changing at a scary pace, even faster than Mother had. 

"This darkness might be stronger than I thought," Brie said.  "He didn't get this bad this fast even when we were prisoners in the dark region."  Fear made her eyes glisten.  "Alric's growing stronger."

The trail didn't lay too far off.  I was just about to leave.  I'd have to find someone who wasn't Stilt and if Brie wanted to come with me, that was fine.  The elf was scaring me.  If we didn't get away from him, things would only get worse.

"Thinking of leaving?" Stilt asked.  He moved to stand between me and the trail.  

"No," I blurted.  

Brie faced me.  "It's a long story," she said.  "We need to get the food ready.  Can you pull the feathers out of that chicken?  Did the witch who kept you in the tower ever have you do that?"

"No," I said.  I wanted nothing more than to be away from there, but I couldn't go.  This girl and I needed to meet this Mary woman if she could help me figure out where the desert was and where to find Henry again.  I had nothing else to go on.  "Wait.  How do you know so much about me?"

"Your story is famous."  Brie's tone told me she had no time to explain.  "Mary will show it to you when we get there.  If we get there."  She put the pot on top of the pyramid of sticks and the water sloshed inside.  "Please.  Just pull the feathers from that chicken."

I went to work, holding down my nausea.  "My mother isn't a witch," I said, even though I knew that might be true.  My arms trembled as I yanked the feathers out.  The bird was dead, at least.  The more I worked, the more it looked like one of those pieces of meat that Mother brought home sometimes and cooked in the pot.  We were about to do the same thing here.

I missed her.  

At last, I had removed the feathers from the chicken and Brie had a fire going underneath the pot.  Steam had risen from the pot and I was tempted to walk over there and put my open mouth over it.  Even the water in the dank pond looked good.  I had to wet my lips.  Get my throat to stop feeling like paper.  I never wanted to feel like this again.

And meanwhile, Stilt stood there and did nothing to help.  Brie didn't even ask him.  He eyed the naked chicken I held with hunger in his eyes.  He was ready to eat, but not ready to lend a hand.

I hoped we could get him to a lighter area and soon.

Brie dropped the chicken into the water and we waited.

And waited, in silence.

Time passed, and the hunger turned to pain.  A headache was exploding between my ears and no one dared move as if trying to conserve energy.  I sat on the dead grass, breathing slow, trying to make all the discomfort go away.

This must be what death in the desert was like.

Where Mother had told Alric she would send me.

After some time, Brie stopped the fire by kicking dirt onto it and Stilt drew to the pot, looking in.  "Done," he said, plunging his hand into the pot.

"Stilt!" Brie shouted, reaching for him.

He reached up and pushed her away.  Brie kept her balance and caught herself on the trunk of a huge tree.  She sagged with hurt, much like Mother had.  

Anger surged through me.  I stood up, not caring about anything else.  "Leave her alone," I said to Stilt.  "She made this food, and this is how you treat her?"

Water splashed as Stilt foraged for the chicken inside.  His face turned wild.  Ravenous.  He drew his hand out of the scalding water and glared at me.  "Mere mortals won't speak to me that way.  If I say this chicken is mine, it's mine.  I'm the one who caught it."

"And I plucked the feathers and Brie cooked it," I said.  "I'd never treat--"

The words died in my throat.   

I'd just treated Mother this way after she had taken care of me for so many years.

"Stilt.  Listen," Brie pleaded.  "You'll feel better if you let us all eat and we get you to a lighter area.  You know you will.  Set the chicken back and we'll split it up.  Then we can leave.  We only have to walk a few more hours before we leave this kingdom.  I'm sure the other kingdoms are still fine."

"It was your idea to come here," Stilt told her.  "We didn't have to look for the other stories.  You wanted to help Mary find them all.  You should have known it's hopeless to fight against Alric and the darkness.  Soon all of Fable will be like this."

"There have been victories," Brie said.  "Mary said something about a couple who reversed the darkness in their kingdom only a few weeks ago, so it can happen here, too.  We need to help Rae find this Henry and once they're together, things will go back to normal here."

"Forget it, Brie.  Our story didn't end the way it should have, remember?  Why should the others have to?"

"Ours was different.  We were already in the dark region.  It made no difference whether it ended the normal way.  These stories out here need help."  Brie was raising her voice now.  Her eyes watered.  The tension in the air grew thick.  "You need help."

"You're only doing this because of what we did.  Of how we made things worse."  Stilt smiled again.  He was enjoying Brie's pain.

"Stop it.  Please," I said.  "Let's eat and drink and get out of here.  We will not accomplish anything by arguing amongst ourselves when Alric could draw closer any second."  I turned and waved at the trees.

And stopped. 

A bright flash of green met my eyes.  On the ground, where I had been sitting for over an hour, was a patch of fresh, living grass.

Brie saw it at the same time.  She drew closer and stopped at my side, mouth falling open.  She faced me.  "Rae—was this here before?"

"No," I said.  "It was dead."  This was just like the light spot I had left this morning.  I felt as if I had been going through the land, leaving teardrops of life behind me.

Which meant that Alric could track us.

"Rae, I think there's something going on here," Brie said.  "Things just don't pop back to life in these dark areas.  Did you do something to the grass?"

"I sat on it," I said.  Heat rushed to my face.  I didn't understand why.  "That's all."

Brie took my arm and stared at it.  "You have magic," she said.  "I can feel it.  It feels the way Stilt's does when he's not in a dark area like this."

Stilt was biting into the chicken behind her.  Panic exploded.  He would eat it all and leave us nothing.  We would die out here. 

But Brie didn't notice.  "Maybe you can heal," she said.  "Mary says if some powerful dark beings—like Alric—stand in one place too long, a new dark spot forms.  You might be the opposite, Rae.  That means we need to get you away from Alric as fast as we can.  It could even have something to do with your hair and why it's so long."

"I..." I stammered.  "I heard my mother saying I have some kind of magic, but I don't know where it came from or why my hair is so much longer than everyone else's.  Before I climbed down from my tower, I thought this was normal."  I held up my hair.  I was a strange person out here in this world and I didn't like that.  

"No one cares about your hair," Stilt said, chewing and letting food fall from his mouth.  "Though if you give it over, I will let you have a few bites of this chicken.  It looks like gold and might be worth something."

"I can't just give you my hair."  I couldn't imagine life without it.  Mother needed it.  If I gave it up, and she had nothing to braid when I found her again, she'd stay dark forever.

Brie held up a hand.  "Do you hear?"

Stilt dropped the chicken back into the water and listened.

Cawing.

Lots and lots of cawing in the distance.

"Ravens," Stilt and Brie said together.  

I had never heard so much bird noise in my life.  The cawing got louder as if they were coming this way.  There must be thousands of them.  An army.  

Brie's eyes got huge.  "We need to hide.  Alric might have sent them to look for you.  Birds are not a good way to die.  They'll take your eyes out."

Terror exploded as Brie grabbed the pot and ran under the thickest tree.  I followed her.  She left it against the trunk and gathered the sticks in one swoop and threw them into the woods.  The cawing got louder and louder, almost like thunder.  The leaves overhead were thick enough to hide us.  

Stilt scowled.  He remained in the clearing.  "That was my food.  I should tell them you're here.  They're not after me."

"Stilt!" Brie's eyes opened wide in panic.  "You wouldn't."

"I can't believe I ever helped you," Stilt said.  "I should have left you to King Henrik."

Brie grabbed his arm and yanked him under the tree.  I pressed against the trunk.  The thick leaves formed a roof over our heads.  Would the ravens notice the tiny spot of life in the clearing?  If Alric could talk to birds, he might have told them to look for something like that.

I held my breath.

The cawing grew louder.  They were on the march.  I'd never heard so many birds in my life.

Stilt stood there next to us.  He wrenched his arm from Brie's grip.  

And smiled.

"Please, Stilt," she said.  "You will regret this later.  This is what Alric wants you to do.  He wants you to be like this.  Do you want to make that guy happy after what he put us through?"

"He's winning," Stilt said.  "You can see that."

And he took a step towards the clearing.  Brie reached for him but he swatted her hand away.  

The cawing reached a peak as the flock spread out overhead.  The flapping of wings sounded just like a roar.  They weren't high off the ground.  I couldn't see them through the leaves, but a single black feather rained to the ground in the clearing and the sky darkened.  There must be thousands of ravens out there.  

Stilt took another step.

An idea popped into my head.  I grabbed my braid and held it out like a rope.  Brie and I reached for Stilt but I got to him first.  I took my braid and wrapped it around his neck from behind, pulling him back.  Brie seized his arm.  Stilt reached up for my braid, but I found the strength to pull him back and the elf crashed right into me.  We all crashed into the tree trunk as the thunder of the birds continued overhead, masking the sound.  

Stilt kept a grip on my braid.  He struggled for breath.  I couldn't let him go.  Brie mouthed something at me, but it was lost.  The elf pulled against me, trying to pull away.  His leather hat hit me in the face.  My scalp tingled and turned warm, the same as it did when Mother braided it.

Black feathers rained down.

Please, I thought.  This had to work.  We were all going to die if it didn't.

Brie pulled at my arm, trying to get me to stop, but whatever she was screaming was drowned out by the ravens.  At last, Stilt gave up struggling and slumped against me.  I had to work to breathe.  

And at last, the army of birds grew fainter and fainter.  They had passed over us, leaving dozens of black feathers on the dead grass of the clearing.  

"Let go of him," Brie said.  "He can't breathe.  Please.  Let him go."

Her grip was painful on my arm.  I loosened my braid and Stilt slumped forward, catching his breath.  He grabbed at his neck with one hand and let the other splay out on the ground.  

I couldn't peel myself away from the tree trunk.  Everything that had just happened seemed like a nightmare and I hadn't yet woken.  An awful feeling filled me, like I should get punished for this.  It wasn't real, and I was somewhere else.  I had done something bad to Stilt.  

But then the elf stood.  

He turned and faced us.

"Stilt?" Brie asked.

He looked better than ever now.  His eyes had gone to a beautiful blue, and they were even brighter than they'd been when I first met him back in the village.  The elf's skin had an inner glow even more vibrant than before.  His fingernails had returned to their normal length and his face was a lot less pointed.  

He looked friendly.

The ravens grew even fainter.  They hadn't spotted us.  I took a breath.  

"I feel better," he said.  He faced me, mouth falling open.  "You did something with that hair.  I feel better.  The darkness has gone away."

I dropped my braid.  It went toppling to the ground.

"I..." I managed.  "This is what I do for my mother so she feels better, so I thought it might help you, too."

Stilt smiled.  There was no evil in it now.  "You strangle your mother regularly?"

"No.  I let her braid my hair."

Brie let out a sigh of relief.  "Stilt," she said, taking his arm and wrapping him up in hers.  "You're back.  You're back."  She touched her lips to his, and I flinched.  I'd seen nothing like that before.  For a split second, I wondered how it would feel to do that with Henry.

He was still out there.

What if the ravens had already found him—or would find him soon?  He'd stand no chance if he was blind.

Stilt and Brie remained in each other's arms for a long time.  Did friends always touch each other like that?

And I fell to my knees again.

All the strength had left me.  Spots bloomed in my vision like glowing flowers.  Like the magical rampion growing in that dark spot so many nights ago before my life crumbled.

I fell to the ground.  

"Rae!" Brie shouted, but it was a thousand leagues away.

I let the darkness take me.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

"How are you feeling?" Brie asked.

I took another bite of the chicken.  After I had passed out, Stilt and Brie had propped me against the tree and let me drink some water from the pot.  It was cooling now, which made it tolerable.  It had a funny, almost bitter taste to it, but Brie had insisted that after the boiling it wouldn't kill us.

"Better," I said.  "I think healing Stilt might have drained me too far."

Brie held up the pot, and I took another drink.  Stilt paced around behind her, munching on his own piece of chicken.  He'd taken a tiny piece, I noticed, and he faced the ground as he walked.  He felt terrible about what he had almost done.  It was there in his eyes.

I wondered what Brie and Stilt had said to each other while I was here, waking up.  What friends did when this kind of thing happened.  

My ears still rang a little from my passing out and I took another bite of chicken.  I would live.  I had put off eating for way too long, but at least the ravens hadn't come back.  We would have to watch out for them until we got out of this kingdom.

"Thanks," Brie said.  "Thanks for making Stilt better.  He can't control himself when the darkness gets to him.  All elves are like that.  Put them in the lighter areas, and they're fine.  But in the dark areas, the worst of them comes out.  I think we need to keep you with us until we get out of here.  You might need to heal him a couple more times before we get out of here.  That's why you need to eat.  That, and I don't want to see you drop dead."

Brie smiled.  I smiled back.  I liked her.  Now that Stilt wasn't dark, I even liked him.

Maybe the world was more of a mixture of good and evil.  I had to find the good parts.

"I agree," I said.  I was glad I had these two with me.  Three people were better than one out here.  I wouldn't have known how to find food for myself.  

And I could do something useful.  The thought of it felt good.  

Could I help people out here?  

Help fight back this darkness?  

It was no wonder Alric had sent so many ravens to search for me.  I wondered if Mother was still trying to stop him and if he had done something to her to get her out of the way.  He was the worst person I'd seen out here, even worse than the darkened Stilt.  

I finished the chicken, not caring about the mess I made.  Stilt ate his meager portion and tossed a bone down in the tall grass.  "This will attract rats," he said.  "Let's be out of here before they show up."

Brie helped me to stand.  "Are you feeling all right?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Able to walk?"

"Yes.  I think."  Strength was returning to my limbs even though the chicken had made me feel more hungry than I was before.  I hoped that my stomach would settle.  We might not have time to stop again for food and water before we got out of this kingdom—however large it was.  

I didn't even know how big my kingdom was.  

Mother hadn't told me a lot of things.

We made our way back to the trail and walked.

The landscape didn't improve at all as we walked.  Brie and Stilt seemed to be right that the border to the next kingdom was still distant.  I was glad to see that this forest had more of the thick, dark trees than the dead ones.  They offered better cover.  I thought of all those black feathers left back at the clearing and how low and numerous those birds must have been.  They might circle back around. 

"Do you know anything about rampion?" I asked.

Brie faced me.  "Rampion?  I don't even know what that is."

Stilt nodded.  His inner glow seemed a bit fainter now as if the surrounding darkness had gone to work on him again.  Brie was right he would need at least another healing.  I had more strength now.  It might not be as much of a problem.

I'd survived all of Mother's.

"It's a vegetable," Stilt said.  "In Fable, it's rare.  It's full of light magic and sometimes grows from where falling stars land.  At least, that's what Queen Nori of the Star Kingdom says.  She and Mary are good friends and they've done a lot of talking ever since Mary got here from the other world.  Mary knows so much about our stories that even the royalty here consults her.  She came to Fable with a book in hand, a book that Alric wants to take from her."

"The other world?" I asked.  "So there is one."

Stilt kept talking.  He checked the cover above us.  "Mary used to be a librarian there."

"What's a librarian?" I asked.

"Someone who takes care of a whole building full of books," Brie told me.  "The book she has—it's called Grimm's Fairy Tales.  It's got over two hundred stories in it.  Stories that have been in the imaginations of the other world for hundreds of years.  That's where this world, Fable, comes from.  For a long time, this world has been fine.  All of us get reborn over and over, and we act out the same stories again and again.  But now Alric is messing with that."  Brie looked right ahead into the gloom.  The trail was growing narrower.  "I don't know if things will continue that way for much longer.  If Alric wins, there won't be a Fable left."

I shuddered.  I looked around at all the sadness.  A spot of gray, ominous sky peeked through them.  I could believe her.

"So the answer to Henry is in her book," I said.  

"It should be," Brie told me.  "I'm sure it is.  We can fight back."

I hesitated, then pulled the dry purple blossom from my pocket.  To my shock, it was more purple than before, more vibrant, but still dead.  "This is a rampion flower," I told them.  "I saw this growing in a dark spot two weeks before this whole place turned dark and I had to leave.  The plant was making the other plants around it turn light and better.  Then Alric stepped on the plant.  It was still there when I fled home, so I picked this."  I handed it to Stilt, who turned it over.  For a second I feared he'd close his fist around it, but the evil had gone and he gave it back.

"Poor thing," Brie said, eyeing the flower.  "I'd keep that if I were you.  We need to tell Mary what you saw.  It could be important for getting rid of the other dark spots in the world."

I turned the flattened blossom over again and again in my palm.  This plant and I had so much in common.  There had to be a link.  

It might even be in that book.

The three of us became silent as we walked for what felt like an hour, then two.  I watched Stilt as we did.  He said nothing and kept his eyes to the ground as if he couldn't bear to look at Brie.  They weren't holding hands now.  Their friendship appeared to be crumbling like my tower.  I wished there was something I could do to help.  But this might be something that even rampion couldn't heal.

 

* * * * *

 

It was almost evening when we spotted the border.

I didn't need to ask Brie or Stilt what it was.  Ahead, two pairs of stacked rocks stood guard on either side of the trail, and beyond it stood green trees and vibrant, living grass.  And flowers.  Lots and lots of yellow flowers.  I hadn't realized how beautiful colors were until I had missed them for so long.

"We're almost out," Brie told me.  

I breathed a sigh of relief as we crossed over the threshold.  I hadn't realized how much dread had gathered inside my stomach until it dissipated.  My limbs felt lighter.  I felt free.  

It was the first time I'd felt like this since leaving home.

Since, ever.

It was a strange feeling, not having the confines of a tower holding me back.  Brie smiled and slid her hand into Stilt's as if they had left the tension between them back in the darkness.  Greenery exploded around us and the colors I had loved as a child all came rushing back.  The reds of the tulips.  Even the sunny yellows of the dandelions.  The sky spread overhead, deep blue and soothing.  Birds sang as if daring to open up at last.

I would never take this for granted again.

"So where are we now?" I asked.

"Fox Kingdom," Stilt said.  "Just be glad you weren't here a few weeks ago.  It was dark for about half an hour, but it went back again.  Another story had fallen, but from what Queen Nori told Mary, the couple in question could fix it and drive Alric away."

"That's a relief," I said.  "It won't turn dark again, will it?"

Brie shrugged.  "I don't know."

We continued to walk, and I stole a glance back at what we had left.  A wall of gray and brown and dark green drew farther away.  I breathed in the fresh air.  The dark spot had been stale in every possible way.  Here, the air was cleaner.  

I felt better with each step I took.

"I hope those people think straight and get out of there," Stilt said, pointing to the path behind us.

"But can't this get reversed?" With each step I left my home behind.  Those people.  Mother.  Henry, maybe.  "Those birds won't come this way, will they?"

"I don't know," Stilt said.  "They're dark birds.  If they stray out of dark areas, they'll become neutral again."  His inner glow was coming back.  I had only needed to heal him once more during our trip, about an hour ago.  At least I would no longer need to do that.  I imagined that Brie was also grateful.  

The forest got thinner as if relieved that the darkness hadn't spread out this far.  It seemed to stay limited to kingdoms and certain regions.  Good.  If the entire world was dark, I couldn't imagine surviving much longer.  

"We'll reach Mary's village in the morning," Stilt told me.  "It's on the border of the Fox Kingdom and wild forest.  Spending the night out here won't be as bad as spending a night back there.  Brie and I already did that in the village and even that was unpleasant."

The light faded, and we searched for a place to spend the night.  We found an ancient oak with acorns all around its base and climbed that.  I once again used my hair to hoist myself up and then dropped it to allow Brie and Stilt to climb as well.

"Are you sure?" Brie asked.  "Doesn't that hurt your head, having people use your hair as a rope like that?"

"I'm used to it."

Brie and Stilt tried to be careful, but it still pulled like mad.  They settled on a branch on the other side of the trunk as me and I got as comfortable as I could, watching the colors fade below.  The purple flowers faded to their familiar, soothing blue and a wave of homesickness washed over me.  I wanted to throw up.  I wanted Mother to be here with her basket of food and the lantern's familiar, yellow glow, but I had left it back in the tower.  It was lying under rubble now, along with the rest of my life.

But at least there were no screams tonight.

No death.  

Once the blues had faded and only faint moonlight had taken its place, I closed my eyes and drifted off to sleep.

 

* * * * *

 

When I woke, the sun shined hope into the forest.  I shifted on the branch.  Below, Brie set up the pot on another pyramid of branches and got more water boiling.  Stilt was plucking weeds from the ground and he had the leather sack spread out on the grass.  On it rested several eggs like the ones Mother brought home.  Most of them were brown, but a few paling green ones had joined them.  

I climbed down from the tree, landing better than I had before.

"Hey," Stilt said.  He picked another weed from the ground.  Dandelion weeds.  Mother hated them and always wanted them out of her garden.  "How are you feeling?"

There was no trace of darkness in Stilt today.  I couldn't believe this was the same elf who had almost gotten us killed back in the clearing.  

"Hungry," I said.  I looked around, but we were the only three people here.  We'd gone far enough off the trail to hide us from the view of anyone passing.  Around us, the whole forest glowed in green and gold.  "Why are you picking dandelion greens?"

"Because you can eat them.  You didn't know?" Stilt asked.

"You can eat dandelions?"

Stilt walked over and dropped them next to the pot.  "We've got to get our veggies somehow.  There isn't a market out here.  I didn't want to risk stealing any chickens from the farm I found half a mile from here, so I made away with some eggs instead."

"Those come from chickens?" I asked.  Mother had never told me where eggs came from.  I'd always assumed someone made them, like butter.

Stilt laughed, but not in a way that made me feel stupid.

I helped boil the eggs, which was something I had seen Mother do plenty of times.  I couldn't stop thinking about her and Henry.

Brie boiled the greens, and we waited for our food to cool.  After eating the bitter greens and the eggs, I once again felt stronger.

"You're always so good at stealing," Brie told Stilt.

"Do that sometimes," he said.  "I left the farmer two gold coins for the eggs, so I hope that makes up for this."

"We should hurry," I said.  "Mother's still out there and she's still sick with darkness.  I have to get back to her after what I've done."  

Brie faced me.  "It sounds like you owe her nothing."

"But she's my mother," I said.  "She's done everything for me.  I have to go help her."

Her features shifted as if she wanted to tell me something.  But Stilt spoke before she could.  "She kept you a prisoner for your entire life.  I think she only kept you because of what you could do for her.  It sounds like she's not a nice woman.  Rae, you should not have to go back to her."

"I know a lot about that," Brie said.  She took a step closer as Stilt went to work putting the supplies back in the sack.  "I used to spin gold.  My adoptive parents only kept me around because I helped make them rich.  The same thing is happening to you.  Your so-called mother is holding you hostage because of your hair and your magic."

"Because she doesn't want to be dark," I said.  "She's scared of it.  That's why I have to be there for her."

"What has she ever done for you?" Stilt asked.  He hiked the sack up.  "She's kept you locked in that tower.  Think about that.  Your story must be to free yourself from her.  You also need to find that guy who she used those brambles to attack."

It was no use.  "Let's be on our way," I said.  I didn't want to face these thoughts.  They confused me.  "Maybe Henry went back to his old kingdom?"

We found the trail again.  Brie faced me.  "Did Henry say which kingdom is his?"

"He said he was the son of King Franz the Second, I believe."

Stilt and Brie stopped on the trail and faced each other.  Brie's mouth fell open.

"What's the matter?" I asked.

Stilt cleared his throat and Brie backed up as if she were uncomfortable.  "King Franz," he explained, "Got shrunken and imprisoned along with his entire kingdom by Alric only months ago.  Henry must not have been around when it happened, or he wouldn't be wandering around Fable right now."

A memory tickled at me.  "Henry told me he was there because he was investigating the dark spot near my tower.  Could he have been searching for a way to get to Alric?"

Stilt kept walking.  "If he was, I don't blame him for wanting revenge.  But I don't think it's a good idea to go up against Alric himself.  So far, no one has killed him."

 

* * * * *

 

We emerged from the forest a few hours later.

By then, I was so tired of walking I wanted to detach my aching legs and set them up somewhere so I could rest.  But strength returned when I saw that a village waited up ahead, and it was a lot more calm and peaceful than the one back in the other kingdom.  This one had plenty of houses with straw rooftops and a clearing in the center with more of the strange birds—chickens—pecking the ground.  No panicked crowd gathered in the middle, wondering what to do.  This place was alive and well.  Women in black dresses worked in a field nearby and an old man with a pitchfork hung around outside his house as if waiting to yell at someone.

Stilt and Brie wasted no time introducing me to anyone.  They escorted me past the old man in a hurry who scowled at me as I passed and held my braid close.  Stilt knocked on the wooden door of a small house near the edge of the village and the door opened after a long moment of waiting.  

An old woman in a bonnet and a black dress like the others stood in the doorway.  She stood hunched and looked even older than any of the gray-haired ladies I had spotted at the other village.  For someone supposed to be from another world, she seemed ordinary enough.  In place here.  Her kind eyes welcomed us.  Wrinkles drew closer together as she smiled.  "Come on," she said.  "I see you've brought someone.  Do you have any news for me?"

"We do," Brie said.  "You had better sit down.  The Stone Kingdom is dark."

Mary shuffled over to a table in the middle of the house.  This room was so small.  People lived like this?  And the inside of the house smelled of dirt.  I couldn't imagine having that in the air all the time.

When she reached the table, she turned to us and raised a finger at Brie and Stilt.  "How dare you," she said, wagging it.  "How dare you not let me sit down before you give me news like that?"  But Mary was smiling.  She was only jesting.  It was something that Mother never did. 

I let my braid fall to the floor.  At least it was wooden planks here.  Mary watched it gather on the floor and a knowing look came over her face.

"Do you--" I began.

But Mary was already leaving the room.  "I think I see."  Shuffling sounds came from the next one and my curiosity grew to where I wanted to follow her, but Brie and Stilt were waiting, which I took as a cue I should do the same.  Mary returned with a thick, leather bound book with golden letters on the front.

The book.

She set it down on the table with care and opened it.  It made a creaking sound.  The book looked as old as she.  Mary flipped through the pages as if she knew what to look for, and at last she arrived at one with an illustrated tower.

I drew closer, not breathing.

It was my tower, complete with the single window and the loose bricks that led up to it.  The world went silent as I stared at the beautiful text right below it.

Rapunzel.

My full name, the one that Mother had used only a few times.

"All right," I say.  "This is all a story.  I need to know how to fix it and make the darkness go away.  I understand that.  What am I supposed to do?"

Mary faced me and put one wrinkled hand on the book.  She was serious now.  "What has gone wrong?  You know what that is."

I didn't waste time explaining.  We were in a hurry here.  "The young man I'm supposed to be friends with.  He's missing."

Mary turned away and flipped through the text, tracing it with one finger.  She muttered to herself as my heart pounded.  "Was he chased from the tower by the enchantress?"

"Yes."

"Did he land in thorns?"

"Yes."  This felt like a dream.  Did I have no privacy? Brie drew closer, and I was glad for her comfort.  She must belong to a story, too.  It made me feel less alone.

Mary faced me.  "Then your story has progressed the way it should so far.  But something stands in the way of your happy ending.  I don't know what that is.  Maybe Alric has made sure you and the young man can't reunite.  Or it could be something else that is keeping you from your goal.  It might be up to you to figure that out."

"I don't know what it is."  I waited for Brie and Stilt to say something, but they remained silent.  This conversation was between Mary and I only.  Frustration rose inside of me.  "All I know is that I need to get to Henry before Alric kills him.  What if the kingdom's dark because he's already dead?"  Deep down, I knew that might be false.  The Stone Kingdom started going dark before Henry and Mother even met.  

Mary flipped through another page.  "Don't lose hope yet.  In your story, the enchantress sent you to the desert after she caught you and the young man together," she said.  "It is there that you meet the man again.  That could well be the reason that your kingdom has gone dark.  If you don't go to the desert, you will never reunite and your story will not end properly."

"I don't know the way there.  Mother said the desert has a tower hidden in a valley of cliffs.  Alric knew the place."  

Mary held up a finger.  "A lot of deserts dot the dark region, but it sounds like the one closest to the border.   To get there, you will need to go through the wild forest until you reach the dark region.  When the road forks, turn right."

Stilt cleared his throat.  "I think I know which desert that is.  Where is the tower?"

"I don't know," Mary said.  "I've heard of it but have never seen it.  You must ask when you get closer."

I didn't like the look of fear on her face.  "The dark region?" I asked.

"It's the part of Fable that's evil.  All the time," Brie told me.  "Alric rules it now, but it's always been that way."

"It could even be where the enchantress who's kept you prisoner came from," Mary said.  "I know she's allied with Alric."

"Mother doesn't like Alric," I said.  I felt an urge to defend her, despite her horrible actions.  She hadn't been able to help but throw Henry out the window.  "She's not evil so long as she braids my hair.  It saved Stilt.  I have light magic and it can heal the darkness."

"I'm not surprised," Mary said.  She turned back to the page with the tower.  "Let me see.  I remember there's a reason for that.  It's right--"

Stilt jumped.  "I hear cawing."

My heart leapt and Mary closed the book.  

He was right.  

The cawing was returning.  It was very distant, but there, floating in through the still-open door.

Stilt seized my arm.  "We need to get away from Mary.  If Alric knows where she is, it's all over."

"But I thought those birds were neutral out here," I said, following.

Mary slammed the book shut and rushed into another room without a word.  The three of us burst outside.

The cawing got louder, but the ravens weren't visible yet.  Forest surrounded this village on all sides.  The women were running back towards their houses, baskets of vegetables in tow.  The old man herded the chickens towards a low building that had ramps and doorways only high enough to permit entry to the birds.  They scampered inside as if sensing the coming danger.

"They become neutral.  It takes time," Stilt said, not stopping.  "If they find you here, they might kill everyone in the village."

Stilt let go of my arm and the three of us ran through the village.  The sound grew louder, and I checked to make sure the flock hadn't come into view yet.  All clear, but I knew any second, the black cloud of ravens would crest over the forest and come right for us.  Around us, doors slammed and shutters closed.  These people had dealt with this thing before.

I had to leave for their sakes.

The forest seemed so far away.  And these trees weren't close enough together to hide us like the dark ones had.

"That won't work," I said.  "The birds will find us.  We need another idea!"  

We all stopped, and I whirled in a circle.  Why couldn't we hide in a house?  

"The barn," Brie said.  "The hay."

"Good idea," Stilt said.  The thunder met my ears now.  The ravens would appear any second.  I wasn't even sure which way they were coming from.  Alric was expanding his search.

Brie ran to the right, and we followed.  A large building looked over all the houses and I saw that it had no windows.  Brie pulled open the door, and we piled into a darkness that smelled of hay.  I sneezed.  Stilt and I pushed the door shut and darkness swallowed us.  

"How are birds going to not look here?" I asked.  Tiny pinpoints of sunlight were blinding in the dark and my eyes adjusted.  There didn't seem to be any holes big enough to let ravens through.  

But even in here, the thunder grew louder.  

"Up this ladder," Stilt said, pulling me through the dark.  "There's a hay loft up here.  We need to bury ourselves under it.  They might try to peek through these holes."

I flailed and my hand hit something with bars.  I grabbed on.  This thing might be like the bricks back at the tower, meant for climbing.  I didn't think too much about it.  I scrambled up the bars and my hands met dry, dead grass.  The hay.  

"Bury yourself under it," Brie said.  

I went to work burrowing like a terrified gopher.  The hay smell grew overpowering as the birds' cawing reached a horrible pitch outside.  They must be over the village by now or close.  They had at least cleared the forest.  Next to me, Stilt and Brie went to work doing the same.  I could barely breathe with the weight of the hay pressing down on my back.  I felt like no one would find me here ever again.  Someone's hand brushed mine and stayed there.  

And at last, the hay cleared and I could peek out from the huge pile.

I sucked in a tiny breath of fresh air.  There was a small hole right in front of my eyes that looked over the village.  And what I saw made me hold it all over again.

A black cloud had settled over the village.  The cawing continued and birds descended from it, landing on rooftops and grass and dirt.  A stray chicken tried to flee, only to get caught up in the crowd of ravens.  It ran in circles, unsure what to do.  No one remained outside.

The entire cloud descended at once.  The roof of the barn sounded as if someone had dropped thousands of stones on it.  Skittering echoed above.  I flinched.  There was nothing but cawing outside and the ground was black.  Ravens jumped up and pecked at windows.  Many tried to crawl under doors but failed.  But most of them were pecking at the thatch straw roofs, trying to invade every home in the village.  Pieces of straw flew.  Ravens burrowed down inside buildings and flew out again.  They were doing a thorough search of the place.

Now I knew why Brie and Stilt hadn't wanted to hide in the houses.

And they were pecking at the roof above us from the sounds of it.  I burrowed deeper inside the straw, so much that it toppled back down over my face.  If they got in, they would search here if they were smart.  They would land on our pile and peck until they found us, and then there would be no escape.

I closed my eyes.

I would die here and it wouldn't be fast.

The pecking grew louder.  I imagined the barn's roof black with ravens.  Thuds sounded on the surrounding walls.  They were trying to find a way in.  

But at last, the sounds died down.

The ravens cawed as loud as ever, but the pecking abated.  It was as if a storm were calming into a gentle rain.  

And I could hear my own thoughts now.

Someone shifted next to me.  "I think they're going neutral," Stilt said.  "We might leave the barn in a few minutes."

"It's about time," Brie said. 

"They only just left the dark area," Stilt said.  "Animals don't go back to normal right away.  We should stay here a little longer to make sure they're not dangerous."

We waited for several more minutes and I poked my face out of the hay again.  The ravens still blanketed the ground and the rooftops, but now they seemed to caw at each other like they weren't sure why they were there.  They reminded me of the scared crowd back at the other village.  

"They're normal again," Brie said.  "We need to leave, just in case.  If Alric shows up, all of them might go back under his command.  He can control animals sometimes even if he's not in a dark area.  And if that happens, we're dead.  He can't be far."

Terror squeezed at my heart at the thought of walking through all of those birds.  But this might be our only chance.  

I pulled myself out of the hay and felt around for the ladder again.  I found it and scrambled down, unable to stop myself from cringing as the ravens cawed all around us.  They had this whole village covered.  Brie and Stilt landed next to me and Stilt opened the door a bit.  He waited there, a dark form against the light trying to invade the barn.

"We're safe," Stilt said.  "They're not showing any interest in me."

And then he opened the door the rest of the way.

"Stilt!" Brie shouted.

I squinted.  The ground was black and moving.  Ravens scrambled out of Stilt's way and he took a bold step outside.  Nothing attacked him.  The birds feared him now.  "Get out of here," he said, picking up a rock and throwing it.  More of the birds took off into flight and landed several dozen feet away.  He faced us, grinning.  "I think we're safe."

Brie and I followed.  The ravens were busy pecking the ground like the chickens had.  The one lone chicken still tried to push through the crowd and get to the small chicken-house.  No one else dared to come out.  The ravens were here until they felt like leaving.

We walked through them and more of the birds took off into flight.  They perched in the nearby forest, turning the trees black.  I had never imagined so many birds.  This might be all the ravens in all of Fable.  Alric had enslaved an entire race.

But at least they had broken the spell.

"Where are we going?" I asked.  Stilt was guiding us to another barn, one on the other side of town.  

"We're grabbing a carriage.  We need to head for the desert.  Now."

My heart leapt.  "That sounds dangerous."

"Which is why we're taking the carriage," Stilt said, opening the doors to the second barn.  Several large wooden boxes waited, and they had seats inside.  And four round things in place of legs.  I had seen nothing like them. 

"How do these work?" I asked.  

"We have to attach horses.  They're in the stable.  I'll get them.  I'm sure Mary won't mind if we take them.  She'll understand."  Stilt walked through the birds and broke into a jog as more of them scattered.

"Horses?" I asked Brie.  "What are those?"

"You'll see," she said, getting leather straps ready.  "You need to stay out of that tower, Rae."

"Seeing as it's crumbled, I have little choice," I said. 

"Well, you need to stay away from your mother.  That's not the way a person should live."  Brie shifted leg to leg.  "Let's go get food while Stilt is getting the horses."

We moved fast.  I kept making sure that Alric wasn't coming out from behind a building.  It made sense he wouldn't want to lose his connection with his army of birds.  He might have sensed it already and may come to make sure he could get them back.  My limbs trembled as if I hadn't eaten in two days.  Brie raided the chicken house and pulled out a lot of eggs, then placed them in her leather sack.  She also entered another building that smelled of bread and stuffed several loaves into the sack.  She had just finished when Stilt returned with two huge animals behind him.  They were brown and white on four legs and very muscular, with long faces and big, soulful eyes.  

"Horses," Brie told me.  "They pull the carriage for us."

We headed back to the other barn and Stilt and Brie tied the horses to the device.  Stilt opened the door for me.  "In," he said, waving me in with a smile.  "We'll get there much faster with this carriage."

"Do you know where to go?" I asked.

A flash of pain came over Stilt's face.  "I've been in the dark region before.  I know where the desert Mary speaks of is but I've never visited."

The seat in the carriage was hard when I sat.  Stilt got in the front while Brie joined me.

Stilt muttered something to the horses and then the entire box moved.  I jumped and held onto the seat.  Brie set the sack down on the floor.  It bulged with supplies. 

"Hold on," she said.  "This will not be a fun trip."


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

We took the road that Brie and Stilt said led into the wild forest.

The farther we got from Mary's village, the more I regretted not asking her more about my story.

I hadn't been able to with the sudden attack of the birds.  I wished I could read the text inside that special book to see what else my story held.  Mother had brought me plenty of books from her trips to the market when I was a child so I could pass the time.  I used to read the nursery rhymes.  Stories about sailors and adventurers.  All stories had a beginning, a middle, and an end.  

Mary had said nothing about my beginning or why I was full of light magic.  The answer must be in that book and now I couldn't see it.  It wouldn't be a good story without the answer.  

We traveled for one full day through the forest.  This forest remained bright and alive mostly, except for some dark spots that stayed far back from the road.  However, we had to go through two that stretched across the road and the horses whinnied with nerves each time.  A hornet bumped against the outside of the carriage when we passed through the first dark spot.  We left behind a hanging nest as Stilt hurried us through.  The second dark spot was even bigger and took much longer to get through and I spotted another red-eyed rat rummaging through rotten leaves and foliage.  We left that spot behind.

The light got long and tired and that was when I noticed the forest getting dimmer and dimmer.  With each league the leaves grew darker and the trees thicker.  The gloom increased, and we even passed a murky pond almost as black as the one I'd gotten forced to hide in.  The dread feeling bloomed in my stomach again.  

"Are we already close to the dark region?" I asked Brie.  The carriage had taken us much farther than walking would have, but this seemed too close to Mary's village.

Stilt answered for her.  "We are," he said.  "The dark region doesn't have a border like dark spots do.  This is the transition zone where things get worse.  We have already covered three days' worth of walking down this road.  This is why I wanted to bring the carriage.  I think we should stop here for the night before we end up in a terrible place.  This might be our last night of safety."

Stilt pulled well off the road and the horses settled down in the underbrush.  It wasn't easy, sleeping in the carriage, but we could close the doors and fasten them with the twine that Brie had packed.  It felt a little better, not being in the open, but I hated that I was on the ground.  Mother had always told me that height meant safety.

I wanted to leave Brie and Stilt snoring on the floor and go climb a tree, but at last, I slept on that bench.

The next day was worse.  We woke early, before the sun had risen, to light that was grayer than what we had left behind.  The three of us ate jerky and bread while Stilt drove the horses to a stream that wasn't dirty.  The horses drank and chewed at the grass that grew around it.  There was a lot of work in keeping horses healthy.

The forest only grew darker the farther down the road we went.  Weeds grew up everywhere now.  No one dared come this way often, and we had to follow tracks in the grass after a while.  Thistles rose in a plague and the horses had to fight their way through and the dread feeling only grew stronger.  I glimpsed a narrower trail that led to a cottage far back from the road, but the building was dark, desolate and abandoned.  It sat behind a swamp that had rotten logs with white mushrooms growing everywhere.

And all the while, the sense of dread grew stronger.  The horses got slower and Stilt kept having the crack the leather strips to urge them to keep going.  

"This is Alric's territory now," Brie told me.  Her face was pale in the dim light.  It was nothing but gray now, and just as bad as my home had become.  But at least the ravens hadn't returned.  Stilt would have to pull under some trees if that happened.  "We're in the dark region."

"I agree," Stilt said.  "I can feel it working on me.  Rae, I will need your, um, services before the day wraps up.  If you weren't with us, I wouldn't be venturing into this place at all.  We had to let the last girl come this way alone."

"Last girl?" I asked.

"There are other stories," Brie said.  "She must have saved hers, because the entire forest back there didn't turn dark."

"How come you are on such a mission to save all the stories?" I asked Brie.  "You seem like you're very passionate about it."

Brie turned away.  "I don't want to talk about it."

Her words were heavy and sad.  She sounded the way I felt about leaving Mother and Henry behind.  Only, if he was supposed to wander to the desert, I might not have left him behind at all.  

"You have a story, too," I said.  "You haven't told yours."

"I don't want to."  She got a little sharp, and I balked.

We didn't speak much for the rest of that day.  The forest remained dark and unchanging except for the occasional swamp and the water that came almost up to the road itself.  In the distance, we heard shouts once, but nothing else.  Stilt tensed on the driver's seat until they faded.  He muttered something about bandits and cracked the leather strips again, which Brie told me were called reins.

The second night was worse than the first.  We slept in the carriage again, which Stilt pulled very far away from any brambles and swamp water and far from the road.  We made extra sure to keep all the doors to the carriage shut, and the horses tried to lie down, but kept shifting with nerves.  The poor things had to sleep in the open.

Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled.  I'd heard them before from the tower, but had never seen one.  Mother said they could get vicious sometimes.  The darkness here would make one dangerous for sure.

The forest didn't thin until the middle of our third day.  At last, it gave way to fields of dead, yellow grass and openness which made me nervous.  We broke from the trees and into the full gray light.  Dead trees dotted the landscape and a distant village stood on top of a hill.  The low, brown buildings looked like dots from here and more of the dead trees hung around the place as if standing guard.  

Stilt pulled the carriage to a stop and one horse snorted.

We were at a fork in the road just as Mary had predicted.

"What's going on?" I didn't like how open all of this was.  Villages existed in the regular dark region.  I'd thought the entire area would stay deserted of most people except for bandits and guys like Alric.  

The village was to the right where we had to go.  To the left stood a huge pile of rubble dotted with bright green.  The deadly brambles.  They seemed to like ruins.  Perhaps they had consumed the former inhabitants.  The road went right past there.  Stilt eyed, and it shook his head.

"The desert is past that village," he said.  "It will be another day before we reach its border.  I'm not sure if we should go through there.  The dark region is home to all the worst parts of our stories."  Stilt faced me.  His eyes were clouding over with darkness.  "I'm sorry, but I need your help.  Again."

I'd grown used to the treatments.  I nodded an apology to Brie as I scrambled to the front window and handed my braid to Stilt.  He undid it and went to work braiding it again.  My scalp warmed as the magic came to life.  

Brie laughed.  "Stilt, you look so silly braiding hair like that.  In the regular world, you'd get laughed at."

"I'd get laughed at here," Stilt told her.  "I'd get laughed at anywhere.  Just tell no one I have to do this."

"Why?" I asked.  "What's wrong with braiding hair?  Tower all my life—remember?"

"Guys aren't supposed to do it," Brie told me.  "It's considered something that only girls should do."

"Why?  They have hands just like we do."

Brie sighed and let her hands slap to her skirt.  "A lot of rules make little sense when you think about them.  You'll find a lot more that Stilt and I don't even notice because we've lived with them all our lives.  You put things into perspective."

I was enjoying the conversation.  This was the most relaxed I had seen Brie and Stilt so far.  

We might even become friends.  Not good friends like Brie and Stilt were with each other, but a different kind.  Until Henry, Mother had been the only other person in my life.  

There was so much more outside of that tower than she had told me.

I wasn't sure if I could go back to that life even if some of this was unpleasant.  The outside world might be worth exploring further.

Stilt finished and returned to the reins.  His eyes were bright blue again as if he had never set foot in the dark region.

"You had better not get us lost," Brie said.  "Mary didn't give us any information more than this."

"I won't get lost."  Stilt spoke with confidence.

Brie nudged me.  "This is another rule.  Men will always say they're not lost when in fact, they might be.  And they always refuse to ask for directions."

Stilt said nothing to that.  He cracked one rein, and the horses turned towards the village.

"Are those people bad?" I asked.

"Not everyone in the dark region is bad," Brie told me, "just like not everyone in the light region is good.  But there are more bad people than good people.  We'll go through fast unless Stilt needs to stop and ask for directions."

"I do not," he said.

Brie and I giggled.  

Yes.  We were becoming friends.

We drew closer to the village which remained distant even after an hour.  Brie kept checking the sky for ravens, but none appeared other than an occasional pair which ignored us.  "I don't think Alric expected us to come this way," she said.  "But he might think we're heading to the desert.  He knows the stories as Mary does and he's one of the few.  I'm worried about his magic mirror.  King Henrik stole one from a queen who lives here in the dark region.  When we—when King Henrik fell into the underworld, Alric took his place and now he has it.  You can use it to travel from place to place."  

I gulped.  "So he can go right to the desert if he wants."

"Maybe," Brie said.  "The thing is, he needs shiny surfaces like water or other mirrors.  He needs to use those to come through."

The memory hit me full force.  "My mother turned her mirror around in the tower.  He came out of that.  And the dark spot.  It had a pond."

"That's how he works," Brie said.  "We—never mind."  She cast her gaze to the floor.

The village drew closer.  There were two women working out in a field that had seen better days.  Crops struggled out of the hard ground and this looked like a dark, sad version of Mary's village.  "What kingdom are we in?"

"I don't know," Brie said.  "There are kingdoms in the dark region.  I think it all belongs to Alric now even though there are kings and queens out here."

"Why are these people staying here?" I asked.  "It makes no sense.  This road leads to better lands."

Brie shrugged.  "You have a great question."

The women looked up at us as we rolled closer.  We passed the first houses, which looked like much older twins of the ones in Mary's village.  The straw making up their roofs was old and graying.  Bricks lay crumbled around foundations and I wondered if the next strong breeze would take down the whole village.  A small child cried somewhere.  I couldn't believe people were having children here.  How did they feed everyone?  The field the women were working in had only an occasional plant struggling out of the cracks and I spotted no livestock.

The village was small, much smaller than Mary's.  We went through a courtyard of weeds, stones and dirt and emerged on the other side, and fields of dead grass stretched out once more, dotted with the dead trees.  Our carriage rolled up between two big, low buildings.  One had laughter coming out of it.

And ahead, the road split into five narrower ones, all going in crazy directions.

Stilt stopped us.  "This wasn't here before.  Or maybe it was.  It's been a long time since I've come out this way."

"Which road?" Brie asked.  "I thought you knew how to get to the desert."

Stilt sat there as if thinking.  A horse snorted.  "I know where to go.  I think."

"You might need to ask someone which way the desert is," I said, and then remembered that one rule Brie told me about minutes ago.  "These people don't look too dangerous.  I'm not the best judge of that, however."  I looked to Brie, expecting her to laugh, but her face was serious.

"We're at two inns," she said.  

"Inns?"

"They're places where people can pay to sleep for the night," Brie told me.  "That one looks like a dive over there."  She pointed to the one on the left, which was dark inside with the door hanging open a little.  Then she faced the one on our right, which had light coming out of it and more laughter.  A smell like bread wafted out.  It was so out of place here in the dark region.  Whatever was happening inside might keep these people alive.  

Stilt sighed and jumped down from the driver's seat.  "Fine.  I'll ask," he said.  "Don't move unless you spot Alric or his forces coming." 

And then Stilt walked towards the bright inn and vanished inside, letting the swinging door shut behind him.

"Will he be okay in there?" I asked.  

"It doesn't sound too bad in there," Brie said.  Her stomach growled, and she faced the leather sack that held our supplies.  Our bread was getting dry, and the jerky was getting monotonous.  I craved fresh vegetables right about now.  And fresh food.  The smell was intoxicating as if something inside were inviting us into the inn.

We waited.

And waited.

The laughter continued and some men and even women cheered.  They must have fun in there.  I kept waiting for the swinging door to come open, but no one ever walked out for even a breath of fresh air.

After about fifteen minutes, Brie opened the carriage door.  "I'm checking on him.  He might have gotten distracted."

And Brie walked towards the inn and vanished inside.  The door swung shut behind her like some big wooden mouth.  

I leaned against the wooden bench and waited.  The revelry continued inside and Brie didn't return after some time, either.  I counted the seconds.  Then, the minutes.  I grew more nervous.  They should have asked for directions by now and gotten back out here.  We should be on our way to Henry.  Out here, we were wasting precious time.  Alric could draw closer every second.

Five minutes.  Then ten.  I started my count again at sixty and counted the eleventh minute when I decided that I'd had enough.

Something was wrong here.  The laugher and the bread smell was too good to be true.

I got out of the carriage, leaving the horses there.  One looked at me with big, sad eyes as if begging me not to go.  

I wondered if I would return.

Keeping my hair in my arms, I hesitated at the door, and then pushed it open with my shoulder.

It was another world inside.  The light was yellow and warm and fresh boards creaked under my feet.  Tables stood everywhere and people filled every chair.  Glasses filled with a brownish liquid I'd never seen the likes of waited in front of every patron.   Many more empty ones balanced on the tray of a young woman weaving through the tables.  Men and women held cards and slapped them down on tables.  Coins slid everywhere from person to person and gathered in stacks between the players.  People were playing games here, ones that involved lots of money.  Mother and I had played cards before, but never like this.

Nearby, a man in gray slapped a card down and his companions all groaned.  No one looked at me.  These people were more immersed in this than I had been in the books Mother brought home for me.

And then I spotted Brie and Stilt.

They sat at a table in the back with a young man and woman who were shuffling cards.  Stilt already had cards in his hand and the woman was dealing out to Brie.  She took them and studied them as if they contained the directions we needed.

A flash of anger swept through me and I marched through the card players, bumping into chairs and almost crashing into the server woman who was delivering another glass of the brown liquid to a man.  These people seemed to be under some kind of spell.  Brie dealt a card, and the others placed theirs on top of it.  

I grabbed onto Stilt's shoulder.  "What are you doing?" I asked.

Stilt faced me.  "Hey, Rae.  Sit down.  We have room for one more."

"I thought we were asking for directions," I said.  "Get up.  We need to leave."

Brie gave me a disgruntled look.  "Why are you so against us having fun?"

"You're not acting like yourselves," I said.  "We need to get to the desert.  Now."

Stilt placed his card on top of the stack and raised his hands in the air.  "Yes!" he said, sweeping all the coins on the table towards him.  "Another round?"

"Stilt!" I shouted.  "What is wrong with you?"  

Then I felt it.

The cold, sharp magic of this place, lurking under all this light like an evil undertone.  It wasn't unlike Alric's, but not as strong and more diffuse.  I could sense it rising from the floorboards and seeping out of the walls.  My mind clouded, and I wanted to sit down at that table and join the game even though I couldn't guess the rules.  

A curse filled this place.

The horror of it washed through me and I shook off the feeling.  I whirled in a circle, facing everyone in the inn.  No one looked up from their games.  Many of the tables had gathered cobwebs under them.  One man had a leather sack sitting next to him.  That, too, had cobwebs growing between it and the floor.

I grabbed my braid and wrapped it around Stilt's chest.  "This place is full of dark magic.  Stilt!  Snap out of it."

I pulled tighter, binding him to the chair he sat in.  My scalp once again warmed.  Stilt dropped the coins on his lap and fell backwards.  He crashed to the floor, chair and all, while coins scattered everywhere and rolled under tables.  My braid flopped down on his chest and he blinked. 

At the table, Brie stood.

"Get up," I ordered Stilt.

He blinked again and sense came over his face.  Stilt sprang up, pocketed all the gold coins he could, and ran around the table to take Brie's hand.  "You're right," he said.  "Brie.  Let's go."

She pulled against him.  "We only just got here."

"We need to leave," I told her.  "You'll thank us once we're outdoors."

I grabbed Brie's other arm and let my braid trail behind me as we forced her through the tables.  She didn't give much fight.  Stilt's winnings clinked in his pocket and I knocked right into the guy with the cobweb-covered luggage.  He grunted and went back to his game.

How long had some of these people been here?

Stilt and I pushed the swinging door open, and no one paid us any attention.  The cold, prickling feeling vanished and Brie blinked as if waking up from a dream.

We stopped there several steps away from the inn.  The laughter and partying continued inside.  No one had even noticed us leaving.

"You can let go of me now," Brie said, sheepish.  "That place.  Something is wrong with it."

"This is the dark region," Stilt said.  "It's full of things like this.  I can't believe I waltzed in there, thinking getting directions would be a simple task."

"No more inns," Brie said.  "At least, not like that.  It looks like whoever goes in there never comes out."

"I don't know what story that's from," Stilt said.  "We should ask those women in the fields where the desert is.  I don't think they're dangerous, but all three of us should go.  Then we need to get us and our horses out of here.  They must be--"

Stilt's mouth fell open as he faced the road.

And then I saw why.

Our horses and carriage were missing.

The horses hadn't moved up or down the road.  They had vanished as if a hole had opened in the road and swallowed them into some underworld.

"That's impossible," I said.  "They were just here.  I was only inside the inn with you for a few minutes.   They couldn't have wandered very far."

Stilt tensed and searched around.  "Someone must have taken them," he said.  "They're around here somewhere."

I looked around at the village.  The women had left the fields even though that meant they must have moved faster than any person should.  I had a bad feeling in my gut that had nothing to do with the natural dread of the dark region.

"How much time passed since we were in there?" Brie asked. "I think we lost a lot more than it seemed in there."

Stilt shook his head.  "I don't know.  This is strange.  Were those women out there when you came in?" he asked me.

I nodded.  "They were picking the crops.  I don't know where they went."  The village remained empty up and down the road except for some smoke rising from a long, low brick building on the other side of the settlement.  The wind blew, and the smoke wafted towards us, carrying a meaty scent.

Brie and Stilt looked at each other.  "Think we know how these people stay alive?" Stilt asked.

"We check that," Brie said.

The three of us walked towards the low building, which had double doors.  I didn't understand why, but I followed.  One door sat open and the bad feeling inside me rose to a scream by the time we halved the distance.  All I could think of was those horses' big, soulful eyes, and I hated myself for leaving them behind.

Stilt held up one hand to tell us to stop, and he crept up to the double doors. 

And peeked inside.

He turned his head to adjust and only looked for a few seconds before he turned to us and frowned.  His face had paled and some of his inner glow had died.  His expression remained somber as he rejoined us and waved us away from the building.

"We were in that inn for much longer than we thought," he said.  "Our horses...they...I suppose the people in this village need to eat somehow.  That's why they have the cursed inn here.  We're on foot now."

"They're cooking our horses?" I asked.  

Stilt said nothing.  He felt for the money in his pocket and waved us down the road.  Brie walked behind him, shoulders down.  Sadness crushed us like my crumbling tower.  Those beautiful animals were no more.  I thought of the way Stilt had crushed the chicken's head back in the forest.  How did these people kill larger creatures?

I had left them to their deaths.

How many hours or days had passed since I entered the inn?  I'd failed the horses.  I'd gotten used to their grunts and snorts and even got to pet them in the last few days.  

"Our supplies," Brie said.

"We must buy new ones.  I have money," Stilt said, even though he didn't sound happy about it.  It still jingled in his pocket.  "Just not at this village.  There will be others.  We shouldn't stay here any longer than we need to."

"We still need directions," Brie told him.  I could tell she was trying not to think about the horses.  She focused on the dilapidated houses.  

"Right," Stilt said.  "I'll try that other inn.  The one that doesn't look like a trap."  He shook his head and dragged his feet on the dust.  "I should have known."

We followed the elf and Stilt vanished into the old, dilapidated inn.  I held my braid and waited, and Stilt emerged from the darkness a minute later.

"There was an old man inside," Stilt said.  "He told us to take the second road from the left and we'll reach the desert in a couple more days.  He also told me we're the first people to escape the other inn.  And that we spent ten days inside."


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

My stomach turned.  "We can't save the others?"  I gathered my hair tighter.  "We know how.  They must have been in there for years."

"We can't take the risk," Stilt said.  "Besides, they're safer in there."

"I suppose you're right," I said.  "They're fed and watered and that woman is taking care of them."

"You're speaking from your life in the tower," Brie said.  "We need to come back and liberate them from that place as soon as we have time.  But first we need to make sure Rae's story ends the way it should.  We'll worry about those people later.  They're not in danger like the people back in the Stone Kingdom are."

"Speaking of food and water," I said.  "Mother told me that deserts don't have much of either."

"You're right," Stilt told me.  "But there must be something out there if the enchantress was planning on sending you out there to live.  We just have to find it.  I asked the old man in there if he had any canteens for sale.  He said the next village might have some but that we'd need to be careful."

Inside the cursed inn, people continued to laugh and play games, not knowing how much time was passing outside.  Some of them might have been in there hundreds of years, never realizing the truth.  It made a sad feeling sweep over me.  

Was I much different, being in that tower all my life?

But I followed Brie and Stilt when they waved me down the road.

We took the second road from the left.  

And walked for what felt like forever through open country.

The dark forest grew more distant behind us and turned into a line on the horizon.  We had gone miles.  The grass remained as dead as ever with rough weeds being the only living plants.  We walked over a stream near to the village that gurgled with clean, but weak water.  We all stopped to drink some of it.  It wasn't as good as the water Mother drew from the well, but it was better than the black death that made up most of the ponds out here.  The dark region wasn't unlivable.  Just very difficult.

As we moved on down the dusty path, the grass grew even deader and the skeletal trees farther apart as if they were making room for something.  The air grew drier somehow and a hot breeze blew against my face.  It got tiring carrying my braids and Stilt offered to carry the weight for a while.  By then, the darkness was creeping over his eyes and he needed it.  Brie didn't even draw close to him or grimace when I said yes.  I walked, glad to have the weight off my head for once.

The second village came into view towards dusk as the gray sky above grew darker.  The sun must be close to the horizon, but you never saw it out here.  We hurried our walk and reached the tiny hamlet just as the last light was fading.  A single lantern hung over the door to a building that reminded me of the cursed inn, but I couldn't hear any laughter from inside.

"Is it safe?" I asked.

"I don't know," Brie told me.  "It's hard to tell out here."

"You said not everyone is bad."

"True.  But that inn didn’t look bad,” Brie said.  “Still, we can’t sleep out in the open.  There are wolves in the dark region that aren’t nice.”

I shuddered.  I’d seen two wolves before from the tower, out scouting around the forest, but neither one of them had paid me any attention.  Mother said wolves came in packs and could be dangerous sometimes.

Brie opened the door under the lantern and peeked in.  “I think it’s safe,” she said.  “No one’s even in there.”

“Is anyone even in this village?” Stilt asked, rubbing his hand through his hair.  He replaced his leather hat and entered the inn.  “Hello?”

Brie and I followed.  There was a clay pot on the counter and no one sitting in the chair.  Stilt dropped three of the gold coins there and shrugged at us.  “This is better than spending the night outside.  I hope they're happy with what we're paying.”

Just then, a howl cut through the air.  It didn’t sound very far away, either. 

Brie rushed over and shut the door.  “Much better,” she agreed.  “We’ll die out there.  I wonder what happened to the carriage?”

Stilt shook his head in the dim light.  "I don’t know.  But I think the old man was right about us being in the inn for so long.  Our horses…they looked picked over.  I think the villagers smoked them and had been eating the meat for some time."

My stomach turned, and I was glad I had no obligation to eat.  

But that also meant that Mother and Henry had been out there in the dark for too long.

A search of the inn confirmed that no one else was here. Whoever maintained this place must not want to deal with the company.  Perhaps bandits liked to stay here, and the innkeeper preferred not to have their throat cut, but needed the money.  The howling continued outside, sometimes farther away, sometimes closer.  Brie was right.  We wouldn’t have survived out there for long.

We found empty rooms with fresh-made beds.  Each one of us took a room, and I flopped down on the bed and closed my eyes.  I felt tired again from the walking and even the dread feeling in my gut didn't bother me anymore.  I had grown used to this darkness.

How were things getting back in the Stone Kingdom?  Weeds would grow over the rubble of my tower by now and Henry might have wandered far away if he’d survived.  I imagined him traveling through darkness, trying to feel his way through the trees and the swamps, searching for the man who had destroyed his kingdom.  

I wondered if those people in that village had starved yet or hurt each other.  Or perhaps they had fled to Mary’s village.  I hoped so, for their sakes.

And I wondered if Henry still thought about me.  Mother had scared him.  Henry didn’t have a choice but to flee for his life.  

That was, if Alric hadn’t found him first.  Alric could eliminate Henry and the Stone Kingdom would be his forever.  I might do this for nothing.

At last, I rolled over and fall asleep.

 

* * * * *

 

“Good morning.”

An ancient man sat behind the table where the clay jar had been the night before when we gathered at the inn the next morning and stepped out into the main room together.  At first, I could barely see him, he was so short.  Then I realized he had pointed ears and his eyes were dark like Stilt’s had been before I had cured him.  The old man set one hand with long fingernails on the table and let them scratch.  There were several marks there already that I hadn’t noticed the night before.  

He smiled.  

His teeth were a yellow-green color, and I tried not to shudder. 

“Morning,” Stilt said.  “We didn’t see you last night, so we dropped money into your jar.  You got it, right?”

The old elf smiled again.  He spoke with a voice like rough, dead bark.  “If I hadn’t, the three of you would be dead right now.  I’ve killed many a bandit who thought they could stay here for free.”  He reached under the table and pulled out the clay jar, shaking it.  Our coins made a loud noise inside.  “Coins are nice.  Very nice.  We elves love deals and bargains and you can always count on us to keep them.  My brethren in the underworld will love to have this.”

Stilt shifted like he was uncomfortable.  “We do,” he agreed.  Stilt stepped forward as if trying to shield Brie and I from the old elf.  This was what they all must look like in the dark region.   

I didn’t like this elf.  I swallowed.  “How far away is the desert?”  I thought again.  “Wait.  Where is the tower hidden in the valley?"  Henry would wander there eventually.

The elf faced me and smiled, leaning in his creaky chair.  “I can think of one,” he said.  “It is almost another days’ walk from here, but very hard to find.  Perhaps for a price, I will divulge that information.”

Stilt faced us and grimaced like he expected this.  Brie frowned at me and shook her head. 

“What’s the price?” I asked.

“That pretty hair of yours,” the elf said.  “Let me keep it and I will tell you how to find the desert tower.”

I backed away, and a chill swept over me.  Stilt shook his head.  "We can't do that," he said.  "There must be another deal."

"I want no other deal," the old elf told him.  

I couldn't give up my hair.  Not yet.  Stilt needed it to function here in the dark region.  But we also needed to find this tower of which the old elf spoke.  I thought about those people back in the Stone Kingdom and Mother, trapped in her own dark cell.  Freeing them all depended on it.

I cleared my throat.  "Do you want to touch my hair first, to make sure it's what you want?" I asked.

The old elf's eyes lit up.  It was a predatory look, and I hated the thought of him touching my braid.  "I would very much so," he said.  "Come here and let me see."

"No," Stilt said.

But I pushed past him.  We would not get much farther without the information.  I could only hope that the light magic within my strands would soften this old elf up.

I lifted my braid and set them down on his table.  It landed with a soft thump.

The old elf seized my braid so hard that I leaned forward.  "Not so hard!" I shouted.  My scalp had already warmed.  The old elf ran the strands between his fingers, admiring the gold, and I wanted it to stop.  It was so creepy, so strange.  "This hair is so unusual," he said.  "I have seen nothing like it.  I wonder what the elders would say about this."  He smiled at me, showing his disgusting teeth.  "Perhaps they would reward me.  Girl, we must be on our way."

"On our way?" I asked.  I forced myself to stand there and wait for the old elf's expression to soften, for his eyes to grow lighter.  But with this elf, the process was slow.  Much slower than it had been with Stilt.  

"We never agreed to any deal," Stilt said.

"I consider the deal closed," the old elf said.  "She comes with me, hair and all.  The hidden tower is ten miles straight ahead on the road, behind a jutting cliff that's shaped like a wall and has a single tree on the top of it.  It is the only structure in the desert for dozens of miles, and the only thing left of an unfortunate kingdom.  There is a cave between two boulders you can use to get inside the valley."

I tried to wrench my hair away from the elf, but he smiled and held on tighter.  "A deal's a deal," he said.  "You're coming with me."


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

Brie and Stilt moved.

Stilt lunged over the counter and punched the old elf.  I had never seen someone punch another person in my life, but the thunk sound it made turned my stomach.  The old elf growled and let go of my hair.  I gathered it up and Brie grabbed my arm.

"Come on," she said. 

The two of us ran from the inn, ramming into the swinging doors.  Stilt bolted right out behind us while the elf uttered what might be curse words in another language.  We burst out into pale gray light and Stilt searched around for something.  "We need to block the door."

I spotted an old wooden container next to it, one rounded around the middle.  Before I could say anything, Brie got behind it and attempted to push.  I joined her and the container slid across the dusty ground.  We shoved it right in front of the door just as the old elf ran into it from the other side.

"What have you done?" he asked.  "You must keep your end of the deal.  Let me out, elf brother.  You know the code."

Stilt backed away as if hurt.  "We need to go.  We know where to look now."

The three of us ran away from the inn, leaving the elf cursing and yelling behind us.  He clawed at the door, making a horrible scraping sound.  The noise didn't fade until we had gotten way out of the village and well down the road.  Until we had gone well out into the dryness and the despair.

Stilt slowed and caught his breath.  "He will be back."

Brie said nothing, but the look on her face said she agreed.  "We need to get a lot farther away.  But that elf will know where we're going."

"I agree," Stilt said.

"Can we go back and make sure he's very trapped?" I asked.  

"Elves are crafty," Stilt said.  "Ask me how I know.  We're not nice when we're dark."

I shuddered.  "The desert.  We have to go there next and we have no food or water.  Even I know that's not a good idea."

Brie looked back at the village.  No one was out.  Perhaps the old elf was the only resident and the entire thing was a trap to make sure he could steal supplies from bandits and survive.  "Would there be supplies back there?" she asked.

Stilt nodded.  "It will be a risk to go back there and get them.  I'm sure that elf's stashed things from the bandits he's killed there."  He swallowed.  "We can't go into the desert without water.  That will just be a slower death.  Come on.  That barrel looks like it's still holding, but our friend will be out, eventually.  It sounds like he has access to the underworld from that inn."

I did the hardest thing I could have done.

I followed Brie and Stilt back into the village.

The scratching noise and the cursing had stopped.  The wooden container—the barrel—still stood in front of the door like a short, squat guard.  The windows to the inn were small, high, and made of the transparent material Brie and Stilt called glass.  I tensed, waiting for the old elf's face to appear in the windows, but they remained empty.  

"Why didn't he turn good when he touched my hair?" I asked.

"It looks like he's been dark all his life," Stilt said, "and for much longer than I ever was.  It would have taken a lot more to heal him than me."

"Does this underworld have over one entrance?" I asked.

"Yes," Stilt said, opening the door to a small house.  "I don't even know them all.  I'm sure he will come out of another one and seek us out.  Elves don't rest until they've taken what they want.  Or until they die."

My stomach grew upset, chasing away any hunger.  

Stilt entered the small house and came out a minute later with some small, hard containers with lids on them.  He must have caught my confusion.  "Canteens," he told me.  "There are dozens of them in there and some boots.  He's been using these houses as storage."

"What's a canteen?"

"It's for holding water," Brie said.  "Any bandits out this way would have them with the desert so close.  It looks like that old elf has been collecting stuff here for a long time.  I hope we don't find where he puts the bodies."

Stilt opened the front door to the next house.  He made a face of disgust and closed it.  "Why did you ask that question?" he asked.  "Our friend has been doing this for a long time."

A horrible taste rose in my mouth.  This town was nothing more than a trap and a graveyard.  The dark region was awful.

Brie and Stilt found jerky in another one house which served as a another storeroom for the evil elf.  Brie filled a leather sack with as many of the pieces as she could and slung it over her shoulder.  I asked if I could help carry it, but she pointed out I had my hair to deal with.  

"We need that more than anything," she told me, nodding at Stilt.

The village remained quiet as we found a well and Stilt filled several canteens from the bucket he drew out of it.  He tasted the water.  "It feels okay," he said.  "It must be, if that elf has been using it for some time.  This might be the last water we'll find out here.  From the looks of this place, we're close to the desert."

He was right.  The air was drier here, dustier.  Even the green weeds were farther apart than they had been at the first village with the other trapped inn.  We were heading into a different area.  The dark region was just as varied as the light region was.

Stilt turned in a circle.  "You think we should burn this place down?"

Brie wrinkled her nose.  "It might be a good idea.  Only it might let our friend out."

"Maybe we shouldn't," I said.  

"He will kill more people if we don't," Stilt said.  Then he thought for a minute.  "The smoke might alert Alric where we are if he's following us.  We'd better not.  We might have been in that other inn for two weeks, but that doesn't mean he's not in the area.  A low profile might be better."

I agreed.  I hadn't thought about smoke.  

We left the village once again, the leather sack full of supplies and watching the skies.

 

* * * * *

 

Even though the sky remained as gray as ever, the temperature increased the farther we got down the dusty road.  The dead grass thinned and the dead trees stopped appearing after a few hours as we trekked on.  It was hard to avoid slurping down the water after a while and Brie had to mention we should conserve it.  

"This looks like it's becoming a desert," she said.  

"That's where we need to be," I told her.  My heart raced.  I might see Henry soon.  And the thought of who else might be out here made a chill run down my back despite the growing heat.  Alric could have cut ahead of us with ease and made his way to the hidden tower to wait for me.  He knew the stories.  He knew I would head out there and that he could find me or Henry if he waited long enough.  "Do you think the dark wizard is waiting?"

Stilt paused.  "He could be," he said.  

"Then what do we do?" I asked.

"I'm not sure."  There was something more in those words, something I couldn't pick apart.  There was something Stilt wasn't saying. 

The landscape only got worse the farther we walked.  There were no more villages on the horizon anywhere.  The one we had left behind had even faded into the dust.  The thought of passing back through there to get home was almost as bad as the thought of reaching the desert tower.  

Later in the day, the last of the dead grass vanished behind us, leaving only cracked earth and dust as far as we could see.  The road became reduced to some faint tracks in the sand.  The only plants remaining from here on out were dead shrubs and strange green stalks that had needles growing from them.  They were creepy.  When I asked Brie and Stilt what they were, Brie said that they were cacti and that they grew in deserts in the other world, too.

"We can open those up for water if we need to," Stilt said.  "They store it inside of them."

"They look dangerous," I said as we walked past one.  The spikes were almost as bad as the deadly, meat-eating brambles.  "They won't attack us, will they?"

"No," Stilt said.  He raised his hand to his forehead and looked straight ahead.  "Get down!"

I panicked and dove to the dust, but not before I glimpsed what Stilt had seen.

A moving, black cloud on the horizon.

The flock of ravens.

I faced the cactus as Brie landed next to me.  A small hill rose ahead, blocking the ravens from view.  My heart raced.  We had no cover out here.  If they found us, we were dead. 

I waited to hear cawing and the thunder of a thousand wings, but only silence stretched out.  An insect buzzed somewhere, but no other sounds joined in.  Brie kept her face down, not daring to lift it from the sand.  Stilt crouched next to us, trying to crane his neck to look over the hill.  He ducked his head back down again and again.

"How close are they?" Brie asked.

"They're miles away.  But birds have good eyes," Stilt said.  "If they don't go away, we won't be going any farther.  Or we must find another way around and risk getting lost out here."

Minutes crawled by and the sun grew hot on the back of my dress.  Stilt did a check every few minutes, and I feared we would lay here for a long time when he stood.  "They're gone," he said.  "The whole flock went back under the horizon."

I joined him and Brie and I dusted ourselves off.  Sweat beaded on Brie's forehead and she took another drink from her canteen.  "I don't know if we should continue."

I thought of Mother and Henry.

"The two of you should go back.  I'll continue on my own.  Henry and my mother are counting on me."

"You don't owe your mother anything," Stilt said.  He stressed the word mother in a way I didn't like.  "I know she's made you think otherwise, but that's how people like that work.  Brie and I have dealt with plenty of them."

There was no point in arguing this with them.  They didn't have parents who were prisoners of darkness.  "I have to go on.  I don't want to put you in danger, so go back."  My heart ached.  I didn't want Brie and Stilt to leave me out here.  I liked them and I counted them as friends.

"Rae," Brie said.  She stood right in front of me while Stilt continued to watch the horizon.  "Maybe your mother isn't your mother.  Did you ever think about where you might have come from?"

"The tower," I told her.  "I'm from the tower and now there's nothing left of it."

"That's what she told you," Brie said.  "Maybe she lied to you.  I don't remember all of your story, but I'm sure that the woman who raised you isn't your true mother.  Your real parents are out there somewhere.  Maybe this woman you think is your mother took you away from them for her own need.  She's made you believe her lies because you knew nothing else."

I trembled even in the heat.  "She has to be my mother.  I knew no one else until now."

"I used to live in the other world, the one where our stories come from," Brie said.  "Before Stilt brought me here, I didn't know I came from here.  My real parents are somewhere in this world, too.  I haven't found them yet.  And yours might still be out there and they might miss you very, very much.  I know this is hard to hear, and I didn't want to tell you this.  But give it some thought."

I nodded, shaken.  

"You're saying she doesn't love me."

"I don't know," Brie said.  "But even if it comes to the worst, you have us.  We're going to the tower with you.  Alric won't be expecting you to have help."

Brie's face paled.  She feared something.  Something she hadn't mentioned yet.

And then she wrapped me in her arms.

I wasn't sure what to do, so I let her.  Brie's arms felt as hot as me.  I sensed friendship in the gesture, so I returned it.  "What's this?" I asked.  "What are we doing?"

"It's called a hug," Brie said.  "People who care about each other do it."  She let her words hang as we separated.  I could hear what she wanted to ask.  Your mother has never hugged you?

I had to walk.  I checked the horizon, but only gray sky continued.  "We should go," I said, kicking at the dust in the fading road.  

 

* * * * * 

 

The desert didn't improve as we continued, but the flock never reappeared over the horizon.  At least we knew whether Alric was out in the desert, waiting for us.  I couldn't relax when Alric could appear any second over every hill, waiting there in his red and black robe.

"We're lucky there's no water in this desert," Stilt said.  He took off his hat and fanned himself with it.  "Alric can't spy on us that way."

"But there are birds," I said.

"They might not stay here long," Stilt said.  "Even they need to eat and drink.  They must head to more fertile areas to survive and take breaks."

"Or maybe they're waiting to eat us," I said.  

"Don't say that," Brie said.  "The two of you need to stop filling my mind with so many horrible images."

"That's what the dark region does," Stilt said.  He faced me.  "Speaking of that, I will need your hair in a little while.  I can feel the evil creeping back."

I healed Stilt another twenty minutes up the trail.  It was when we finished that I noticed something on the horizon.

"Is that a cliff?" I asked, pointing.

Brie squinted.  There was something that looked like a huge stone wall up ahead and it was as tan as the surrounding dust.  If I looked close, there were colored bands running through it that almost looked pretty.  I'd read about cliffs in some books Mother used to give me.  This fit the description.

"It is," Brie said.  "I can't tell if there's a tree on it.  Or a cave."

"We have to get closer," said Stilt.  "It's still miles away.  I don't like this.  The ravens could hide behind that."

"We need to take the risk," Brie said.  "We can't leave that kingdom to Alric."

"Why are you so willing to risk yourselves?" I asked.  I couldn't understand how someone could care so much about a kingdom that had given them nothing.  

"It's complicated," Brie told me.

I thought about my experience.  "Did you do something you regret?  That you feel you need to fix?"

Brie kept walking, avoiding my gaze.  Stilt joined her.  I could sense the tension in the hot air.  A breeze blew, cooling my face.  I took another drink of the water, thankful it hadn't sickened me yet.

We drew closer to the cliff, and the flock didn't return.  I thought I spotted something dark on top of the cliff, and it took another hour of walking to confirm that it was, in fact, a tree, a dead one like the ones we had left in the desolate grasslands.

"That's it," I said.  "The tower is behind that."  

Mother wanted to send me out here.  

To live.  

I focused on the dread feeling in my stomach.  It was still there, resting like a sleeping beast.  

And she had never hugged me.

I turned Brie's words over again and again, wishing I had looked at Mary's book of answers.  

The cliff drew closer and at last we stood near its base.  The tree stood right above us like a sentinel keeping watch over whatever was behind it.  I reached out and touched the stone.  I relished standing in the shadow.  It felt great to cool off, and we leaned against the cliff, drinking our water.  

My skin was red and painful to touch on my arms.  So was Brie's and Stilt's.  "What's happening?" I asked, rubbing my finger down it.

"They're sunburns," Brie explained.  She eyed the sky.  "Even though there's no sun out here.  I guess in the dark region you still get all the bad things about deserts."

"Is there any way past this?" I asked.  The rock wall was even higher than my tower.  There were no handholds, no loose bricks to put the toes of my boots on.  "Or a way around? The old elf mentioned a cave between two boulders."

"We can check," Brie said.  "I don't think someone would put a tower behind this if there wasn't a way in."

"Maybe there used to be a settlement out here," Stilt said.  "Someone was trying to protect us.  But this is the dark region.  We can't expect anything good.  Let's find those two boulders."

We walked along the bottom of the cliff, leaving the faint road far behind.  I could imagine that there was an ancient settlement out here, buried under the dust.  This place held secrets.  The stone wall looked as if it had jutted up out of the sands like a monster.  It seemed impenetrable.  How was Henry supposed to get through here if it was his story to wander to this place?

Then I spotted it.

The two boulders, standing like guards at the base of the cliff.

And an opening in the stone, far ahead.

"There," I said.  "I see a doorway."

"A cave," Brie said. 

We reached the cave and took another drink of water.  I peered inside.  The opening looked like a dark mouth opening into the underworld itself, but the ground inside sloped upward, not down.  That made me feel better.

"I think this is the way in," Stilt said.  "I see no light inside and we have nothing to light our way with."

"There could be anything in there," Brie said.  "Some scary bandit or some treasure trove or some monster that will come up and eat us."

I listened.  The wind whistled through the void inside.  I couldn't see very far into the cave but there was no other sound but the creepy wind.

"We have no other option," Stilt said.  "I think we should go in.  At least we'll get out of the heat."

"I don't like this," Brie said.  "This is the dark region."

"I don't like it, either," Stilt said.  "But we have to reverse—we have to do what we have to do."

"Reverse what?" I asked.  "Did your story end the wrong way?"

Stilt nodded.  "In a way."

Cawing filled the air above us and my heart dropped.

The three of us bolted into the cave at the same time.  I crashed into Stilt and we scrambled uphill just as the thunder of thousands of wings sounded overhead.  The ravens were here.  This was their base.  Once again, they were out on the search, waiting for us to come walking across the desert.

I held my breath and stood there, watching the pale light outside the cave dim with the birds.  More feathers rained down, and the cawing reached a peak, then grew fainter as the ravens left.  Brie uttered a curse next to me.

"This is dangerous," she said.  "Alric must be inside these cliffs somewhere.  There's no way we can fight him."

I felt ready to be sick.  The ravens were still out there.  We could wait until they returned to their roost inside the cliffs to leave, but we would have to move fast to keep them from seeing us.  Or we could continue inside.  Henry might be in here.  So might Mother if she had stayed with Alric.  Even dark, she didn't want to destroy me.  Mother might still be an ally in all of this.

"We have to sneak around," Brie said before I could speak up.  "Going out isn't a good idea right now.  We're better off going deeper into this cave.  Let's link hands so we don't get separated.  And take small steps in case there's a drop off somewhere."

We felt around while the cawing continued to grow fainter, but it never vanished.  We had been in that inn for a long time.  Alric had time to set up camp out here.  We could well be walking into death.

But at least I had friends with me.

We linked hands and stepped uphill, taking it one step at a time, because there wasn't anything else we could do.  This could just be another trap like the inns.  The ravens outside got louder, then grew faint again.  They were searching the entire area for us.  For Henry too.  Henry wouldn't have a place to hide if they found him.

At last, light filtered through the darkness ahead.  It was faint, but my eyes got used to picking up little things in the dark.  I had practiced my entire life in the tower because there was nothing else to do.  "Do you see that?" I asked.

"See what?" Stilt's voice was quiet.

"The light ahead.  There's an exit up ahead."

It took another minute of creeping through the cave for Stilt to see it.  "Ah," he said.  "You're right."

"Well, when your hobby is looking out of your tower and watching every little detail around you, you become skilled at things like this," I told him.  

The cawing faded more as if the birds had moved on to another area.  I felt just a bit safer.  Once we got behind this rock wall, they might return and find us there, and then there would be nowhere to run.  There would be no turning neutral for them.  

And worse, Alric could be waiting.

The light got brighter and my eyes adjusted.  The cave sloped downwards now and the full brightness hit.  I squinted as I glimpsed sand and yellow weeds.  "We made it through," I said.

"Don't walk out there just yet," Brie said.  "We need to see what's waiting.  It could be a trap."

The three of us crept closer to the cave's exit and stopped.  

It was surreal.  I'd seen nothing like this.

We stared into a huge space surrounded by the high cliffs as if giants had put up a wall to protect this place.  Most of the space was sand and nothing else.  Some sand had blown against the walls and collected in heaps from years of wind.  This place was even more barren than the desert outside as if someone had erased whatever was here.

And in the center of this desolate space stood another tower.

It rose out of the dunes as if challenging the despair.  This tower wasn't as old as mine and was tan instead of gray, but it had a single window looking over the land and a dark red roof instead of a brown one.  Other than the color, it was the twin of the one I had left behind.

This was where Mother wanted to send me to keep me from Henry.

I imagined sitting up there all day long with nothing but sand and cliffs to look at.  There were no flowers here.  There wasn't a single patch of green.  

No wonder the ravens had left.  They needed to go seek food and water.  

I couldn't hear any of the cawing now, but perhaps the cliffs blocked the noise.  "Do you see anyone?" I asked Brie and Stilt.  

"I don't," Brie said.  "But that doesn't mean no one's in the tower.  We need to go out there."

I wondered how Henry would get out here if he hadn't already.  We might be too early or too late.  I took the first bold step out into the clearing and the heat beat down on me again, even with the lack of sun.  This valley in the cliffs was enormous, big enough to house a kingdom if only there could be water and life here. 

The sand was hard to walk across and I was glad Stilt had found me some boots at the elf's village.  The wind blew through the valley, erasing our footsteps as we went.  I was glad for that, at least.  We had to leave no evidence of us crossing.

I studied the window of the tower.

The structure meant to be my prison.

That was how I thought of it now.  Now that I had walked across the world, through good and bad, the thought of going back to a small, circular space was unbearable.  There would be no Brie and Stilt there. No Henry.  There would only be Mother and my duty to her.

I would heal Mother if I found her but I would not go back in that tower.

"I think there's a trapdoor," Stilt said.  He stopped at the base of the tower and pointed.  "It's kind of buried in the sand, but it's here."  

"A trapdoor?" I asked.

"A door that leads to the underground," Brie said.

"To the underworld?" I asked.

She wiped the hair from her forehead which was reddening.  "I don't know.  But there's something here.  Look."

They were right.  A set of doors leaned against the base of the tower.  They were just as red as the roof and it was clear they belonged to this tower.

I had a bad feeling about this, but at least we had a place to duck if the ravens came back.  "We need to look in there," I said.

"I was afraid of that," Stilt said.

"There's nowhere else Henry could be if he's here," I said.  My heart constricted.  This might be the only chance of him still being alive.  Of saving my kingdom from Alric.  

And there was no other way into the tower.

I leaned down, let my hair drop, and opened the doors.

Stairs spiraled down into darkness and a musty smell came up not unlike the one on the inside of my tower.  

But these stairs went down.  Not up.  

Something was wrong here.

"Who's first?" I asked.

Brie sniffed the mustiness.  "This doesn't seem like it should be out here.  I don't understand what all of this is."

"There's only one way to find out," Stilt said.

I took a breath.  "I'll go," I said, hating those words.  "This is my story.  I accept that.  And I need to make it end the way it should."  I let my eyes adjust to the dark as I tiptoed down the first few steps.  


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

Coolness washed over my skin as the three of us descended through the ground, leaving the hot desert above us.  Brie closed the doors behind her as the cawing returned, louder than ever.  The ravens were returning from their scouting trip and they had just cleared the cliffs.

And then, hundreds of little feet landed right above us.  The bird army had returned to its base.

They had us trapped.

"Make no noise," Stilt whispered.  "They might not know we're in here."

I grabbed onto the wall and descended.  I was eight years old again, going down those dangerous stairs with Mother breathing down my back.  With Mother not caring if I fell and got hurt.

With Mother who might have only kept me for what I could do for her.

The bricks were mossy and slippery and the air damp.  The desert hadn't stolen every drop of moisture from this place.  Brie and Stilt followed me.  A tiny sliver of light appeared on the steps and I walked past it.  Beyond this, it was pure black.  

When I was eight, I'd imagined an underworld under my tower.

This might be it.

And this time, I felt determined to explore it.

The stairs spiraled down, down.  These were sturdy as if someone had maintained them.  The musty smell got stronger the farther down we went until at last, a cool breeze blew against me.  It was a relief after the long trek through the sands.  

"Feel that?" I asked.  We had left the tiny footfalls of the birds behind us.

"I do," Stilt said.  "It feels like the breath of the underworld.  We're headed down into it.  Well, into its uppermost layers."

"Isn't that a bad thing?" Brie asked.  "I mean, we banished all those wolves into the underworld right along with King Henrik."

"You what?" I asked.  

"King Henrik was not a nice man," Stilt explained.  "He liked to force people to spin gold for him.  That's what he did with Brie and I.  Our only escape from his castle was to banish him.  He would have taken over all of Fable if we hadn't."

"Like Alric," I said.  "Will we meet this Henrik down here?"

"Henrik fell a hundred leagues into the earth," Stilt said.  "That is much farther down than this.  I doubt we will see him soon."

I didn't ask for any more information.  We continued down, and then a space opened and the cool breeze overtook me.  "We've reached the bottom."

I shuddered and held my braid close.  A void waited before us and I couldn't tell which direction was what.  But then I spotted a light ahead, a faint one that flickered.  "Do you see that?"

"This time, I do," Stilt said.  "I think that's a torch."

I didn't ask what a torch was.  It must have been something like a lantern.  We scrambled around and linked hands again, then walked forward into the darkness.  I wasn't sure how we would find the stairs again.

My new boots clicked against the stone.  Or brick.  I couldn't tell what it was.  The musty smell cleared, and we drew closer to the light.  As we did, I realized it was a fire on a stick, anchored to the wall with a metal bar.  This was a torch.  Light fell on Brie and Stilt as we entered its glow.  Shadows grew and shrunk under their eyes, making them both look creepy.

"I think we'll take this," Brie said, pulling the torch out of its mount.  Heat fell on me as she did.  "Someone's been here if this is lit.  Let's hope it's this Henry you were talking about."  She managed a smile at me.

"Henry might be blind.  He wouldn't light this device," I said.  

"Oh," Brie said.  The smile dropped off her face.  "Good point."

With the torch in tow, we moved in our little circle of light.  Bricks.  Lots and lots of bricks lined the hallway that we were moving down.  We walked for what seemed like forever.  Several passages branched off from this one and archways led off into darkness, but I heard no sounds other than our breathing.  We had touched on some kind of underground network.  I hadn't imagined that it was even possible to build under the sands like this.

"It looks like the lower level of a castle," Stilt said.  "Almost like the dungeons.  Only, it's not.  I think these passages might lead to other parts of the underworld."

More dread filled my being and the hair on the back of my neck stood up.  "I don't like that."

I blinked, and a few more lights—torches—lit an area far ahead.  As we approached, I noticed a large space at the end of the hallway, a chamber of some sort.  Shapes that might be shiny tables stood everywhere and a large one was straight ahead.  The firelight reflected off of it.  Glass.  I had seen enough of it now to recognize what it was.

"Brie," Stilt said in a tone that carried so much more.  "I think we might be in the wrong story."

He stopped and frowned at us.  I didn't understand.

"Wrong story?" I asked.  "This is Henry's and mine.  Alric even said so.  Mother planned to send me out here.  No other place around here is like this."

Stilt waved us forward.  "It might be, but it's also another story.  Let's see what's in those boxes."

We stepped forward.  The chamber ahead was huge, the size of several houses.   Then I saw what the shiny things were.

Glass boxes.  With things inside of them.

I stopped by the first one as the room opened.  A tiny village sprawled out inside a large, wide glass box that rested on a pedestal.  Stilt brought his torch closer as the three of us gathered around.  The plants inside of it were green and real looking.  Tiny flowers dotted the village in splashes of color.  Even a castle stood in the center of it all, complete with red and white flags.  Nothing moved inside.  A tiny horse stood in a tiny field, head down as if to eat grass.  White dots that must be chickens stood still between houses I could fit on my finger.  It was as if someone had shrunken down an entire kingdom and stuffed it inside this box.  Was such a thing even possible?

"Alric," Brie said.  "Alric did this.  I don't know which kingdom this is.  It might even be the one we escaped that one time."

“It’s not,” Stilt said.  “This is different.  The other one had its castle up on a hill.”

I shuddered.  "Alric shrunk a whole kingdom and stuffed it in this box?  Is this where he keeps his victims?"  I searched the room.  There were so many glass boxes and jars in here.  Dozens.  No.  Hundreds.  

“It must be,” Stilt said.  “I know Alric can keep his victims in jars as clouds of vapor but I didn’t know where he kept his victims until now.”  He moved away, breathing heavy.  “Your Henry might be here.”

We moved through the room, which was light enough to see.  More boxes stood on pedestals.  There were so many that I felt we were standing in an army of glass.  Colored vapor swirled inside each prison as if spirits had remained trapped down here for a long time.  There were jars, too.  They stood stuffed in between the boxes and were also filled with vapor.  Brie paused and put her hand on one.  

"I've seen this before," she said.  Her hand was shaking.  "I've seen Alric turn people into vapor and put them in these jars.  There is at least two kingdoms' worth of people down here.  I think we should go."  Her face was pale in the firelight.  

Terror rose, and I checked to make sure no one was coming up the hallway behind us.  It was dark.  Impossible to see down.  As far as I could tell, the world comprised of this place and a void.

This place not only where Mother wanted to send me.

It was also Alric’s lair.  

We had come right to it.  

"What about the people?" I asked, standing next to a box of swirling blue vapor.  I wondered if the victim had been wearing blue when Alric had done this to them.  "We can't just leave them down here."

Stilt shook his head.  "I don't think we can free them.  It's not our story.  Fable doesn’t work that way."

I smashed my fists on the box.  The glass refused to give way.  It looked so thin, so easy to break, like the shiny stuff on our mirror.  Perhaps the mirror and this glass were the same material.  But it might as well be stone.  

“I told you,” Stilt said.  “Not our story.  I want to free all these people just as much as you do, but we can’t.  Someone else must do that.  At least, for the first kingdom Alric did this to.  It might be a different story for anyone else down here.”

Hope rose in me.  "Henry.  He came this way if he followed the story."  I couldn't leave without him.  We could help these people later.

"Look," Brie said.

She stood over in the middle of the room, to where a lone pedestal and a long glass box waited.  Stilt and I walked over there and my mouth hung open.

Trapped inside the box was a young woman close in age to Brie and I.

She wore a pink dress and a necklace of pearls and her chest rose and fell as if she were in a deep sleep.  She must be unaware of her situation, trapped in that box.  I wondered what it was like to stay trapped inside a prison for so long.

But I didn't need to wonder.  That was a feeling I knew.

Brie faced Stilt.  "Do you think this is the woman in Alric's story?"

"It has to be," Stilt said.  

"Alric has a story?" I asked.

"He's not immune," Stilt said.  "He does.  According to Mary, this is the woman who rejected him.  He imprisoned her and the entire kingdom around her for it.  But he's trying to make it that way.  A young man needs to come and free her and these people.  Alric knows this.  It's why he's trying to take over all of Fable and crush all the other stories before that can happen."

"This is her," Brie said.  She felt around the glass box for a handle, but there was none.  "Do you think we can break her out?"

"There they are!" 

I jumped.

Turned to face the corridor.

The old elf stood where the hallway and this chamber met, his face as wrinkled and evil as ever.  He grinned and his eyes sparkled with hate in the firelight.

And behind him stood Mother.  

She looked worse than ever.  Her eyes had gone black and her skin had turned the color of our dinner plates, dead and cold.  Her purple dress had gone to black and her hair contained several fiery red streaks.  I could barely recognize her.  She had turned into the woman from my nightmares.

And right behind her stood a tall, imposing figure in a black robe.  

Alric.

Our elf friend had gone and found him. 

And sealed our fates.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

"Well, well," Alric said, taking a step into the room.  "The three of you think you can change the outcome of my story.  None of you will break her glass coffin.  It is not your place to do so.  I'm surprised you're not more concerned about the new arrival to your right."

Alric raised one arm and pointed to the side of the chamber the three of us hadn't investigated yet.  

There were more jars sitting here, away from the others, some on pedestals and many others on the floor as if Alric couldn't find a space to put them all.  Vapor swirled inside each one and there was another tiny village inside another box, this one complete with a small castle on a hill.  Brie muttered something when she saw it.  

It was the village they had just mentioned.

Henry’s kingdom.  

But it was what waited next to it all, closest to Alric, that caught my attention.

Another glass coffin.  Another sleeping body.  This one wore a green shirt and had freckles.

"Henry!" I shouted, running past Alric. 

The dark wizard didn't stop me.  I splayed my fingers out on the glass.  Henry lie inside, chest rising and falling, unconscious.  His eyes remained closed, but something was wrong with them.  One eye had sunk inwards.  Crusted blood held the other together.  The thorns had injured them.  Henry might be blind.

Alric continued talking.  I could only stand there and stare at Henry.  "He wandered out here, barely able to see, just as the story predicted," Alric said.  "Now at last, this prince has joined his kingdom.  Look close.  That's his kingdom in that other box.  His home.  He was the missing piece to the collection."

I whirled around to face Alric.  "Let him out.  Now."  I eyed Mother, waiting for her to say something, but she remained silent and expressionless behind the dark wizard.  How could I have come from such a woman?  Mother always told me that mothers and daughters shared the same blood.  I was light.  She was dark.  

Alric continued.  "I love knowing these stories and knowing what people like you will do every single time.  It makes things much easier for me.  Aren't you tired of milling around like ants lifetime after lifetime, following the same tales, doing the same things over and over?  Don't you want to change things?"  He turned to Brie and Stilt.  "You know what it's like to do that."

Brie backed away.  She didn't speak.

"I never got the chance to thank the two of you for allowing me to rise to power," Alric continued.  "I would like to do that now.  Without you, Henrik would have continued to rule the dark region.  Getting rid of that foolish man was the best thing you could have done for me."

My heart about stopped.

Brie and Stilt had allowed this dark wizard to rise to power?

Stilt shook his head.  "We didn't do it for you."

"You did it for yourselves.  I commend that," Alric said.  

It was no wonder Brie and Stilt were on such a mission to work against him.  It all made sense now.  

Alric turned to face me.  "And you," he said.  The cold energy of his presence hit me and my skin prickled.  I hated the way it felt.  "You wound up out here, too, just like your story said you would.  I knew you would turn up eventually though I expected my ravens to dispose of you before then."  He took a step towards me.  "You're too troublesome.  Too full of light magic I cannot step on and crush."

He let those words hang, low and ominous.  I thought of the magical rampion he had stepped on.  I was that plant now.  Alric wanted me as dead as that blossom still in my pocket.

“Mother,” I said.  “Stop him.  Please.”

"Do not kill her," Mother said.  She made no motion to stop him.  

Alric faced her.  "You are enjoying your dark power," he said.  "Stop trying to hold on to what you're not.  Did you like your life of pretending to be an ordinary woman?  Of tending to that garden over and over when there are grander things out there?  Of pretending to be this girl's mother?"

A pause hung over the room.  The old elf leaned against the mouth of the hallway, enjoying the show.  I remained over Henry, protecting him against whatever Alric had planned.

Pretending to be my mother?

I faced her.  "Is that true?"

She had never hugged me.

Mother shifted leg to leg.  Alric reached up, dropped his hood, and smiled.  

"Why don't you tell her the truth about her past?" Alric asked her.  "About where she's from?  How you stole her from the young, scared couple because the husband stole your rampion?  And how you've used her for an entire life and kept her prisoner?"

"Mother?" I asked.  The world went out from under me.  "Is this true?"

She backed away and swallowed.  Her eyes remained as black as ever.  

"See?" Alric asked me.  He was enjoying this.  He wanted to cause me pain before he killed me or shut me inside one of these glass prisons.  "Your entire life has been a lie.  You should be glad it's about to end."

I trembled.  Alric would kill me in front of Mother.  Or the woman I thought was Mother.  "You're lying," I said.  

Alric took up everything.  "I am not.  Right, Gothel?"

Mother hesitated.  She clenched her fists repeatedly as if fighting with something within herself.  Her black eyes shone in the firelight, making her look like a demon.  And then she smiled.  "He is right.  I took you from the poor couple after they stole my rampion.  That prized plant is the reason you're filled with light magic, Rae.  Your mother ate it before she had you, and its properties passed to you.  Serving me is your purpose.  You owe me this after what your parents did after what they took from me.  It is only fair."

"What?" I asked.  "You stole me?  But that's what bandits do!"  I looked to Brie and Stilt, but they hung by the imprisoned woman.  Stilt tried to raise one foot from the floor, but he couldn't.  It was as if the two of them had frozen.

"I didn't steal you," she said.  "Your parents and I made a deal.  I spared their lives for you in return."

"That's disgusting!" I shouted.  

"Come on, Rae," Mother—no, Gothel—demanded.  She cut past Alric and pushed him out of the way.  "We will find another tower far from here and start over.  I need to braid your hair.  You don't like me like this, do you?"

She took my arm.  Her energy was cold just like Alric's.  The wizard watched with patience.  

I wrenched it out of her grip.  "You don't love me," I said.  "I don't owe you anything.  If you even care about me a little, let Henry out of here!"  All thoughts of my safety had vanished.  In the back of my mind, I knew Alric was waiting for the right moment to kill me.  

"But the world," she said.  She lowered her voice to something smooth and terrible at the same time.  "You saw how awful it is.  We can go somewhere far away and leave Henry here to sleep in peace.  He is better off here in this box."

I struggled to find the words, but at last they came.  "I'm not going with you."

"But the world," Gothel repeated.  She raised one hand.  Her fingernails were long and terrifying as long as they were in my nightmare.  "If you haven't learned your lesson by now, I fear you never will.  I must take you by force."

She swung. 

I ducked and her nails scraped against Henry's glass prison.  Alric laughed and the old elf giggled.  

"Get out of here!" Stilt shouted.  He still struggled against the dark magic, trying to move.

Not all the world was bad.

Just this part.

And Gothel.

I rummaged through my dress pockets to find nothing.  No knives.  Just the blossom from the rampion I'd forgotten about.  A warm feeling swept through my hand as I closed my fist around it.

Could it be?

"Freeze her," Gothel told Alric.  "Freeze her like you did the others!"

I stood, and she raised her hand at me again.  Cold, sharp energy surrounded me and my legs grew heavy, but I screamed and kept sliding along the rows of jars.  One toppled and rolled away, carrying its vaporous prisoner with it.  

"I can't freeze her," Alric shouted.  "Kill her, Gothel.  Take her hair.  That's all you need to do."  He stood back, waiting for her to do something.  “We don’t have all day for this.”

She raised her hand again, ready to strike with her nails.  

I pulled out the blossom.  

She paused.  The rampion flower glowed with its faint purple light, veins of magic pulsating as if Alric had never stepped on its parent plant.  I held the flower high and Gothel stopped there, the glow falling on her face.  She dropped her hand, transfixed.

The blossom had healed right in my pocket.  

I had brought it back to life.

"Do you want this?" I asked.  "This is what you've been after the whole time.  Take it!" 

Her mouth fell open.  Behind her, Stilt and Brie watched, still unable to move.

"I said take it!" I shouted.  "You won't need me anymore.  Take this and we both go free!"  I would keep my silent promise to her even if I never returned to that life.

Gothel reached out towards it.

I lunged forward and pressed the flower to her lips.

She groaned, but then gave up all resistance, chewing on the flower and swallowing it.  The enchantress dropped her hands and swallowed the flower, but not before I caught the black in her eyes softening and the color returning to her skin.  The rampion was chasing away her darkness.

Behind her, Alric moved closer.  His cold energy grew more intense as he stared me down with hatred.  I should get frozen like Brie and Stilt.  He reached up, grabbed Gothel's shoulder, and shoved her out of the way.

"How dare you resist my magic, girl," he said.  He reached into his pocket and drew out a dagger.  "I must finish you myself.  Then I'll finish this useless enchantress and imprison your friends."

I backed away into the jars.  Two more toppled and went rolling.  Alric closed the distance between us with the dagger.  

And then I leaned against Henry’s glass box.

I would die here.  And Henry would sleep for the rest of time.

I fumbled around and grabbed one jar, lifting it with both hands.  I threw it at Alric as hard as I could.  It cracked, but none of the vapor inside escaped.  He cursed and kicked the jar aside as if it were nothing but trash.  “There’s no need for that,” he said.  “I don’t need you breaking up the Henry's kingdom.”

He raised the dagger.

And Gothel rammed into him from behind.

She wrapped her arms around him and pulled the dark wizard back.  The two of them crashed towards Brie and Stilt, who only now could move their feet from the ground.  Stilt dodged around the two of them as Gothel—or Mother—pulled Alric to the ground.

“Rae!” she shouted.  “Get out of here!”

She was the Mother I had known all my life again, full of color.  Alric struggled against her and tried to stab down with the knife, missing her arm by inches.  He struggled for breath.  

“Come on,” Brie said, waving me to the hallway.

“Not without Henry.”  I turned towards his prison.  Henry remained unconscious and unaware.  

“You can’t break him out,” Stilt said.  “Come on!”

Mother grunted behind me.  Alric might hurt her.

She was doing this for me.

Alric had only said it wasn’t our place to break out the woman and her old kingdom.

Henry was my place.  It was different.  I glanced at the cracked jar from his kingdom that still lay on the floor.

I turned and smashed my fists down on his prison as hard as I could.  

And the glass cracked.

“Stop, girl!” Alric shouted from the other side of the room.  Another wave of cold energy washed over me, and I could sense it trying to freeze my limbs, but a surge of warmth started in my scalp and spread through me.  I was holding off the dark magic.  Resisting.  The light inside me was more powerful than I thought.

I slammed my fists down again.

Another crack.  Henry’s ruined eyes fluttered.

Again.

The glass broke with a roar and Henry blinked as shards rained on him.  

“Henry!” I shouted.  

He sat up and blinked like he wasn’t sure where he was.  Glass fell off him and turned to dust.  Another surge of sharp cold shot through the room and Stilt froze next to me.  So did Brie.  Alric had regained his focus.

“Where am I?” Henry asked.  He tried to open his eyes but the bloody one stayed shut and the other had nothing inside of it.  It was a horrifying sight.  “Rae?  Is that you?”

“Henry!”  I wanted to wrap my arms around him and give him a hug, but time was of the essence here.  “Your kingdom.  It’s here!”

I helped him down.  Henry whirled in a circle.  Mother still held Alric down and she had blood seeping out of her forearm.  Alric had stabbed her.  She grit her teeth with the effort.  She was buying me as much time as she could.  

“What?” Henry asked.  “I see light and that’s all.”

It was true.  He was blind. 

The cold energy wavered and Brie pointed to the encased village and castle that stood next to Henry’s former prison.  I wasn’t sure what would happen if I smashed the box, but I had to try something.

“Your kingdom!” I shouted.  I rushed over to it, pulling him with me.  

Mother cried out in pain.  “Rae—run!”

Warmth rushed into my hands.

I smashed the glass as hard as I could, aware that Alric’s footfalls were closing in.

“Rae!” Brie shouted.

I smashed again.  Glass rained down on the tiny buildings and trees and the castle that stood on a hill that must have once been imposing.  

Warmth rose from the village and filled the room.  Light exploded and I blinked, lost in a void of gold and white.  I was falling.  I flailed and found Henry’s hand.  Then I pulled him close and we wrapped arms.  Hugged.  I didn’t know what was happening.  Perhaps Alric had killed us both and we hadn’t realized it yet.  A breeze blew against me, fresh and clean, and I pressed my face up to Henry’s.  Tears flowed from my eyes and mingled with his.  We were falling together.

I closed my eyes.

And then, silence.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

“Rae, what just happened?” Henry asked.

We still hugged.  His heart raced against mine and I never wanted to let him go.  If we were dead, then this wasn’t so bad.  Alric wasn't shouting anymore.  Light shone on the other side of my closed lids.  

“I don’t know,” I said.  I lifted my face from his and opened my eyes.

It was daylight.

Henry blinked at me.  His one green eye and one brown eye were whole.  Amazed.

“I can see again,” he said.  “I can see!”  He let go of me and whirled around, staring at all the bright trees and the fields and the houses that surrounded us.

Trees.  Houses.

We had been in Alric’s secret chamber seconds ago.

Now the sun shone overhead, and a shadow raced across the ground as a cloud moved through.  I followed Henry’s lead and whirled around.  We stood in a village and Brie and Stilt leaned against one house, whispering to each other.  A small castle on a hill overlooked everything and a gentle wind blew through the trees, making them whisper.

There was no sign of Mother or Alric anywhere.

And all around us, doors opened.

People leaned out, people very much like the ones in Mary’s village. Women whispered to their men and children crept out as if scared something would happen.  I felt as if the world was waking up from a long nap.

Henry faced me again.  “I remember wandering,” he said.  “I could barely see.  Then I got to the desert and Alric found me.  He sealed me inside a box and I remember nothing more.”  His jaw dropped as he walked up to a house and felt the wall.  “This is my kingdom.  It’s back.  Rae, Alric shrunk and stole my kingdom months ago.  How did this happen?”  

The dread feeling had vanished from my stomach.  “I don’t think we’re in the dark region anymore,” I said.  “Alric had all of this trapped in a box.  And your people trapped in jars.  I broke the prison.  When that happened, we must have come here along with the entire kingdom.”  It was the best explanation I could think of.  Alric wasn’t here.  I hoped we had left him back in that secret chamber.  

I thought about the sleeping woman still trapped there, the one I couldn’t free, and her kingdom.  It wasn’t my place, Alric said.  I hoped that it was someone else’s place soon.

“You healed me,” Henry said.  

He stood right in front of me and close.  

“I healed you,” I managed.

He nodded and swallowed.  “Your tears.  When they touched me, my eyes came back.”  Then he looked down like he was nervous.  “Can I…can I…”

“Can you what?” I asked.

“Kiss you.”

“Kiss me?  What does that mean?”

Henry puckered his lips and heat exploded through me as I understood.

"Yes," I said.  I felt dizzy.  "I would like to kiss you."

Henry leaned in.

It was as amazing as I imagined.  We also hugged.  It was then I was convinced that the world wasn't such a dark and horrible place.

Time slowed and at last, we separated.  Henry smiled.  I was even dizzier, and all sounds popped out at me.  There was another type of magic in this.  

"I should introduce you to my father," Henry said.  "Come on.  Let's walk up to the castle.  He's a very nice man and I know he'll like you."  Henry motioned to the hill.  "He'll want to meet the girl who freed this whole kingdom."  Then he turned.  "Where are your friends who came with you?  I'm sure he would like to meet them, too."

I checked the house.

Brie and Stilt walked down a dirt path about as fast as they could towards the forest as if danger lurked right behind them.  Stilt was waving his arms at Brie, but she was storming away and not looking back.

I ran after them.

"Stilt!  Brie!  Where are you going?"

Brie turned towards me.  "I have to leave this place."

"Why?  Alric's gone. We've left him behind."  And my mother, I wanted to say.  

Stilt cleared his throat.  "I suppose we should stop holding things from you," he said.  "A long time ago, before we had even met, I promised Brie to King Franz here.  And now he's free--"

"What?" Henry asked.  He had come up behind me.  "My father doesn't believe in a forced marriage.  I'm sure we can sort this out."

"I still think we should leave this place," Brie said.  "We have to go back to Mary, anyway.  Her village isn't too far from this one."  She wore a sad look.  "Rae, it I enjoyed meeting you.  I'm sure we'll see each other again."

Brie and Stilt had to leave.

And it was my fault.  

Brie gave me another hug.  "Don't worry," she said.  "You did the right thing.  Stilt and I need to be away from this kingdom.  I'm sure the king here will welcome you and Henry."

We separated.  Stilt had joined Brie, and he looked as sad as she.  His inner glow had died.  It made me feel the same way.

"She's right," Stilt said.  "The two of us need to go while we figure this out.  I'm an elf, and I have to keep my promises, but I never told Franz when I would deliver Brie to him.  There is still time but we are safer if we're not here."

"I see," I said. 

"But," Stilt said.  "I promise we'll see each other again, soon."

He extended his hand, and I wasn't sure what to do, so I took it.  Stilt shook it around and released it.  Then he smiled.  "We need to go."

And the two of them turned away.

I watched them head down the trail.  Henry waited next to me and we stood there and watched them go until they had vanished into the forest and around a curve.  

Then I looked around again as I remembered.  

Mother wasn't here, either.  She hadn't come to this kingdom with us.

"Mother!" I shouted, cursing myself for forgetting.  She turned good when she held Alric there.  Healed and free of her evil.  "Where is she?"

Henry wrapped his arm around me from the side.  "She's still back in Alric's chamber," he said.  "I don't think she's your mother, Rae."

"I know she's not," I told him.  "But she saved me at the end."

"She might still be alive," he told me.  "Alric could have imprisoned her in a glass coffin.  After what she did, I think she might want to sleep.  But she can rest easy, knowing you're safe."

Something about that idea made me feel better.   Mother had escaped one prison only to wind up in another.  "We have to get her out of there."

"We will," Henry said.  "She wanted you to escape, Rae.  I'm sure that meant a lot more to her than you know.  Come on.  Let's go to the castle.  I'm sure we have a great welcome ahead of us."

There was nothing else I could do right now.

Hand in hand with Henry, we made our way up the hill. 
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Chapter One

 

 

 

"Mara.  What are you doing?"

I lifted my head from the table and blinked.  

A man in a white shirt and black necktie stood right in front of me, one hand on his side.  He held a long pointer in the other hand which almost scraped the green, worn carpet.  I sat in a chair, in a contraption with a small desk attached and a book that was way too big for it.  

Around me, people laughed.  

I sat up and blinked again.  Where was I?  This place was like nothing I had seen before, but when I tried to remember how I had gotten here, my mind turned fuzzy and distant images darted away, laughing like a bunch of little goblins.  I caught something about the color red and a man in black holding his palm up but nothing else.

I sat up straighter.  The table creaked with the weight of the book.  The pages were shiny, shinier than any should be.  I glanced at the inscriptions on it.  Complicated formulas I could never decipher made up the spaces between type.  My head hurt just looking at it.

"Sleeping in class again?" the man asked.  

Class.

Classroom.

The word popped into my head as I nodded at the man.  I took a breath and picked at the corner of the shiny page, not sure what I should do here.  A piece of lined parchment—

Paper—

—sat on the table with its corner drooping off.  It looked like it was trying to hold on for dear life.  There was also something that must be a writing implement sitting on top of it.  

Pencil.  The word rose as if a gremlin in the back of my head were whispering it into my thoughts, trying to erase whatever was there before.  I could imagine it laughing at my confusion.  

Panic rose inside of me.  I hadn't been here before.  I'd been somewhere else only moments ago and something had been going down.  Something major.  Adrenaline pumped through my veins and my legs shook as if I hadn't woken up from a nap at all.  The man continued to stare at me, waiting for an answer as if I had been lying here the whole time.  He raised his eyebrows as if he had dominion over me.  He was short.  Maybe even shorter than me, and in spectacles.  

"I..." I said, feeling a lot smaller.  I sat in the room with many others, all sitting at these same tables with the same huge books open in front of them.  All the books were even open to the same page.  The young men and women were all around my age—seventeen.  They came in all shapes, shades and sizes.  And every one of them was staring at me and waiting, too.  

"I felt cold."  That was all I could manage.  The surrounding air crackled with energy.  It was chilly and sharp.  How did any of these people not notice it?  In fact, the girl next to me blinked sleep out of her eyes.  The only one who seemed alert was the man.

There was something about a guy in black.  And the color red.

A flash of cold, and then this.  

I shook my head as someone in the room laughed.  I got that it was because I had said something stupid.  Heat rushed to my face, but the clung to me.

What was happening?

"You felt cold," the man said.  There was a whiteboard on the wall behind him and more of the formulas decorated it in colored ink.  

Marker, my mind spat up.

"You've been doing this in class a lot," the man continued.  "I know the quadratic formula is less than exciting, but if you want to keep your grade up, Mara, you need to pay more attention.  Now, let's get back to this.  Jamal, please tell us the answer to number eleven?"

The man's gaze switched to a young man—

Guy.  Kid.  

—and he faced the paper in front of him, tracing his finger along scrawls.  He, too, blinked sleep out of his eyes.  He stopped on a set of numbers and slashes.  

Algebra.

I rubbed the dark hair away from my eyes and grabbed the edges of the table.  Desk.  I felt as if my memories were getting ripped away and replaced with something else.  Something false.  

Who was I?

Mara.  My name was all I knew.  

Lights shone down on me from above.  I looked up and studied them.  Brilliant rods behind foggy glass made me squint.  It must be some kind of magic.  I was in some wizard's lair, but then another word surfaced in my mind.  Electricity.  This wasn't magic at all.  Electricity powered everything.  

Jamal explained meaningless numbers to the man—no, teacher.  Mr. Rain.  That was his name.  I knew what my teacher's name was.  I was sitting in second year Algebra and we were in the middle of a new unit and all of us hated it.  My friend, Sara Weiss, sat two rows away.  We hated that Mr. Rain made us sit in assigned seats.  He was one of the most strict teachers in Ellwood High School. 

Of course I wasn’t losing my real memories and getting stuffed full of new ones.  This was my life.  Right?

I checked where Sara was sitting.  I caught her black hair and her dark Goth outfit which stuck out in the middle of class.  We were the only two in black here which was likely why Mr. Rain had decided not to let us sit together.  He always made sure no one in the same social groups ever got to talk to each other, ever.  Cheerleaders got the four corners.  Football players got the front and the back.  Goths and people with freaky colored hair got scattered in between them.  

Are you okay? Sara mouthed.

I nodded, still disturbed by my confusion when I woke up.  I wasn't anywhere else before here.  I must have been having a nightmare even worse than this class.  It might be a good thing I couldn't remember it.  

But something about the whole thing still bothered me.

I had my dream journal in my backpack.  I always toted it with me so the boys in Haven House wouldn't snoop through it while I wet to school.  They'd gone through my stuff before and one of them ripped out a page and made a paper plane with it once.  It always helped if I wrote two words to help jog my memory later when I had the time to write the whole dream down.  I shuffled through my skull backpack until I found the hardbound journal Sara had gotten for me last year and my gel pens.  I chose a blood red one, the same color as the roses that decorated the black cover of my book.  Then I opened the book and wrote the two things I could remember.

Cold.  

Red.

"Mara," Mr. Rain said.

He stood over my desk again.

A flash of anger zapped through me and I dared to look up at him.

"What's that?" he asked.  His brown eyes were hard and the color of dirt.  "I'd like to see it."

More snickers rose from the class and terror exploded in my chest.

My dreams were in there.

All of them.  The personal ones.  The ones about Eric Chandler.  Oh, God—the ones about Eric Chandler.

"Hand it over," Mr. Rain said.  He smiled.  "I think this will entertain for all of us."  He leaned over my desk and tried to get a peek, but I pressed the open dream journal to my chest so hard that I pushed my rose necklace into my skin.  I didn't care.  He wasn't getting this.

On the other side of the room, Sara watched with horror.  

"I'm not giving you my book," I said.  It sounded like a plea and I hated that.  I had to stay tough.  My reputation would be a puddle in a desert if I gave in to Mr. Rain.  

"You are to give me whatever I ask you to give me," Mr. Rain said.  His expression remained as hard as ever.

"Is that right?" I asked.  "That's sick.  You're like, fifty years old."

I knew I had a victory when the class made sounds of disgust and blood rushed to Mr. Rain's cheeks.  "You know what I meant," he said, thrusting out a hand.  "Give me that dream journal or I'm calling your parents and telling them all about it."

He let the word parents hang over the classroom.  

Blood rushed to my ears.  I lived in Haven House with Sara.  My parents had both died in a car accident when I was only a few months old and I'd been a lucky ward of the state ever since.  My father's parents weren't interested in me since my parents had never married and never visited.  I was a sin or something.  Everyone knew this, including the teachers.  It was great.  

I swallowed down my pain.  I had to.  Everyone was watching.  "Well, I guess it looks like I have nothing to worry about."  He'd just call Stephanie and Tom and gripe to them.  Not that they would care much.  They had twenty other kids to deal with, spread out over a few locations, most of them younger than Sara and I.  "You still think you're getting this?"

Mr. Rain stood there with his hand out for another moment, but at last he gave up.  A look of exasperation came over his face and he retreated to his desk.  "I'll talk to you after class, Mara.  Don't pack up yet."

I stuffed my dream journal in my backpack, relieved that at least my secrets remained safe for a while.  

And very relieved because Eric Chandler sat three desks behind me.

That was it.  I couldn't risk so much as opening my backpack this class ever again.  Just to stay safe, I'd leave my dream journal in my locker.

Sara nodded, and I returned it.  She'd take my dream journal from here when the bell rang.  We had to time this just right.

Class droned on and I kept watching the timepiece—clock—above Mr. Rain's head as he scribbled more formulas on the board.  While he wrote a fraction problem and droned on, Sara tiptoed over to my desk and I handed her the dream journal.  No one in the class dared speak up.  Sara shuffled over and got back in her chair right as Mr. Rain turned around and picked on a mousy girl in the back I whose name I never caught.

When the bell rang, Sara kept with the plan and bolted out of the room, leaving me alone.  The class filed out, leaving only me and Mr. Rain behind.  Eric was the last out.  I watched him go.  

He didn't give me a second glance.

And he never would.

"Mara," Mr. Rain said, sitting down.  "Grab a chair.  We will discuss what you did in class today."

"They're all attached to these crappy desks," I said.  "You should get new ones.  These are so old they still have Led Zeppelin carved into them."

I realized I wasn't sure what Led Zeppelin was or why I blurted it out.  Why did I feel like I wasn't supposed to be here, like I wasn't a high school student?  The gremlin was speaking again.  Maybe I was coming down with something and I needed to go home and crash.  I'd probably feel better tomorrow morning.

Mr. Rain wasn't amused.  "Then stand there."  He threw open a drawer and rummaged through it for a pink slip that must mean detention.  That was something else Stephanie and Tom wouldn't care much about, either.  I'd be out of Haven House in a year, anyway, and then I'd have to figure out where the heck to live.  

Movement caught the corner of my eye.  Sara still stood there beyond the doorway while students flowed past her, chattering.  Everyone was moving on to the next class.  She was standing too close, trying to give me backup.

I appreciated it, but I turned away so she wouldn't see that.  

This was something I could handle myself.

"I'm standing here," I said. 

Mr. Rain sighed.  "I've had it with you kids," he said.  "I wished the Haven House had never set up shop here."

More blood flowed to my ears, and they grew hot.  "Excuse me?"

Mr. Rain went to work pulling his sleeve down over his wrist.  I could see through his white shirt a little and it was gross.  He had something red on his upper arm that might be a wound or a tattoo, but I wasn't about to ask him about it.  

"I said excuse me?" I asked.  "All I did today was fall asleep in your class.  In case you haven't noticed, everybody does that.  It's not just limited to us rejects who live at Haven House."  

Mr. Rain leaned across the desk at me.  His brown eyes were wide and dangerous.  "I've dealt with lots of House kids," he said.  "None of them ever do anything with their lives and I'm sure you're no exception, Mara.  Now let me write up your detention slip so you can take it to your, um, guardians to have it signed.  And then I want you out of my classroom."

The heat spread down the back of my neck now.  I clenched my fists.  I'd never hit a teacher, but I was thinking about it right now.  Mr. Rain fished his red pen from his State University cup and jabbed it into the detention slip.  He filled out my name.  

And then he stopped.

Straightened up.

And grabbed at his neck.

His tie was tightening around his throat.  

I froze and stared at him.  Mr. Rain struggled for breath and pulled at the knot, but it was getting tighter and tighter and his whole tie hugged his neck like a boa constrictor trying to kill its prey.  

"Mr. Rain?" I asked.  A chill swept over me and the air grew cold.

My teacher choked.  His face turned the shade of whatever red mark he had on his arm.  His struggles got more desperate, and he grabbed the edge of his desk with one hand.  Mr. Rain's eyes got huge.  Terrified.

He was choking to death on his tie.

My heart raced.  I was frozen at first.  Outside the door, students walked past, oblivious to what was happening. 

I moved, searching around his desk.  My gaze landed on a pair of scissors sticking out of the cup.  I grabbed them.  "Stay still!"

Mr. Rain dropped his hand.  

The tie was pushing into his neck and wrinkling his collar it was squeezing so hard.  His veins pulsed around it and my own throat tightened at the sight.  The air stayed cold, and I searched for a spot where I wouldn't cut him open.  God, I didn't need to cut my teacher open.  I was in enough trouble.

Mr. Rain's nostrils flared and his mouth came open and closed.

I might be the only thing standing between him and death.

I slid the tip of the scissors under his tie and cut.  

They did nothing at first and the tie recoiled as if hurt, allowing Mr. Rain a bit of breath.  But then the tie tightened again and choked off his windpipe.  I might make his death longer by doing this, but I had to get him free.  Nobody was coming in to help.  Where was Sara?  I checked for her, but she'd vanished from the doorway.  She'd gone to class.  

I snipped again and this time some tie ripped.  It wasn't as easy as it looked.  The tie tightened again around Mr. Rain's neck but I grabbed it with the scissors and hack the rest of the way through.  The garment fell to the floor, writhing like an injured eel, and crawled away under Mr. Rain's desk.

My teacher took the biggest breath of air I could imagine and leaned over his planner, panting.

It was then that the principal, Mrs. Hendry, ran into the room.


Chapter Two

 

 

 

I was no stranger to the principal's office.  I had been here numerous times in my memory for a bunch of offenses.  Sleeping in class.  Chewing gum.  Telling off Mr. Khan when he nagged at me about not finishing my Lit report when I was in bed with the flu, retching my guts out.  

I wanted to do that just then.  

Because Mr. Rain had accused me of trying to choke him with the tie.

I held my backpack in place with my legs as I squirmed in the office lobby.  Phones rang and none of the office ladies were out here as if they feared facing me.  They might be next on my hit list.

I had no clue what had happened so I let my face drop to my hand.  The tie couldn't have gained a mind of its own.  Nobody had cursed my teacher.   I hadn't seen it crawling under Mr. Rain's desk.  

Only I had.  And now I was the one to blame.

They would call the authorities on me.

The police.

It was another word that popped into my head as if something were feeding me the memories I should have.  Why did I keep feeling like I was somewhere else before waking up in class? 

I swore over and over and kicked at my backpack.  

Everyone would believe Mr. Rain over me.  I was the troublemaker, the mouthy girl who didn't put up with anything.  Or was I?  Maybe I really had been someone else before this.  Or maybe I was crazy.  Everyone knew I was angry at him when the bell rang.  Everyone in that class knew he'd done a low blow about my parents.  I had every reason to want to kill him.  

A part of me wished I had never cut his tie off.

"Mara."

I looked up, heart leaping, but calmed back down when I spotted Sara in the office doorway.  It was way better than an officer.  Behind her, the hallways had emptied.  She hadn't gone to next class.  Instead, she held my dream journal.  Its red roses looked like brilliant splotches of blood.  The analogy fit as most of my dreams were dark, but not now.  It had taken on a whole new meaning.

"I..." I said, straightening up.  "Where were you when Mr. Rain was choking?  You believe it wasn't me."

Sara paled.  "I ran to the office and got someone as soon as I could when I saw Mr. Rain choking," she said.  "I'm sorry I took off on you.  You're probably not going to speak to me for the rest of my life and I get it."

So that was where she had gone.  "It's okay," I said, putting on a calm face.  "You were just trying to help.  Mr. Rain just accused me of trying to kill him, so this might be our last time talking before they haul me off to some facility for dangerous animals."

Sara's eyes popped open.  "What?"

"It's my word against his."  I struggled to hold my terror back.  My future had crumbled.  I wouldn't graduate and I'd never be able to get a decent job.  I'd heard horrible things about those facilities, too.  Or, at least, I thought I had.  This one girl in Haven House last year tried to stab another girl behind the convenience store and Stephanie and Tom had her taken away to one.  No one had heard from her since, not that it was a bad thing.  She’d left us with a bad reputation.  Her actions would not help me or anyone else who lived there.  And now I had made things worse.  

Or had I?

The tie had constricted around Mr. Rain's throat by itself.  Unless I was going crazy.

Mrs. Hendry walked into the office, brushing past Sara.  She had messy gray hair, and a wrinkled suit.  She was tapping something into a handheld device—

—Smartphone—

and then she cleared her throat and looked right at me.

Sara spoke before I could.  

"Mara didn't hurt Mr. Rain," she said.  "I saw it.  She saved his life.  Somehow, his tie choked him and she cut it away right when you were running in.  You saw that."

"Be quiet, Sara," she said.  Then she stared at me over her glasses.  They were wacky pink ones today, ones that didn’t match her blue suit.  "Mara, you continue to sit there.  There will be a talk with the superintendent about this before we take any further actions."

"I didn't hurt Mr. Rain!"  I wanted to throw up.  "You think I'm some kind of monster because of where I live but I'd never hurt a teacher.  You saw so yourself.  I cut the tie right off him so he could breathe.  Mr. Rain would have died if I didn’t.  I don't know what caused him to choke.  Maybe he was swallowing a peanut, and it went down the wrong pipe.  I know he was grabbing at his throat and I had to do something."

Mrs. Hendry glared at me.  She wasn't a strict woman but today she had dug down deep to bring that out.  "I've heard enough.  We'll sort out this story as soon as we can.  Sara, you need to go to class."  The principal sounded tired.  

"You're not accusing my friend of doing this," she said.

"We'll see how false this is," Mrs. Hendry said with patience.  She set her phone on the counter.  "Go back to class.  The two of you can catch up later."

Sara shook her head at me and shrugged.

"Go on," I told her.  "Later."

The word hung.  There might not be a later.  This could be the last time we saw each other for a long time.  Who would Sara have to match her clothes with every day?  To share messed up, twisted dreams with? 

And who would I have to confide in about Eric?

Sara left, taking one last glance at me before I met my fate.  I watched her walk down the hall and vanish around the corner.  My mood turned as black as deep space.  

Mrs. Hendry disappeared into her office and shut the door.  After a few minutes of horrible silence, I heard her speaking to someone.  A man's voice came through a phone so loud I could almost make out his words.  Mrs. Hendry must have her conversation on a speakerphone or something.  The man sounded serious and condescending.  The superintendent.  Great.  I was so dead.  They spoke for a long time and my stomach got more upset.  I'd shaken things up around here.  This was a day they’d remember for the rest of their lives.

Perhaps I should have let Mr. Rain choke.  

Then he never would have told everyone I’d tried to kill him.  I could have blamed it on a peanut or heart attack and gotten away with it.  Well, if they found no wounds around his neck, which the tie would have left.  Scratch that, then.  That would have made things a lot worse than they had to be.

I beat myself up for the thought a second later.  I didn't want people to choke.  That wasn't me even if everyone said it was.  

Mrs. Hendry continued to talk in her office behind the closed door.  The clock on the wall ticked.  I felt like I was in some room, waiting for the torture session.  

Then I realized that she had left her phone on the counter and it was off.  She must use the landline.  Maybe that phone was only for major calls like this.

The talking stopped, and I cringed, hating that I was doing it.

Mrs. Hendry opened the door and stepped out, closing the door most of the way behind her.  She took time wiping the corner of her lip with a tissue before tossing it in the trash.  The door swung back open.  

I tried not to look like I was staring, but I couldn't help it.  Mrs. Hendry had a mirror hanging right above her desk—a huge one that belonged in a bathroom.  A bronze frame shone in the light and even though the office was bright, the mirror looked black.  Mrs. Hendry gasped and moved to close the door.  Right before she did, silver waved and something dark and foggy moved in the mirror.

She slammed the door as if trying to hold something prisoner.

I gulped and shook my head.  Something about it made me think of whatever I must have been dreaming when I had first woken up in class today.  And I wasn’t even sure why.

Mrs. Hendry faced me and cleared her throat.  I forgot all about the weird mirror and waited for it.  My fate was decided now.

 "Mara," the principal said, letting out a breath.  "You may go to class now.  I believe Mr. Rain might have been fabricating some of his story."

I sat there, flabbergasted.  "Huh?"  Mrs. Hendry had been ready to destroy me a few minutes ago.  I wanted to ask what had made her change her mind, but no.  There was no way I was pushing this.  Or maybe she was just making me calm down, so I'd never suspect it when the cops came knocking on my door later. 

"I think Sara is right," she said.  "There is no way you could have grabbed his tie like that and choked him.  Even the superintendent agrees.  Something about his story doesn’t match up."

"One part does," I said.  "Mr. Rain hates me.  He always has.  He hates everyone.  I’m not surprised he did that.  Is this the part where you tell him he’s fired?"  I grinned.  I could hope.

“It’s more complicated than that,” Mrs. Hendry said.  

I rolled my eyes and stared at the wall before she could see it.  The school staff were all in some big clique and they’d protect each other until the end.  I saw how it worked.  I wanted to ask what I'd seen in her office, but I didn't want to push that, either.  Something very weird was going on here.  Nothing about this afternoon made sense.  

"You can go back to class," she said.  "You have Lit, correct?"

I searched my memory.  What was Lit?  Then I remembered.  Another huge book with lots of little words and literary stories.  And no Eric.  We were reading a boring thing about a kid working in a grocery store and we had to fill out a worksheet about it this afternoon.  But just then, Lit sounded good.  It was better than prison.  Mrs. Hendry smiled at me.  Things had switched.  I wondered what had happened between her and the superintendent.  Had Stephanie and Tom struck up a deal with him so no more kids from Haven House would get sent away?  They had money.  Enough to run five Haven Houses in the state.  It was no wonder the call had taken so long.

That was it, then.

Arguing with it would be stupid.

I yanked up my backpack and put it on.  "Okay," I said.  "Thanks.  I didn't hurt Mr. Rain.  It's a good thing he's okay."

I got out of the office and headed to class because a big part of me wasn’t glad at all.

 

* * * * *

 

"They let you off?"

"Yeah."  I took a stick and poked at the dirt of Haven House's garden.  Even though I had spent many, many hours here writing in my dream journal and talking to Sara, I had never felt more freedom in my life.  Waiting an hour after school confirmed that no cops were coming.  Maybe.  The air smelled cleaner than ever.  Even the scent of the dirt was amazing.  I made patterns between the cabbages as Sara dug through her backpack and fished out my dream journal.  "Mrs. Hendry just went into her office and made a phone call, and then she came out and let me off.  I don't know what happened, but I think Stephanie and Tom might have made a deal with the school."  The two of them owned the Haven Foundation, and they specialized in taking in kids who had lost their parents.  They didn't want another bad situation on their hands.  I was sure they might lose their funding or something if they had another kid go to jail.  

"Yeah, after Raven," Sara said.  She was the famous stabber.  I'd never talked to her.  Raven just hung out in her own room with her curtains drawn and listened to depressing music all the time I didn't even want to touch.  "If I were them, I would have done the same thing.  Yeah, that's shady, but I guess you have to do what you have to do."

"I love Tom and Stephanie," I said.  I tapped a cabbage with the stick as anger rose inside of me.  "Mr. Rain is such an ass."  I jabbed at the cabbage, pretending it was his head.  "He didn't even thank me for getting that tie off of him."  I'd passed him in the hallway right before leaving school today, and all he had done was glare at me and hurry past.  Did he think I used magic to choke him or something?  

"That was weird, what happened," Sara said, turning away to look at our sunflowers.  They towered over us, bright and happy.  Above us, a fan spun in a window that belonged to Jeffrey, the fourth grade boy whose mother had died last year and whose father was too much of a piece of crap to take him.  Vines covered the brick of the building and I wondered if they could strangle someone.  I had to stop thinking of that.  The image of the crawling tie wouldn't get out of my head.  I'd had nightmares that freaked me out less.

Sara put her hand on her chin and stared into space.  "I was there when it choked him.  I didn't know what else to do, so I ran for help."

I tapped another cabbage with the stick.  "Thanks," I said.  "I'm glad you did that.  Even if Mr. Rain did what he did."

"Have you ever seen a tie just do that to someone?" Sara asked.  She looked freaked out.  I didn't blame her.  

"Every day," I joked.  "No.  I haven't."

"No, but I bet Mr. Rain won't be wearing any more of them."

I laughed.  I tucked my dream journal in my pack.  My teacher would never get it and Eric would never know what I'd written about him.  Sara was the only person allowed to view the twisted contents within.  

"So this is funny?" Sara asked.

"Come on.  It's Mr. Rain.  You want to see him die as much as everyone else."  

Sara picked at her black cuffs.  Black cuffs like the ones I had on my sleeves.  Sometimes I wondered why she pretty much copied the way I dressed.  She sure didn't share my dark side.  

"Sorry," I said.  "Get a morbid sense of humor sometimes.  You know, to cope with stuff.  Like not having parents."

"Good point."  Sara closed her own backpack up and we stood.  Sara's father was alive, but he'd dumped her here at a young age and drove off, not even leaving a birth certificate behind.  

I tossed the stick down and Sara paused on the overgrown stone steps.  "You know," she said.  "I have some horrifying news.  We have that project in Foods we forgot about.  We should ask Stephanie if we can pick this lettuce and make a salad out of it or something.  It'll be easy to get a passing grade with that."

I slapped myself on the forehead and swore.  The memory of our Foods assignment hit me full force, laughing at me.  I'd forgotten about it all day today.  Well, I had an excuse for that, right?  I still felt like someone had dropped me into this life today and the gremlin was feeding me the memories I needed to function.  This project was a quarter of our Foods grade and we had to have a dish ready by tomorrow—a heart-healthy dish.  If salad didn't fit that bill, I didn't know what did.

I left Sara in the garden and walked around the house.

And saw Mr. Rain standing on the sidewalk across the street, watching me.

I froze.  The guy was still without his tie and just standing there with his hands behind his back.  But as soon as I saw him, he kept walking.  I watched him to make sure he wasn't coming back to talk to Stephanie.  Mr. Rain turned the corner and vanished around a house. 

I shook my head.  Maybe Mr. Rain walked home, and I hadn't noticed before.  

Or maybe he'd been watching Sara and I sit in the garden.  You could see it from across the road where he'd been standing.  

I passed the office, then climbed up the stairs and walked down the linoleum hallway to dump my backpack in my little room.  Haven House was quiet since the boys hadn't gotten off the bus yet and all of them were elementary age.  Sara and I were the only two girls, period, and the only two in high school.  We had the automatic duty of helping watch the boys sometimes.  Not having a car was a good thing here.  If either of us did, we'd be the taxis, too.  Stephanie was way too busy to run kids around all the time.  

I turned my window fan on to funnel in some cooler air from outside and headed back downstairs.  It was a rule in Haven House that older kids got rooms on the upper level while the younger ones had to be on the ground floor, near Stephanie's office.  At least we had that.  And when the boys ventured up here, it wasn't pretty.

This was my last year in the House.  I'd miss the graffiti in the stairwell, painted there by years and years of kids.  The hearts.  The giraffe drawings and the zoo animals.  I'd drawn an apple there years ago, and it was still there near the bottom step next to Sara's birds and squirrels.

Or had I drawn it?  Something about my memories felt displaced.  Warped.

Stephanie was in her office.  She faced me through her spectacles and smiled.  Her expression gave away no secret deals with the superintendent.  No trouble.  I relaxed for the first time since I'd woken up in Algebra this morning.  I'd always liked Stephanie.  She was fair and understanding and you could tell that she didn't hate what she did for a living.

Unlike Mr. Rain.

"Is it okay if Sara and I pick veggies from the garden?" I asked.  "We have to whip up a salad.  We'll need lettuce."

She nodded.  "Just don't take all of it.  I want to show the younger kids how to cut vegetables later on tonight.  You can stick with the radishes and carrots as long as you leave at least one full row.  I think all we have is crisp head lettuce."

"Thanks."  I trekked back outside, and the sun warmed up my black shirt and skirt.  It didn't seem like she knew about anything that had happened at school today and I would keep it that way.  My weird day would get left behind soon enough.  On the other side of tonight it wouldn't matter.

I walked back around to the garden.  Sara had already vanished.  She must be waiting for me.  I turned down the dirt path and found her standing there, leaning over the lettuce.

"Mara," she said in a voice that told me my weird day wasn't over yet.  The color drained from her face.  Not that there was much.  

I took a long, deep breath and stepped around the cluster of sunflowers.  "What happened now?"

"The lettuce.  It wasn't like this before."

Sara backed away to show the two rows of it.  

She was right.

One row of the lettuce had turned purple.  Not just dark, reddish purple but angry purple—the kind I had painted my nails with a few weeks ago.  The heads of that entire row had grown larger and the leaves bigger.  

And the other row of lettuce had gone from regular green to acid green.  The plants had shrunk as if they were trying to hide.    

I turned and walked right back out of the garden again.  "I need to lie down."

"Mara, are you all right?"  Sara was right behind me.  "You're not yourself."

I whirled around on her.  "I've just had a long day.  Now's not the time to get into it.  I'm just going to go stuff my head under my pillow, go to sleep, and wake up and pretend none of this ever happened."  The lettuce had been normal when I left the garden.  It should still be normal.  Or maybe I just imagined all this crap.  

But Sara had seen the change.  

"You never get upset like this."  Sara paled even more than usual, almost to where she looked dead.  

"I've never gotten accused to choking a teacher before," I said.  "And now our garden's changing."

"You didn't choke the teacher.  They let you off."

"Still," I said.  Behind her, the lettuce stayed as strange as ever.  "Sara—did you see the lettuce turn color like that?"

She swallowed.  "No.  I was looking at the sunflowers and the when I turned around, it was like that."  She shook her head.  "We need to get our project done.  I'm sure the lettuce is fine.  The sun must have caused it to change color or something.  Or the soil.  I'm sure there's a rational explanation for it.  Maybe Stephanie used some kind of spray on it that made that row turn purple."

"Maybe.  Or we're losing our minds."  At least I wasn't alone in this.

Sara gave me a funny look.  She had never seen me lose anything before. 

I was the one who was there when she was having a bad day.  We were the closest thing to sisters we'd ever have.  Sara was twenty days younger than me and I always joked that all authority belonged to me.

I couldn't afford to break down.  Stephanie and Tom were great and all, but they had twenty-two kids to manage and some younger ones needed it.  I'd take care of whatever was going on.  I always did.

"We're not," Sara said.  "It's just lettuce," Sara said.  "I know it's weird, but I've seen purple lettuce before at the store.  The sun must have made it ripen.  These must be two different varieties."

"Stephanie just told me she only planted crisp head lettuce."

"She must have been wrong," Sara said.  

"Just lettuce," I repeated.  I could finish this salad.  I would.  Maybe we'd get bonus points for having more color in ours.  Mrs. Landry from Foods always said more color meant more nutrients, or something.  

I picked some purple lettuce.  Sara grabbed the green kind.  It might be luck we could use two different types.  This wasn't a partner project.  

Sara and I borrowed the Haven House kitchen, which Stephanie had painted in a warm yellow with flowers on the walls.  I'd helped bake cookies here lots of times.  Or had I?  In one way, I felt like I never had, that I imagined the whole thing.  But the memory felt real at the same time.  

We went to work cutting up the carrots and adding the last of the croutons that Stephanie had stocked.  The bus rolled up and let the elementary kids off, who flooded the kitchen looking for snacks.  Tony stopped in the kitchen doorway and stared at me as if I had just grown horns.  I flashed him my biggest smile and waved.  What was with him?  He'd seen me a million times.

The kid turned and walked up the steps to the second story, his orange Adventure Time backpack hanging low on his back.  He stole one last glance at me and vanished up the steps.  That was strange.  Tony liked to stop and tell me about his day and about how good he was getting at his music lessons.  

I wouldn't think about it.

I'd finish this project and then none of this would follow me into tomorrow.  


Chapter Three

 

 

 

I held the reddest apple I had ever seen.

Cradling it in my hands, I looked around the forest to make sure no one was spying on me.  The apple was heavy, heavier than it should be, but its color was so alluring that it seemed to glow in the sunlight.  It was free of all spots and of all other color.  My mouth watered just looking at it.  I stood not too far from a castle that loomed dark and foreboding in the distance.  Birds chirped and a lone rabbit ran away through the trees.

Something rustled in the underbrush. 

I turned. 

A dark form emerged from the vegetation, cloaked in a black robe and hood with trim the color of blood.  It looked like a living shadow coming out of the ground.  The air went as cold as a mountain peak and became as sharp as a dagger.  The world turned dark around me and the sky went to an ashen gray, the gray of death.

"Hand it over," the figure said in a low voice that made me think of a deep, dark cave.  "I need you out of the way."

And he reached out towards me.

I backed away, tripped over a root, and fell.

A strange buzzing woke me.

I sat up in bed.  The sound repeated itself, along with the gentle white noise of a fan blowing.  The sticky air wrapped around me as I sat up and got my bearings.  Where was I?  Plain white walls with hearts and skulls drawn all over them surrounded me like the scribbling of an inmate.  Black curtains hung over an open window and only let in a bit of weak sunlight.  Dawn.  It was morning.  I'd been dreaming.  

Then the memory flooded back.

This was my room in Haven House.  Duh.

And no shadow guy was lurking around.  

Well, it had been an awesome dream, at least.  I fished through my backpack and got out my dream journal.  I flipped to a random empty page, one where I had scribbled roses and vipers bearing their fangs around the border.  On it, I wrote about the dream, closed the book, and checked the time.

Crap.  I had to leave for school in twenty minutes.  So much for breakfast, like Stephanie loved to insist on.  I couldn't wait until I could just grab a coffee and a donut like an adult.  I'd stopped eating cereal at the table with the little kids a long time ago.  

The buzzing sound came again.

The phone.  I'd left it in my backpack.  I fished it out and shoved the dream journal back in. 

At first I marveled at the screen, at the perfect images that came up behind the glass.  Something about it felt right and familiar.  But then I blinked.  The phone was always like this.  There was nothing magical about it.  What was wrong with me?  I was just as stupid today as I was yesterday.

Sara sent me a message.  Don't forget the salad.

Won't, I typed back.  Don't think the little kids will want to devour it.  I thanked Mrs. Laney that we hadn't had to make cookies.  Those wouldn't have lasted long.

I dressed in my black dragon leggings and my skull hoodie today even though I could tell it would be hot.  I rushed downstairs with my backpack, pushed through the kitchen and around the boys, and opened the fridge.  Tony watched me from behind his glasses and went back to his cereal when I waved at him again.  All seven of them ate in silence.  It was morning.  I couldn't blame them.  

"Hey, Tony," I said.  "Everything okay?"

He didn't answer me.  Instead, he poked Chad who sat next to him.  He was in the fifth grade and a year older than him.  Tony clung to Chad like he was a brother.   I could understand that.  Tony whispered something to her and he made a confused face at him.

Maybe word about Mr. Rain had spread a lot farther than I feared.

The huge bowl of purple salad remained in the fridge, untouched by even Stephanie.  The green one had vanished.  I grabbed it, made sure the plastic wrap was tight, and ran out the door.  Sara had already left.  She was the good one, always getting to school early so she could get studying done without the kids.  

I hopped on my bike and balanced the Dark Side salad on top of my handlebars all the way to school.  I got two cheers from some basketball guys as I drew closer.  When I waved to them, my project almost took a tumble.  Sara had the other salad, the green one.  She had the light side of the force.

Sara met me outside in the hall after I had stuffed my project into the fridge in Mrs. Laney's classroom.  She held the green salad as she came in through the parking lot doors.  "Morning," she said.  Her smile told me that something was up.

"Morning," I said.  We dropped the good off every time we said it.  I was not a morning person.

"Let me stash this," she said.  Sara had her hair in pigtails today, tied in red bows, and she was wearing her red lipstick.  It was the same color as that apple from my dream.  She put the Light Side salad next to mine and closed the fridge.  "I have news.  Mrs. Laney's having her second and fourth hours meet in here at the same time.  We're all going to do the tasting after lunch today.  Now think about what that means."

"That we'll get crowded?" I asked.  "That we're all going to die horrible deaths in the excess body heat?"  

She smiled.  "No.  It starts with E."

E.  

Eric.

He had Mrs. Landry in second hour.  

And he might try my salad.  I might even get the chance to talk to him.

A shiver ran down my spine and my heart raced.  "Good to know," I said.  My mouth got dry.  I could stomach whatever nightmares came every night, but talking to Eric—nope.  

"Come on.  Aren't you excited?  You never get to talk to him in Algebra."

"Because of Mr. Rain," I said.  Would Eric even want to look at me?  I was just the mouthy goth girl who lived at Haven House.  Eric was the guy with the class jacket who would get accepted at some Ivy League place.  We weren't even in the same universe.  People expected me to go out with guys like Skull Major, who spent his days cleaning his motorcycle even though he didn't have his license yet.  Skull couldn't even pull his pants up high enough to hide his butt crack.  People had tried to hook us up way too many times.  

Just because I lived at Haven House didn't mean I didn't have standards.  I wished people realized that.  

Sara wasn't expected to date him.  She might dress like me, but she wasn't bad like me.  

"Come on," she said.  "I'll make sure I steer him in your direction.  Eric's a nice guy."

"I..."  I choked up.  "You don't have to, Sara."

"What?  This is making you nervous?  Nothing makes you nervous."

"This is Eric we're talking about." 

Sara smiled.  "I'll make sure the two of you talk," she said, winking.  "Just watch.  Foods will be amazing today."

 

* * * * *

 

I didn't eat lunch.  Mrs. Landry had instructed everyone in Foods not to do so today.  Because food.  I didn't want to eat, anyway.  Sara had something planned, and it was something I couldn't escape.

I loved her and hated her at the same time.

The bell rang, and I dragged myself to Foods.  I stepped over the threshold and onto the red brick floor and found the fridge open.  Mrs. Landry had our dishes all set out.  My Dark Side salad sat in the middle of the long tables she had set around the room in a U shape.  The tables almost sagged with sliced fruits, whole grain breads, tuna salads and deviled eggs.  My stomach rumbled just staring at it all.  We rarely got a good home cooked meal at the Haven House and this was way better than cafeteria food.

"Do you know what kind of lettuce this is?" Mrs. Landry asked me, standing over my salad.  She pulled her sleeve down over her upper arm and smiled at me.  "I've seen nothing like it."

"I'm not sure," I said.  "It was growing in our garden at Hav...at home.  There are all kinds of veggies in there and I'm not even sure what some of them are."  Well, these.  "We had a couple different lettuces."

She smiled.  "It looks good, Mara.  Almost magical.  I can't wait to have the students try this."

I leaned closer to my salad.  The lettuce leaves seemed even more purple now, almost black.  They were the same color I imagined the velvet on the inside of a vampire's coffin might be.  

I wondered if I should serve this.  

"Hey, Mara."

My heart about stopped.  

Eric.

He stood there, smiling and resting his hand on the table.  He had on his class jacket today, the one with the big orange E.  His long hair hung over his shoulders.  His broad chest had gotten him asked to join the football team several times, but each time he refused.  He didn't like to hang out with the jocks.  He kind of floated around.  It seemed like there were pieces of each group in Eric and he didn't belong to any one of them.  

The smile faded off his face and the twin wrinkles in his cheeks vanished.  He rubbed his hand through his hair.  I wished I could do that.  "Is something wrong?"

"No," I said.  "It's just, we never cross paths, you know?"

Wow.  I had to talk like an idiot.  Now I needed to think about the Eric dreams I'd written about in my journal next and then I'd be a complete failure.  

Heat rushed to my face.  I was glad I'd put on plenty of pale makeup today.  I prayed that Eric couldn't see it.  

He didn't seem to.  "What's that?" he asked, eyeing my salad.  "It looks like it came from another planet or some garden in an underworld."

"I like the garden in an underworld idea," I said.  Maybe we had something in common.  Eric didn't look like the guy who would be into the same stuff I was.  Even though his hair was long, he shared his clean appearance with the kids in the Honor Society, even though he never hung out with them, either.  I couldn't figure him out.  

Eric got a closer look at the salad.  He leaned down and sniffed it.  "Who brought it in?"

"I did."  I searched around for Sara but she wasn't in here yet.  She must have asked Eric to talk to me to make me feel better.  The last thing I needed was the pity.  

“It smells great,” he said, reaching for the plastic spoon I had thrown in there this morning.

“Not yet,” I said.  “You don’t want Mrs. Landry to yell at you.”

“She won't yell at me.”

“I will yell at you,” Mrs. Landry said from behind us.

I whirled around, almost glad she was there.  Mrs. Landry smiled and eyed all the food.  “I think it was a great idea, having both classes do this together.  It quickens the grading for me, too.”

Eric breathed out, hesitated, and spoke.  “I had a hard time convincing Mr. Viele to let me out.  We’re supposed to have a test today.”

Mrs. Landry screwed up her features like she was searching for an excuse.  “It’s good to do these exercises this way,” she said.  “No one is to touch the food yet.  Not until I give the order.”

The teacher walked away and Eric shrugged at me.  “She’s not this strict most of the time.”

“She has many people today,” I said.  I was talking to Eric and having a real conversation with him, and I wasn’t dying from it.  I spotted Sara on the other side of the room, hiding behind the cabinet.  She smiled at me. 

Mrs. Landry called for everyone so sit.  There wasn’t enough room, so the second hour kids had to stand up against the wall.  The room grew hot, even with the open window looking on the outside, and people fanned themselves with paper plates and whatever else they had in their hands.  Eric took off his class jacket.  He was wearing a black T-shirt with a coat of arms today.  He fanned himself off with his shirt and muttered something to the guy next to him.  It was the first time I'd seen him with the class jacket off.  

“See?” Sara asked me.  

I nodded.  Mrs. Landry walked up and down the table of food today.  My stomach rumbled now I had spoken with Eric like I promised.  The stress had come off.  The heat in the room increased, and I regretted putting on my leggings.  At the next table, Devon pretended to faint.

“All of this food looks superb,” Mrs. Landry said.  “I’ll be giving out a lot of good grades for this.  I’m pleased with the healthy choices.  However, I may have to mark down whoever brought the Thin Mints from the Girl Scouts.”  She pointed to a plate with an assembled circle of brown cookies on it.  It looked like a few people had already snuck away with some.  In other words, someone had forgotten to do their project.  “However, I think we should head outside to do the tasting.  It’s much cooler out there and we won't have the heat from the ovens that I ran today.  Everyone, grab your dish and we’ll go out to the picnic tables that are under the trees."

Cheers went up and everyone scrambled to grab their dishes.  Sara seized her Light Side salad, and I wrapped my arms around mine.  I couldn’t believe I had balanced this on my handlebars this morning.  I checked to see what Eric had brought in.  A loaf of bread he must have made in some bread maker.  It looked really good.  I'd have to try it and compliment him on it.

It was a long walk around the school to where the picnic tables waited.  We all got under the shade and breathed sighs of relief as we set our food out everywhere.  Blissful coolness washed over me as the breeze blew and the leaves rustled.  A few flies hung around, anticipating the free food.  One tried to land on Sara's salad and she tried to hit it with the wooden spoon.  It flew away, hovering over each dish for a second while ignoring my salad as if it was swimming with the plague.

For a second, I wondered if something was wrong with the purple leaves.

They looked strange.

"Did someone dye this?" Devon asked, pointing to it.  I shrunk back.  

"Hey," Eric said to him.  "Don't knock the salad because it's different.  You might hurt its feelings."

More heat rushed to my face.  He was defending me.  Well, the salad, but he knew it was mine.  

Mrs. Landry handed out the paper plates and opened a box of plastic forks and spoons.  We all lined up and dug into each dish, piling food onto our plates.  There was not enough sitting room with two classes out here, so most of us had to stand.  Eric got a big heaping pile of the purple salad and Mrs. Landry grabbed some of Sara's bright green one.  We had a whole spectrum of colors going on here.  

"Try the bread," Eric said through a mouthful of deviled egg.

I did.  The bread was amazing and just a little spicy.  "What kind is it?"

"Beer bread," he told me with a grin.  "Don't get too excited.  The alcohol burns off when it's cooked, so the beer is just for flavor. "

"Beer bread?" Devon asked.  He and his football friends all gravitated towards where Eric's loaf was sitting.  "Beer bread!"

Eric snorted.  "They'll be disappointed."  He speared the purple lettuce leaves, and I waited with bated breath.  

"Eric!  Don't eat that!"

Sara shoved past me and I jumped in shock.  I fell into the bench of the picnic table to where Moanna was sitting and sampling some coleslaw.  Sara knocked Eric's paper plate out of his hands and it went toppling to the ground, food and all.  

"Sorry," I said to Moanna.  She gave me a dirty look, but I ignored it.  "Sara—what are you doing?"

She faced me.  Sara was shaking and very pale.  Her gaze darted over to the edge of the baseball diamond.

I turned.

Sara wasn't the only one acting strange.  One of Devon's friends had dropped his paper plate and purple lettuce had gone everywhere along with a deviled egg.  He wrapped his arms around himself and sank down to all fours.  Next to him, a guy named Nort was already on his hands and knees and his face seemed longer than usual—a lot longer.  Another plate of lettuce had fallen next to him, leaving brilliant purple on grass.  His face was turning tan.  His eyes, black.  

And short hair was sprouting all over his body.  

"What is going on here?" Mrs. Landry asked.  She ran towards the boys and stopped.  

I felt as if I was watching a clay animation play out before me.  The boys struggled to stand up from the grass, but they couldn't.  More fur sprouted.  Tan for Nort, and gray for Devon's friend.  Shirts strained and ripped, revealing more fur.  

Sara grabbed my arm and Eric cursed.  Both classes ran over and crowded around the two boys while Mrs. Landry tried to wave them back.  Some girls screamed and backed away, throwing down their plates of food.  Salad and veggies toppled everywhere.  Green mixed with purple.  Another one of Devon’s friends got out his phone and held it above the crowd, trying to film.  

Eric broke away from us and ran to join the crowd.  He stood on his toes and looked back at us.  “Come here!” he shouted.  “You won’t believe this.”

I backed away.  Sickness filled my insides like green scum.  Something was wrong.  Something was way wrong.

And it might have to do with my salad.  Both guys had it on their plates.  Sara had noticed something wrong before I did.  She stared at me, her mouth falling open in horror.  Sara made a squeaking sound and pointed to the middle of the giant huddle.

Mrs. Landry pushed into the middle of everyone and held up her hands.  “Back away!” she shouted.  “Give them some room.  Everyone, stop crowding them and give them some space.”  She wore a look of scary calm like someone in shock.

The two classes backed away.  More people threw down their plates to join the others already on the ground.

I did the same.  Food was the last thing I wanted right now.

Two donkeys stood in the middle of everyone where Devon’s friend and Nort had been standing before.  A tan one, and a gray one.  They looked at each other and at the crowd as if they didn’t know what to do.  Purple lettuce and deviled eggs and beer bread lay scattered everywhere as if the donkeys had crashed our party and gone after all our food.  Nort’s clothes lay torn on the ground along with Devon’s friend’s.  One donkey made a grunting sound and turned around to check itself out.  Another, more terrified grunting sound followed as it turned and tried to see its other side.

I blinked again and again, trying to dismiss it.  But the scene didn’t go away.

Could this be Nort and Devon’s buddy themselves?

Some curse had fallen on them.  No.  Curses weren’t real.  Why couldn’t I remember that?  I pinched myself as hard on the arm as I could, almost hard enough to draw blood.  Pain screamed, but I didn’t wake.

Mrs. Landry stepped in front of the donkeys and waved the people behind them to the front.  Students filed past them, silent with mouths hanging open.  One last girl still clutching her plate of food tossed it to the grass to join the others already there.

Nort and Devon’s friend had turned into donkeys.  Unless this was the most elaborate trick someone had ever played, Sara and I were seeing a real live curse.

And it had come from our garden.

The gray donkey took a step, lowered its face to the ground, and munched on more of the purple lettuce.  It ate until there was nothing left and moved on to the beer bread still on the ground.  The tan donkey joined in and ate as if nothing else in the world mattered.  I took another step back.  Mrs. Landry knew the purple salad was mine.  That me and Sara were there when Mr. Rain choked.  She would blame this on me for sure and I had no proof I had nothing to do with it.  

Something had happened to our garden and now strange things were following me around.  I had the horrible feeling the lettuce might have meant to target me.

Sara raised her hand and broke the ominous silence that had fallen.  “What happened?”

Mrs. Landry faced her and screwed up her face.  She pulled a cell phone from her pocket, eyed it, and put it back.  “I don’t know,” she said.  She raised both arms and shouted over the nervous chatter and the shock.  “Everyone, just head back to the Foods room while we clean up this mess.  Sit tight.  I must take care of this."

“Head back to the Foods room?” Moanna asked.  “Did I see what I thought I saw?”  She was one notch below hysterical.  Her black hair was a mess and her mouth was hanging open. 

Mrs. Landry sighed.  “I will straighten out this mess.  Please, just head back there and wait.” She pulled down her sleeve again, but not before I glimpsed red on her arm.  I was seeing things.  None of this made any sense.  Then she faced Eric.  “You were over there talking to Mara and Sara, right?”

Eric nodded.  

“Then do something useful and clean up all this lettuce,” Mrs. Landry snapped at him.  “I think you’re the man for the job.”

The two donkeys continued to eat.  A few people detached from the crowd and headed back towards the school, taking glances back every second.  Others followed and a whole stream of people walked past us.  No one spoke now.  No one knew what to do.  Mrs. Landry continued to glare at Eric.  

She might blame the beer bread.  Everyone had gone for that right before this happened.  It was lying there next to the donkeys.  Perhaps the purple lettuce had nothing to do with this.

Or perhaps Mr. Rain was a nice man, and the moon was green.  

“I had nothing to do with this,” Eric said.  “Everyone was talking to other people.  I don’t know what was in the food today but I don’t think it’s a good idea to be touching it. Why are you singling me out?”

“Now,” Mrs. Landry ordered.  Then she turned her glare on Sara and I.  “The two of you need to head back into the school.  Don’t say a word about this to anyone you might see.”

I couldn’t hold it back.  The lettuce remained as strange as ever.  If Eric touched it and then lifted his fingers to his mouth that might be bad.  Just no.  “Why are you picking on him?” I asked, speaking through my shock.  “We know there’s something wrong with the food here.  Shouldn’t you call a hazmat team to come clean it up?  Tell them there’s botulism or anthrax on it or something.  Or at least get gloves and pick it up yourself.”

Mrs. Landry eyed me like a deer caught in headlights, as if I had caught her doing something that could get her fired.  Maybe that was the case.  She turned away and faced the two donkeys, who couldn't stop themselves from eating.  “Just go, all three of you.  I’ll have someone else come out and take care of the mess and figure out what’s going on.  I need to go to the office.  We’ll leave these donkeys out here to clean the food up for us.”

I couldn’t believe her.  The shock must be clouding Mrs. Landry’s ability to think.  “That’s Nort and that one guy I don’t know the name of,” I said.  “I think that’s a little more important than the mess.”

Sara tugged on my arm.  “Come on.  Please.  I’m freaked out.”

The tan donkey wandered over to the beer bread and gobbled it down with some gross livestock chewing sounds.  It seemed like all he cared about now was eating.  The gray one joined him and chowed down on another piece of beer bread which sat on top of a pile of bright green lettuce.  Mrs. Landry shook her head and just watched.  I couldn’t believe she was blaming anyone for staring.  Things like this shouldn’t happen.  Ever.

The last of Eric’s beer bread disappeared into donkey mouth.

“I guess it people liked it,” Eric managed.  His words betrayed his fear.  “It wasn’t the beer bread that did this, was it?”  He forced a smile at us all, but Mrs. Landry sighed again as if she’d caught these two donkeys smoking in the bathroom or something.  Didn’t she understand what was going on here?

The gray donkey reached the green lettuce and continued to chow down.  The tan one joined it and Sara’s Light Side salad disappeared underfoot.

Sara took a step back, almost bumping into Eric.

Both donkeys stopped.

The tan one looked up and trembled.  A strange noise came from its throat and its black eyes got huge.  The gray donkey did likewise and Mrs. Landry waved us back.  

“Get back into the school,” she barked.  “Go wait in the Foods room!”

I refused to move.  I couldn’t by now, anyway.  The three of us were too transfixed by what was going on in front of us.

Both donkeys were once again changing shape.

They grew taller than before.  Hair shrunk into skin and faces shortened.  Tails retracted and back legs grew longer.  Joints popped.  They were both returning to their normal forms.

Mrs. Landry grew silent and backed away as the two boys returned to normal before us.  Nort gasped, looked down, and let a look of sheer terror came over his face.  

Sara screamed.  

And then I saw why.

Both guys were naked.  


Chapter Four

 

 

 

Sara and Eric and I left Nort and the other guy to deal with the most humiliating day of their lives.  We ran into the school.  Eric kept his face in his hands, shaking his head and muttering “no,” as we all entered the building and left them behind with Mrs. Laney.  She could deal with that mess.  She wanted us all gone, anyway.

My purple lettuce.

It had to be the purple lettuce that had turned those two guys into donkeys.

And Sara’s bright green lettuce had turned them back.

Something very wrong had happened in our garden yesterday while I was upstairs.

Something even worse had happened to Mr. Rain.

And Sara had been there both times.

No.  It couldn’t be.  Sara wasn’t a mean girl.  She wasn’t some kind of witch.

Was she?

But she’d also been sitting there in Mr. Rain’s classroom when I woke up from that dream.  When I felt like I had landed there from another place.  

“No, no, no,” Eric groaned.  He withdrew his face from his hands.  “I did not see Nort and Joey naked.”

I was so panicked over the donkey thing that there was no room left to freak out over that.  “Um…Eric?” I asked.

We walked down the Lit hall and turned the corner to head back to the Foods room.  Loud chatter came out of the kitchen.  It was chaos in there.  I could tell even with the door most of the way shut.  Mrs. Hendry stood just inside and said something to someone.  People had already alerted her to what was going on, then.

This would be the day she would always remember.

Sara and I pushed into the classroom and crammed in by everyone else.  Eric came in behind us.  “I can’t believe she wanted me to clean up that food,” Eric said.  “That’s almost as bad as seeing—"

“Shhh!” Sara hushed him.  “I don’t hate Nort and Joey.  Maybe we should, you know, keep that part under wraps.”

“I agree,” I said, stifling a laugh.  I knew this wasn't funny but—Nort and Joey naked.  

Mrs. Laney wouldn’t gossip about their lack of clothing unless it was to the other teachers.  Okay.  Maybe Mr. Rain would let something slip in class if either of them had him.  I shook my head, unable to get the last ten minutes out of my head.  I could only think of Nort and Joey trying to cover themselves and trying to put on their ruined pants while Mrs. Laney tapped out a message on her phone.  The profuse swearing Joey had done.  The intense redness in Nort’s cheeks and his silence.  They must both fear for their reputations now.  I’d never be able to face either one of them again.  I wouldn’t even be able to walk through the same hallway as them.  

“What happened?” Moanna asked me.  “Are those two donkeys still out there?”

The confused look on her face told me she was just as clueless as everyone else in the room.  Phones were out and people were texting.  Whispering.  “Not anymore,” I managed when a terrible thought hit me.  

No one knew what food item had caused what.  

And no one knew the stuff in our garden was still dangerous.

I tugged on Sara's sleeve as all thoughts of her involvement flew away.  "We have to go."

"Why?" she asked.

Why.  I couldn't believe she didn't realize.  I mouthed the words Haven House.

We had seven kids there along with Stephanie, who might feed them a healthy meal tonight.  Who might pick some bright lettuce to make something interesting for the kids.

Two of them, Mike and Jose, only had a half day kindergarten class.

Sara and I bolted back down the hall.  The class stayed in uproar and no one came out after us.  Haven House was only half a mile away.  I had to grab my bike and get there.  "Sara," I breathed once we got to the exit doors.  "Stay here.  I'll get rid of all the lettuce.  Stephanie might yell at me but I don't care.  I'll tell her it made people sick.  I can't believe this happened."

Sara held the door open for me.  "Go," she said.  "Let me know if everything's all right there."

I unlocked my bike and rode as fast as I ever had down the street and away from the school.  The parking lot monitor never came and stopped me.  I dumped my bike right outside Haven House's garden and bolted inside.  I pushed the door open and the sounds of a loud cartoon masked the noise of my entry.  I'd have to touch the lettuce to get it out of here but at least I knew the cure if something happened. 

I checked the fridge.  All clear.  I checked the sink.  Same.  I didn't even spot any lettuce in the trash.  Then I went outside.  The remaining heads still sat in the garden and they didn't look picked over.  Safety first.  I pulled every one out of the ground and tossed them into the compost pile and stomped on them for good measure, grinding the purple leaves into the grossness.  I left the bright green ones in the ground, just in case someone needed them.  Then I checked the rest of the garden to make sure nothing else had done anything strange.  

To make sure Sara hadn't—

I had to stop blaming her.  I didn't know for certain she'd done this.

Haven House remained quiet.  I didn't think Stephanie had any idea I was out here, wrecking the lettuce we'd all put so much work into.  Once satisfied that no one else would fall victim, I sneaked inside again, crept down the hall, and found Mike and Jose sitting there watching a cartoon.  I headed to the downstairs bathroom, and I washed my hands right when Stephanie's phone rang down the hall in her office.  "Hello?" she asked.  "Oh, hi, Tom.  What's going on over at the other location?"

I ducked out while she was talking, letting her conversation mask the door opening and closing.

Seven little kids would stay safe from the scary lettuce.

I had to make sure Sara stayed out of the garden, whatever I did.

And stayed away from the food, period.

I grabbed my bike and straightened it up.  One wheel creaked.  I swung my legs onto the bike and made it to the edge of the yard when I noticed.  

Mr. Rain was standing at the corner, watching me.

He was wearing another white shirt, this one without a tie of any sort.  I stopped, staring at him, but he made no motion he'd seen me and he continued to stare.  He was too far for me to ask him what his problem was or why he was out walking around on what might be his conference hour, but even from here I could catch the glare in his eyes.  He remained still.  

I'd have to ride past him to get back to school.  

It wasn't something I was looking forward to.

I waited for Mr. Rain to turn away or at least get out his phone to tell the office I was ducking out of class, but he continued to stare.  An itch crept up the back of my neck as if a hundred bugs were crawling on it.  I was getting freaked out.

Nothing was right about this.

Maybe I was wrong to blame Sara.  Maybe the teachers were why Joey and Nort had such a bad day.  Mrs. Laney might even be in on it.  She'd dealt with the donkey situation a lot calmer than anyone should have.

I turned my bike, cursing myself for turning away and running.  But I took the long way around and rode back to school as fast as I could, leaving Mr. Rain very far behind.

 

* * * * *

 

Sara was waiting for me when I got back to the school.  She hadn't left the entryway, and it was a miracle that the hall lady hadn't found her standing here.  My friend was still pale and even a little green.  

"What took you so long?" she asked.  "Eric came out to check on us but I told him you had to be sick.  I didn't tell him about the lettuce.  We want our reputations to stay intact, too."

I told her about Mr. Rain standing at the corner after I'd disposed of our disaster.

"What gives?" she asked.  "Why would he go stare at Haven House?  You should tell Stephanie about him.  That's like, creepy.  What if he's into little kids?"

"He was staring at me.  Just standing there.  And, well, staring."

"Well," Sara said, swallowing.  "It could have to do with the tie thing."  

"Sara, what if he did something to the lettuce?"

"Mr. Rain wasn't there when the lettuce changed colors.  Unless he was hiding."

"He could have been."  I glanced down the empty hall.  Class must be about to end and then there would be a stream of students out here.  Courtesy of phones, everyone might know about what had happened.  "It's not like he doesn't know where we live."

And Joey and Nort...I didn't want to think about what they were going through, even if we had stopped word from spreading about their humiliation.

But Eric.  We had to make sure he stayed quiet.  

He'd been interested in the lettuce even if he had blamed the beer bread.

We rushed back to the Foods classroom, but someone was leaning into the doorway when we approached.  I stopped and held up my arm to keep Sara back.  I wasn't sure why I did that, but it felt like the right thing to do.

Someone in a flowing black robe was leaning into the classroom with his backside poking out.  Red trim decorated the bottom of his robe and the color brought back whatever nightmare I had woken from yesterday in class.  The air grew cold and sharp, the same way it had felt when Mr. Rain's tie had tightened around him. 

This was the guy I'd dreamed about.  The one who charged me.  

Something was wrong here.

And the class was too silent.

The figure said something else, keeping his words low.  His voice sounded like it had emerged from a void.  He backed out of the classroom door a little and Mrs. Landry said something.  She sounded calm.  The atmosphere prickled and a wave of major déjà vu swept over me.  I'd felt this before.

I nodded at Sara and the two of us ducked behind the vending machine just as the person—the man—backed out of Mrs. Landry's classroom.

I pressed against the wall as heavy footsteps headed away.  Sara had her hand over her mouth like she was about to be sick.  I didn't get it.  Did she know something I didn't?

The footsteps got quiet and distant.  Gulping, I looked around the machine.

A tall figure in a black robe and hood walked away, robe sweeping behind him.  He reminded me of the evil Emperor from Star Wars.  I had seen that movie, right?  

And I'd seen this black robe with the red trim before.  I knew it as much as I knew my name was Mara.  

The hooded man walked farther away and stopped when he passed the gym and reached the exit doors.  He held up one hand, and the doors swung open for him.   The guy stepped out, and the doors shut with a loud bang that made me jump.

"What was that?" Sara asked.  "Please say I didn't see that."

"Okay," I said.  "You didn't see that.  We have to go check on the class.  I don't know what that was."  I faced Sara.  "Did you feel the air a minute ago?"

She let out a breath.  "It was cold.  Sharp."  She rubbed her arms.  "I think it's still there a little."

"I felt the same thing," I said.  "What did he do to the class?  They're all quiet now." 

I shuddered and imagined the scene inside.  Maybe this robed guy had messed up the lettuce and come here to kill the witnesses.  He could have hired Mr. Rain to track us.  Or Sara could be in on this.  My head felt ready to explode.

It was just then that Eric turned the corner to the hallway and blinked.  "You're back," he said.  "Where did the two of you go off to?  Mrs. Landry was wondering where you went.  I sure haven't seen Joey and Nort anywhere."  He grimaced.  "Not that I want to."

"Where were you?" I asked.  

"Bathroom," Eric said.  He checked his phone.  "Class ends in five minutes.  I bet we're in trouble after what happened.  I'm not sure what Mrs. Landry will put on our detention slips."  Eric rubbed his arms.  "Is it me, or did it get a little cold in here?  I mean, is that even possible?"

"Are people turning into donkeys possible?" I asked.  A part of me wanted to believe it wasn't true and that I'd been seeing things.  I wished something would make sense.

Eric laughed.  "I guess not," he said.  "I was just trying to make a joke.  Let's get back into class.  Or not."

The classroom was still quiet.  Mrs. Landry spoke.

"Okay.  Since that swarm of ants got to our food, I will give everyone a passing grade if they brought in a dish," she explained in a loud voice.  "I didn't realize there would be an ants' nest right under the picnic tables.  I think I have bites swelling on my arms."

The three of us all faced each other.

Ants' nest?

That made even less sense.  

I stepped closer to the door and peeked in.  Everyone was sitting at desks and some people looked bored.  Moanna put her chin in her hand.  Phones had vanished and more people from Eric's class leaned against the cabinets.  Nobody was fanning themselves anymore.  The air stayed cool since the man in black visited.

And no one looked panicked.  

Mrs. Landry looked right at us.  She waved us into the classroom and gave me a hard look.  "I see no ant bites on the three of you," she said.  "What were you doing taking bathroom breaks?  You sure weren't nursing any wounds."

"I--" I managed.  

Mrs. Landry glared and shook her head. 

Say nothing, she meant.

I eyed the class.  Nobody even looked nervous anymore.  It was like Mr. Rain had taken Mrs. Landry's place and put everyone to sleep.  It was almost as if someone had walked in and sucked the real memory of the disaster out of everyone's heads.  Even Nort and Joey sat there with crappy pants from the lost and found and even crappier school mascot T-shirts.

Mrs. Landry made a face at us and motioned to three empty chairs.  She let out a nervous breath and eyed me again.

She still remembered, and she wanted me to stay quiet.

Me, Sara and Eric were the only three students who knew the truth.  

"I had to go to the bathroom," I managed.  

"I don't blame you," Moanna said.  "Those ants—some of them crawled up my pants."

It was true, then. 

Everyone in here thought ants had crashed the party.  That man in black had erased everyone's memories.  Mrs. Landry might have even called him.  

I wanted to shout at the class that Mrs. Landry was lying and something stupid had happened, but they'd never believe me.  I'd just end up making everyone think we Haven House kids were crazies, too.  

"You were checking for ants?" Mrs. Landry asked us.  She gave us a little nod.  "Correct?"

I struggled to come up with something sarcastic to say but there was nothing.  The air grew thick with tension and Sara gave in.  "Right," she said.  "I think class is about to end.  Can we go a little early and check again?"

"Sit down," Mrs. Landry demanded.  

"You know," I said.  "We weren't checking for ants in our pants.  Isn't that a game or something?  We were just off checking out some naked guys."

The look of horror on Mrs. Landry's face gave it away.  She coughed and turned away from us and wrote something on the board, erased it, and then wrote again.

"We were not!" Sara said, holding her hand to her mouth.  

"I wasn't," Eric added.  

And then the bell rang.

Everyone got up from their seats and headed for the door, putting a small crowd between us and Mrs. Landry.  Sara and I backed out of the way and let everyone pass.  

"We'd better go," I said to her and Eric.  "I don't like this."

Sara and I walked away from the classroom about as fast as we could.  Eric pushed through everyone.  "Are we the only three people who aren't ignoring that every law of physics just got broken out there?  We were the only three people not in class during the last twenty minutes."

"You're right," Sara said.  "We weren't in there.  Mara and I saw a guy in a black robe leaving the room right before you got back from the bathroom.  The air turned all cold and now it's like nothing even happened.  The class remembers nothing.  I mean, that's great for Nort and Joey but it's bad for the rest of us.  What if our teachers are running experiments on us all and screwing with our memories?  What if there are things we don't remember, too?"

I shook my head.

Yesterday.

I'd been just like the groggy Foods class.  

Something weird might have happened yesterday and my memories of it got wiped by Mr. Rain and the man in black.  Maybe I had a whole day's worth of false memories.  

Or more.

Terror filled the space under my stomach.  My life could be a lie.

I opened my mouth to tell Sara about it, but she'd walked ahead of me a little and joined the river of students.  Fear propelled her forward.  Maybe I'd doomed the three of us by mouthing off to Mrs. Landry, but she deserved it.  I would not stay silent about it. 

The crowd grew thicker around us.  I struggled to keep up with Eric as people poured out of the band room.  I had to go to Mr. Rain’s class next right along with him and Sara.  That would be an adventure.  I wondered if he had got back to the school early enough to get our assignments started or if he was still out there, staking out Haven House.   That was something I wanted to tell Sara before we got to class.

But she had gone ahead a little.

Sara was walking next to Eric, and they were deep in conversation.


Chapter Five

 

 

Mr. Rain was in class, still tieless.  Sweat had gathered around on his neck which made him extra gross.  He’d been outside.  It was obvious.  I hadn't been seeing things after all.  The air got hotter and hotter in the classroom.  The man in black had left and it didn’t seem like he was coming back.  Mrs. Landry knew him.  Mr. Rain might even know him, too.  

And they both had red marks on their arms.

I wondered if that had anything to do with it.

Eric didn’t speak to me as he shuffled to his seat.  Sara sat in hers and I tried to read her expression.  Eric had been talking to me at the start of Foods.  He’d switched to Sara.  I’d been the one with the scary salad.  Sara had brought the healing one.  

For a second, I felt like I had been set up.  I grabbed the sides of my desk.  

And that Sara had done it in a way that wasn’t too obvious.  A way that she could avoid the guilt.  

I sat down and opened my Algebra book.  

I had to knock it off.

Sara was my best friend.  She'd been trying to set me up with Eric.  I had no reason to be jealous of her.  The whole stupid thing had been a coincidence.  Sara hadn’t meant for any of this crap to happen.  She'd just been lucky, choosing to take in the Light Side salad.  

But Mr. Rain hadn’t choked himself.

My thoughts stormed all through class.  Mr. Rain gave no sign that he had been spying on me or that he’d caught me playing hooky for twenty vital minutes.  He just droned on and avoided my gaze whenever he could.  I searched his arm for any sign of that red mark he had on his arm, but he wrote so much on the board that he never stayed still for more than a few seconds.  The guy was all nerves.  

And the whole time, I could only think about Sara and Eric.

They had only been talking.  Like normal people.  

People talked all the time without anything more happening.  

I traced my fingers along the Led Zeppelin carving in the desk. 

And then a thought hit me.

The man in black had demanded something from me in my dream.  What if, in real life, he wanted something of mine?  The apple?  It was the only thing I'd been holding in the dream.  I could think of other, far worse things, but I had the feeling that wasn't it.  

I sat straight up in the chair as it hit me.  

The same dark dream I had last night was the same one I had right before I woke up in Mr. Rain's class.  A wave of deja vu washed over me and I tried to grasp it, but it flew away into the dark before I could.  It was like some morbid fairy tale.  

I watched the clock.  Mrs. Landry had her conference hour the last hour of the day.  I knew that because I’d heard her mention that she didn’t like to run the ovens in the Foods room during the hottest part of the afternoon once.  The last hour had to be her free one.  Mr. Rain had another class after this.  And Mrs. Landry knew things.  She'd had a civilized conversation with the guy in black.  If I could skip out next hour and spy on her…

Ten minutes before the bell.  Mr. Rain gave us an assignment and mentioned that there would be a quiz tomorrow.  I was so going to fail it.  

The bell rang.  I nodded to Sara and waved her out into the hall. 

“I’m getting to the bottom of this crap,” I said.  “Want to join me?”

“Mara.  What are you going to do?” she asked.  Sara sounded so timid.  “You already made Mrs. Landry really suspicious of us.”

“She already was,” I said.  “Besides, I had to add some of my trademark perverted humor in there.  She should expect that.”

“But you didn’t have to be so specific.”

Eric emerged into the hall.  “And you didn’t have to include me in it.”

He sounded a bit hurt and I withered inside.  “Sorry,” I said.  “Really.  I just didn’t know what else to say to her.  I didn’t want to let Mrs. Landry win.  And I only meant Sara and me with the naked guys comment.”  I was blowing this.  This was the worst day of my life.

“Mara.  What’s the plan?” Sara asked.  "Please don't let it be something dangerous."

“I’m going to Mrs. Landry’s room.  To spy on her.”

“I wouldn’t,” Eric said.  He pulled his class jacket back over his coat of arms T-shirt.  “She was just medieval today, to put it politely.”

“Who’s going to handle this for us?” I asked.  “We’re the only three students who remember what really happened today and we have to keep it that way.  The teachers here aren’t our friends.  There could be a lot of things we don’t remember.”  I gulped and waved Sara and Eric away from Mr. Rain’s door.  “I felt like something had happened to my memory when I woke up in Mr. Rain’s class yesterday.  I felt like the Foods class.”

“Oh,” Sara said.  “Mara—I had no idea.  I don’t remember anything weird about yesterday in class, but if we got memory wiped none of us would.”

The hall filled and turned into a river of chattering people.  “Are you coming with me or not?  Either way, I’m going.”

Sara glanced at Eric.  “I don’t think we should,” she said.  “Mrs. Landry might invite Evil Emperor back any second.”

“I’ll take the risk,” I said.  “Since when do I back down from one?”

Sara frowned at me.  “You are not going there alone.”

“I am.  What do you want to do?  Sit here and wait for someone to poison our food?”

Sara balked and looked at me as if I were the one planning it.  “I’m packing my own lunch from now on.”

I had to get away from her.  Sara could be in on this whole thing for all I knew.  No.  Not my best friend.  She had no reason to be.

“Class,” Eric said.  “Then I think we should go home and forget any of this ever happened.  Even though I’m never going to erase that image from my brain.  Does anyone have any bleach?”

They were both ducking out on me.  I’d been hoping Sara would go, but fear glistened in her eyes.  Eric barely knew me.  I couldn't expect him to.

Even though I would have really, really liked him to.  

"Maybe the two of you should go to class," I said.  I didn't want to endanger either one of them.  I was already on a thin, thin rope with Eric.  I didn't need to make his day any worse.  That rope would snap.  "I'll be okay.  I promise.  I'll tell you if I found out anything."

Sara waited, then nodded.  "Be really careful, Mara," she said.  "Swear."

"Damn," I said.

She laughed.

"Well, you told me to swear," I said.  "I get it.  I'll be really careful.  It's not like I'm going to barge in there and ask her who that guy was."

Sara's mood had gone up, at least.  "I'll tell Mrs. Kovo you had to go home sick.  She hasn't done anything weird lately.  I don't think she's in on this whole thing, whatever it is."

"I appreciate it."

She turned away and headed down the hall.  

And then Eric waved to me and followed her.

I watched them go.  Eric was jogging to catch up with Sara.  The crowd got too thick and I couldn't watch them for long, but I caught a glimpse of them turning the corner and disappearing around the water fountain.  

Eric didn't have the same last period as us.

And yet he was walking beside Sara.

I shook my head.  I had to knock this off.  We had way worse crap to worry about.  Sara wouldn't do something like that to me, not after she had convinced Eric to come over and talk to me.  It would be the ultimate betrayal.  She knew how I felt about Eric.  

I turned and headed back towards the Foods room, taking my time so I could watch out for Mrs. Landry.  

And on the way, I passed Nort.

He was wearing one of those crappy Ellwood High School Pride T-shirts the office made people change into if they wore something offensive to school and an ugly pair of olive green pants someone had (rightfully) never claimed from the lost and found.  I hurried past, but Nort didn't even give me a second glance.  He looked annoyed, but far from embarrassed.  I had the idea that his memory along with Joey's had been wiped, too.  The man in black must have visited them both.  Nort and Joey sure weren't in the Foods room after the disaster.  They must have been in the office or something.  

That meant the guy in the black robe might have been in the office at one point.

Where I had seen that strange image in Mrs. Hendry's mirror.

I wondered if Nort remembered getting in trouble for something he didn't do.  For wearing a shirt with nudity on it, maybe.  Some false memory was better than the alternative.  Those guys were better off now.

Mrs. Landry walked around the corner without noticing me.  She was headed towards the office.  I wondered if Mrs. Hendry had anything to do with this all.  She had the weird mirror.  She had mysteriously let me off after being in that room with the mirror.

Either way, I had to move fast.

Mrs. Landry's room was empty.  The bell rang to start the last class.  Lit.  I was so disappointed I was missing it.  I checked the hall to make sure Mrs. Landry wasn't returning and I darted into the Foods room.  I tore open her desk drawers to find planners and papers and recipe books, but nothing else.  The heat in here was awful.  Sweat broke on out the back of my neck as I thought of excuses I'd give her if she came back in.  Nothing was any good.

I opened her bottom drawer.

Mrs. Landry had left her cell phone sitting there.  Its shiny screen displayed the time and for some reason, I couldn't stop staring at it.  Why would she put her cell phone in the bottom drawer?  Most of the teachers kept them on top of their desks.  Mr. Rain did that.  He sometimes stared at it in class after he'd told us never to have ours out.  Mrs. Landry wasn't a hypocrite, at least.

I grabbed the phone.  I was amazed it wasn't locked.  She must have only just set it down.  I swiped the screen and the clock vanished, leaving not a menu but pure black in its place.

This was strange.  I had never seen a phone do this before.  Maybe this one was broken and whatever curse had affected Nort and Joey had spread to her phone.  There should at least be a touchpad for those people who were baffled by technology and only wanted to make calls.  If this phone was broke, what was Mrs. Landry staring at outside?  I wondered if she'd been trying to distract herself from the horror.  

Just as that thought hit me, something happened.

The phone screen got a bit brighter.  It stayed as black as ever, but the darkness just seemed...more present.  More energized, somehow.  A sense of deja vu swept over me again.  I'd seen something like this before.  It was way back in my memory but not quite there.

And then a vision started forming inside the screen.

This wasn't the normal kind that showed up in phones.  This one was cloudy and deep as if there was really something else on the other side.  Mist swirled and I felt that if I reached inside, I could touch another realm.  

And then a dark form took shape inside the mist.  It started as an ink blot at first, but grew darker within the silvery vapor and took the shape of something I'd seen earlier that day.

The man in black. 

Before I could drop Mrs. Landry's phone, he stared me down from underneath that red-trimmed hood.   He even leaned closer as if trying to get a better view.  The air around me got cold.  He had some power.  I couldn't make out any of his features.  It was all shadow under that fabric.  I might be talking to a living shadow.

"You," the man said.

He had a voice like the void all those Lovecraftian monsters were supposed to come from.  If he wasn't the guy who wiped the memories of the Foods class and stolen some of mine, it would be kind of cool.

"Actually, my name isn't you," I said.  "Get it right."

"I see you have your same attitude," the man said.  Amusement filled his voice.  "I know your name, Mara."

I should have been completely freaked out talking to some lord of darkness through a cell phone, but a strange sense of calm had washed over me.  This guy might have me under some spell and I was about to get another memory wipe.  I should throw this phone back in the drawer and sit like a good girl in Lit, but I'd gone too far now.  

"You know my name?  That's great," I said.  "Totally not creepy at all."

The man laughed.  It echoed through the dark space behind him and through the mist.  "Of course I do.  You're part of a very famous story.  You just don't remember any of your past life right now.  You're in that world because I needed you out of my way," he said.  "You're lucky I decided to spare your life.  For now."

A shudder ran down my spine.  "My life?" I asked.  "In case you haven't noticed, I don't even know who you are.  Would you mind explaining that to me?"

The man reached up and pulled his hood down farther over his face.  "You once knew my name," he said.  "That doesn't matter to you now.  Mara, you might find you have more...pressing things to deal with at the moment.  I suggest you look around you very carefully and trust no one."

In the phone vision, the man turned away.

And walked away from whatever screen he might be looking through on the other side.  The hooded stranger vanished into the mist, leaving me alone.  The silver mist closed.  Then that faded and the clock returned so fast that it made me jump.

Yes.  After all of that, I jumped at the clock.  

Footsteps were coming down the hall.

And that was when terror exploded in my chest.

Mrs. Landry was coming back.  I had to hide.  That sounded a lot scarier than facing the guy in the phone again.  I shoved the phone back into the desk and closed the door as quiet as I could manage when I was in a rush.  The Foods room had no exit other than the one she was about to come through.  No cabinets would fit me and the refrigerator sure wouldn't, either.  The only thing I had were the large industrial ovens she kept in the room.

The footsteps got louder.  I bolted around tables and opened up the silver door of the biggest one.  I climbed inside and the smell of grease and burnt assignments hit me.  I managed to close the door most of the way right as the footsteps drew really close and entered the room.

Darkness fell over me and I thought of that story with the witch who tried to cook those kids.  I waited for Mrs. Landry to do something or to come over and start messing with the controls, but it never happened.  Instead, her chair scraped and she sat down in the desk.  I stretched my legs out a bit, but the oven didn't offer a lot of room.  At least it wasn't any hotter in here.  The teacher hadn't run these at all today.  

Mrs. Landry opened a drawer.  It sounded so far away through the metal door.  I prayed it wasn't the one with the phone.  The man in black might tell her I was just here.  She would check the room. 

I laughed to myself.  I hadn't been that scared of the guy who had threatened my life, but I was horrified of Mrs. Landry and what she would do to me.  It made about as much sense as everything else about this.  When I thought of the hooded figure, anger boiled up inside and I didn't know why.   

He and I had some history.

We had to.  I just didn't remember it.  My investigation wasn't over yet.

I stayed in that cramped oven and the air got more and more stale.  I'd be able to push open this door at the end of the day--right?  I should.  It didn't lock or anything.  Mrs. Landry opened another drawer, but never spoke.  At least two of the teachers here were against me.  I had the sense they were the hooded guy's minions.  I still couldn't figure out Mrs. Hendry.

Time crawled past and my calves started to hurt from being so scrunched up.  I was lucky I was skinny.  At last, Mrs. Landry got up and exited the room.  She locked the door behind her.  The bell hadn't rang yet and she was ducking out early to escape the heat.  I hoped.  Sweat rolled down my back and I didn't even have enough room to ran myself.

As soon as the door shut, I shoved open that oven door with my foot and breathed the best air of my life.  I had pulled that part off, at least.  

I had grease all over my leggings, forming brownish black lines over the dragons.  Great.  At least I could sneak out of the school before anyone saw that.

And then the bell rang.

I let my forehead fall to the classroom door as chatter filled the space outside.  There was no escaping it now.  I waited for the noise to calm down before I opened the door and dared to go out to my bike.  By then, the buses had left.  I couldn't find Sara anywhere.  

And then, my phone buzzed.

It was from Sara.  Where are you at?

I typed my message back to her and let her know.  I'm alive.  At least I could tell her about the guy in the black robe appearing in the phone.  She'd seen all the crazy stuff today right along with me and wouldn't find me crazy.  

Sara met me, unlocked her bike, and rode with me all the way home.  Both of us wanted away from the school after that.  Before going inside Haven House, we did a check on the garden to make sure nothing else had changed.  Check.  The sunflowers waved in the wind and no more of the lettuce had grown in place of the purple stuff.  The green lettuce remained, bright and happy.  The pear tree remained as scraggly as ever and the apple tree still had fruits that Stephanie hadn't picked yet.  I thought of poison apples, but these ones looked the same as yesterday.  Red with some green in them.  Wasn't the one in that one fairy tale really red?  

Like the one in my dream?

Once we got up to my room, we sat on my bed since there wasn't much space.  Sara stayed on the edge of the bed like she wanted to get up and run away any second.  She kept taking glances at me from the corner of her eye.  Sara had always been a lot more scared than me, but now she was bordering on paranoid.

I told Sara about what I had seen in Mrs. Landry's phone.  She got paler and paler as I told her about his threat.  

"Mrs. Landry might have been talking to that guy outside," Sara said.  "She was messing with her phone while Nort and Joey were grazing."

I laughed at the word grazing.  There was no better reaction.

"I think you're right," I said.  "That guy might be some kind of magician or warlock or something if he can wipe memories.  I'm kind of glad everyone in Foods got wiped, but still."

"Nort and Joey are very lucky," she said.  "It's just...I didn't like that guy at all.  He really scared me.  And if Mr. Rain has been spying for him like you said he was doing yesterday, that guy knows where I live."

"He knows where I live, too," I pointed out.  "I've met him before.  I know it.  I even saw him in my dream last night.  Here.  I'll show it to you."  Sara was the only person I allowed to see my dream journal.  Well, the Eric-free parts.  I opened the page and opposite of where I had doodled some roses, I'd written my entire dream down, apple and hooded man and all.

Sara held the book close and read each word, mouthing them to herself.  I sat back on my bed and turned on my fan while she took it in.  Even more color drained from her face.  She was seriously freaking out.  "Mara--what if that dream's a memory of yours?  Something he tried to block or get rid of?"

I jumped.  How had she come up with the idea?  

Then I got my bearings.  "It might be," I said.  "Either that, or I'm seeing some visions of the future."  The dream had felt so alive and so still at the same time.  I took my journal back.  

A horrible thought rose.  

This might be a lot more like some fairy tale than I thought.

Sara handed me my dream journal and stood up from my bed.  "I'm going to go lie down," she said.  "I need to think for a while."

"So do I," I said.  "I'll be fine.  I think I'll go out and ride my bike for a while."

"Have fun," she said.  

Sara went across the hall to her own room.  It was almost like she was trying to get away from me.  She closed the door most of the way behind her, leaving me alone with the soft hum of the fan.  Sweat gathered on the back of my neck.  It sucked having the top floor sometimes, but at least I didn't have all the boys bothering me constantly.  I heard them shouting below me as they got off the bus and headed to the kitchen to grab the snacks Stephanie always made in the middle of the day.  I flopped down on my bed as a massive headache started.  So much for riding my bike.

The apple.  It all had to do with an apple.

And a man who wanted me out of the way.

If my dream was a memory, I'd been in a forest right before I'd ended up in Mr. Rain's class.  When I'd first woken there, I hadn't had a clue where I was.  

My heart raced and my head hurt worse.  

It was possible that I had never drawn the apple on the bottom of the stairs.

That I had really only been in Haven House for a couple of days.  My life before that could be completely different than I thought.  

That Tony was staring at me strange because he had never seen me before yesterday.

Maybe I had come from somewhere else and some dark magic had transported me here and made me forget it all.  But if the man in black wanted me out of the way, why hadn't he just killed me?  It had only been me and him in that forest.  

A huge mystery surrounded me here.  And I had to unravel it before that creepy guy changed his mind.

 

* * * * *

 

I woke some time later and my headache was gone.  

Sweet relief filled my skull as I sat up.  The light outside was dimmer.  My fan blew in some cooler air and I sat there for a minute, glad that I wouldn't have to smell like a pair of gym socks from all the sweat.  It must be past dinner and I hadn't gone down to eat.  My stomach rumbled with hunger.

I hadn't eaten lunch, either.  If I pulled this much longer, Stephanie might think I had an eating disorder.  I was already skinny enough.  I didn't need to get any thinner or I'd border on skeletal.  Stephanie might even think Sara and I were in on some weight loss thing together.  

I got off the squeaky bed and the old mattress that was sagging in places.  Sara's door was still open a bit and her bare light bulb shone, casting a warm yellow glow in the room.  Sara stood there at her vanity, examining the corner of her eye for the tiniest blemish.  I'd never seen her so absorbed in her looks before.  Sara leaned closer and blinked, then turned her head up so she could look at her chin.  I didn't get it.  Her face was flawless and she never even needed makeup.

I wondered if she had someone to impress.

Turning away, I headed downstairs and passed the apple drawn on the bottom.  I remembered putting it there in the fourth grade and Stephanie telling me what a great job I'd done.  It was there.  But something about that memory was shaky.

Could it be a false memory, like the ants had been for everyone in Foods?  Moanna really believed that ants had crawled up her legs.  I wondered if she had fake bites to prove they'd been there.  

The kitchen was empty.  The television was going in the living room.  A blue glow landed on the hallway just outside of it and some cartoon song I'd never heard floated out.  The boys were watching a movie.  I'd forgotten it was movie night.  Stephanie always rented one for the younger kids and made a huge bowl of popcorn.  

I crept down the hall.  Popcorn sounded great and I didn't want to cook.  My legs felt weak from the lack of food and a mouthful of that would make me feel better.  

I peeked into the living room.

And stopped.

This had to be another dream.  I held onto that thought because it was the only thing keeping me sane.

The boys were gone.  

Instead, seven little gruff men sat there in a circle, watching a very grainy version of Dumbo.  

I blinked to make sure I was seeing it right in the dimness.  I was.  They sat in a semicircle, cross-legged, and all of them faced away from me.  Each one of the men had to be four feet tall at the most and all of them had long beards that toppled down to their laps.  They were all bald on the top and looked to be middle aged.  If little men had middle age.  One of them, a man with a long black beard, reached into the bowl of popcorn and shoved a whole bunch in his mouth.  It toppled out everywhere as he made horrible chewing sounds.  He seemed annoyed that he was here watching a kids' movie.

And sitting in the armchair was Stephanie, a large hardcover book spread out on her lap.  

I crept back down the hall about as fast as I could, back up to my room, and back into my bed. Sara said nothing to me as I pulled the covers over myself and closed my eyes, trying to make it all go away.


Chapter Six

 

 

When I woke in the morning, I was starving. As in, about to pass out hungry. 

I got right out of bed even though I five more minutes.  Hitting my alarm, I dressed in my red vest with the black lace-up, and headed into the bathroom before Sara used it. I combed my hair with my marbled glass comb and stuffed it into my backpack like I did every morning. Then I headed downstairs to grab a bowl of cereal. The boys were already there eating away, and they all looked up at me as if I'd crashed a secret meeting. Chad went back to his food and Jose waited like he was expecting something. 

"Hey," I said, smiling. "I'm here to eat your souls." I waved to Tony, and he cringed. 

Stephanie walked out into the kitchen. "Some of these children are five, Mara. Try to remember that, please." 

"I was just kidding," I said. "You know I'd let no one hurt these kids." I tousled Tony's hair as I made my way to the fridge. He said nothing. 

"You sure?" Stephanie asked, smiling. 

"I'm sure," I said. "I need food. Is there a cereal called Souls?" I pulled milk from the fridge and found Fruit Loops. 

It wasn't until I was halfway through breakfast I remembered last night. 

The little men. 

That had to be another dream. Stephanie never let men into the house unless she checked them out through the peephole in the front door first. I never got that. It wasn't like she was running a shelter for abused people. 

Unless she knew about Mr. Rain. 

I didn't ask her. I had too much to think about right now. 

Like everything. 

The morning at school crawled past. Concentrating in Sociology and Economics proved impossible. I watched my teachers' arms for any signs of the red blob, but I saw no trace of anything on Mrs. Chaney's arm, and she was wearing short sleeves today. I also found nothing on Mr. Tottle's arm, unless he had his mark somewhere else on his body. Maybe only some teachers were allied with that guy in black. That brought down the creepy factor a little, at least. 

Great. I only had to deal with Hooded Guy's allies two hours every day. And the principal. I couldn't forget her mirror. 

Her magic mirror?

Maybe I should check out the office instead of Mrs. Landry's room. If I were Hooded Guy, I'd want the leader of my allies to be the principal of my enemy's school. The thought of breaking into the office with a much bigger mirror sent shudders up and down my arms even though I had survived going into Mrs. Landry's. But they might all know what I was up to if they'd communicated with the guy between yesterday and now. 

I headed off to lunch after third period and sat down at our usual table. Sara joined me with her tray and set it down. She picked at her food for a long time as if trying to decide if someone had slipped poison into it.

"Who will be the taster?" I asked. "Kings used to have tasters to make sure no one was trying to kill them." 

"Not me," she said. "You're the brave one, remember?" 

I studied my food. Greasy pizza. With grease as a topping. It looked normal enough, but I sure didn't want to touch it. 

But that was when Eric sat down next to us. 

No. Next to Sara. He grinned at her and motioned to her food. 

"You want me to be the taster?" he asked. 

Sara shifted, uncomfortable. She passed her tray to Eric and scooted away to put one space between him and her. "Be my guest," she said. "Neither one of us wants to do it. Mara here doesn't want to end up grazing on the ground, for starters." 

I couldn't laugh. 

Eric had sat down next to Sara. 

Not me. 

I'd lost my appetite. The pizza on my tray looked like garbage someone had pulled out of a Dumpster. Eric smiled at Sara and took the tray. "I'm sure it's fine," he said, "but we had better find out. Warning: I'll leave a bite mark on your pizza." 

"You don't have to," said Sara, starting to stand.  "I don't think I feel great. I need to comb my hair." 

She glanced at me out of the corner of my eye. She knew I shouldn't be seeing this. Eric didn't. It was all over her face. Sara wanted out before I got any more suspicious. 

"You don't have a comb," I said, sharpening my words like razors. "I can let you borrow mine." I had to keep her here, to see if Eric and her really were a thing. Eric sure seemed to think so. I unzipped my backpack and fished out my comb. 

"So, what's going on over here?" someone asked.

I sat up all the way, nearly dropping my comb. The thing had been in my possession forever.  Shattering it would suck.  I set it on the table and faced Moanna, who stood behind Sara and Eric. She'd seen the new development. Moanna was the designated gossip girl. 

"Nothing," I said, stressing the word. "Nothing at all." Wow, I sounded like a jealous jerk. Eric looked at me funny. I was blowing it even more now. We hadn't exchanged words since he sat down and now he knew I might as well turn green. 

I handed the comb to Sara. She took it and seemed to forget all about her hair. 

Moanna leaned closer to Eric. "You never hang out at this table. You're over with us. Why must thou stray from us today?" 

Moanna worshipped Eric. Next she'd build a shrine to him. 

"Maybe I didn't feel like sitting by the art kids today. I'm a drifter. No offense." 

Moanna looked hurt. "But you always sit with us." 

"Eric can sit where he wants," Sara said. "He has a free will." 

"Yes," I said. "He can sit where he wants." 

Moanna turned a glare on Sara. Sara ran her finger along the comb, trying to distract herself. Arguments were my job. She was stepping into scary territory here. Eric sat there and searched for an escape. He was the most uncomfortable out of all of us. "I'll come over and sit with you guys in a few minutes," he told Moanna at last. "We were just talking about Foods yesterday. Geez, it's nothing to freak out over." 

Moanna calmed down a little. "Sorry," she said, not sounding it. "Everyone's been talking about Foods. I hate ants. I swear, I will hate ants until I take my last breath." 

Eric exchanged a glance with Sara and I. The memory wipe had been a good one. I wondered of Moanna had nightmares about donkeys, not knowing where they came from. 

And I had nightmares about apples and forests. 

"The comb?" Moanna asked. "Is it okay if I borrow that? I left mine at home and there's this huge knot in my hair from gym class." 

Sara brushed it one more time and handed it to her. "Sure," she said. "Just bring it back here when you're done. It's Mara's." 

Translation: Get out of here. 

"That's my glass comb," I said as Moanna walked away.  

"She was annoying," Sara said. "She'll bring it back now that she knows who it belongs to." 

"I'm glad to be away from her for a while," Eric said. "She's crazy sometimes, and she has a huge crush on me I don't want to return. I swear, she wants to tie me to a chair and make out with me." He made a show of shuddering. "Nightmare material." 

Moanna left the cafeteria. I watched her vanish into the girls' bathroom across the hall. Eric's shoulders sagged with relief. 

"We should go sit somewhere she won't think to look for us," I said. "I'm sure she'll give my comb back by the end of the day. I'm not that worried about it."  I was, but I didn't want to show that in front of Eric. "The picnic tables outside might be a good place to hide." I grabbed my tray. "We'll keep you safe from her, Eric." 

He stood up. "That's a great idea. We'll just have to make sure all the lettuce is gone. I wonder if it affects ants." 

"Then there will be a lot of donkeys walking around," Sara said. 

We all grabbed our trays. It was hot outside again, but it was better than dealing with Moanna's whole possessive thing. The three of us walked out of the cafeteria before the lunch lady could catch us leaving and yell at us. 

It was when we were passing the water fountain that a scream echoed from inside the girls' bathroom. 

Sara froze and dropped her tray. Greasy pizza flopped onto the floor and another, weaker scream followed. 

"Moanna," I said. 

I shoved my tray onto the water fountain and ran into the bathroom, ramming my shoulder into the door. It swung shut behind me and then Sara ran in. I ran around the white brick of the corner and found someone in a red skirt and a black tank top lying on her back, sprawled on the floor under the mirrors. My comb stuck in her hair like she was trying to use it as a pick. 

Moanna. 

And she wasn't moving. 

I leaned down and pressed my fingers to her throat. She had a rushed pulse. Behind me, Sara caught her breath. "She passed out," I said. "Moanna! Do you hear me?" 

"What's going on in there?" Eric asked. He'd dare to come into the bathroom. 

"Sara," I said. "Go tell the office." 

"I..." Sara started. 

"Now!" I yelled. "Don't stand there!" 

Sara ran off. I pressed my fingers further into Moanna's skin. There was still a fast pulse, but it felt weak. It was fading. Something had happened. Her breaths came shallow and sweat beaded on her forehead as if she'd come down with the worst fever.

I shook her shoulders, but Moanna didn't respond. My comb stayed in her hair. She'd passed out so fast she didn't have to time to remove it. 

I eyed the mirrors to make sure the man in black hadn't appeared in them. They were clear. This made little sense. I shook Moanna again and the bathroom door opened. Eric stood there, mouth falling open. 

"She's out," I said. "We should put her legs up, or something." 

"What happened?" Eric asked. 

"I don't know," I said. I checked her pulse again. It was tough to find.  Moanna wasn't recovering. She was getting worse. 

She might even be dying. 

I slapped her across the face. I might as well be hitting a corpse. Someone in the office might know rescue breathing or whatever it was. Why was Sara taking so long? 

The door burst open again and Mrs. Hendry ran into the bathroom. She pushed past Eric and didn't even yell at him for being here. Sara stood behind her, expressionless.

"I don't know what happened," I said. "She screamed, and I ran in here and found her on the floor." 

Mrs. Hendry pushed me out of the way and I didn't care about her friendship with the man in black. I backed into Sara and Eric.  We pressed into the bathroom wall as there wasn't much room in here. Mrs. Hendry went to work checking Moanna's tank top as if it might be too tight. Then she checked the belt around her skirt and loosened it. 

"What are you doing?" I asked. "You're wasting time!" 

But Mrs. Hendry worked with a scary calm. She faced me as Moanna's breathing got more labored. Didn't the principal see she could die? "Let me look at her," she said, holding up a finger like she was trying to reprimand me. "There could be something that caused her lose consciousness." 

Did the principal want Moanna to die on the floor? Sara had to grab the worst person for the job other than Mr. Rain and the man in black himself. She should have grabbed a secretary. Hell, even the janitor. There were plenty of non-creepy people around. 

So I shoved around Mrs. Hendry and leaned down to Moanna again. I lifted her head, and the comb fell from her hair. It shattered into hundreds of glittering pieces. 

Moanna's eyelids fluttered.

And then she opened her eyes and took a deep breath. 

"Moanna!" I yelled. I was so relieved I had to fight back tears. 

"Why are you holding my head up?" she asked, groggy. "Why am I on the floor?" 

"You passed out," I said. "Get up. If you can. Go slow so you don't do it again." My heart raced and the horror of the whole thing caught up with me. My legs tensed and my stomach heaved as if I had just found her. Now that she was okay, I could let my feelings rise to the surface. 

Sara and Eric still stood there. Mrs. Hendry got up and leaned against the sink without a word. 

I hated her. 

I thought of her taking her sweet time lecturing me and I wanted to punch her. 

Moanna groaned and stood, leaning on me for support. "You okay?" I asked. "What happened in here?" 

"I was combing my hair," she said. "That's all I remember." 

"You screamed. Twice." 

I eyed the shattered glass on the floor, the marbled colors shining in the florescent light. My comb. The one Stephanie had bought for me when I was eight—or the one I thought she'd bought for me. 

Did it have something to do with all of this? 

Sara messed with it right before handing it to Moanna. 

"How are you feeling?" I asked. I sent a glare at Mrs. Hendry. Maybe the man in black wanted kids to drop dead, and he'd ordered his minions not to do anything if something like this happened. I doubted anyone had called the ambulance. 

My comb might have cursed Moanna.

"I'll call a janitor to sweep up the glass," Mrs. Hendry said with that horrible calm. "I want all of you out of here. Come on. Go back to lunch and get that tray off the water fountain." 

"But a girl just passed out," Eric said. "You can't ignore something like that. She might need a doctor." 

But Mrs. Hendry was already walking towards the door. "Everything looks all right," she said. "The four of you. Get back to lunch."


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

After what happened at lunch, Sara and I refused to go to Mrs. Landry’s class.

I had to convince her, of course.  Eric headed off to his normal fourth period and Sara and I stood there at the corner of the Foods hall and the main hall, trying to figure out what to do.

"We're going to fail," Sara said.  "Stephanie might not pay much attention to us, but she notices when our grades aren't very good."

"We might end up dead if we go to Foods," I said.  Was Sara trying to lure me into a trap?  Something screamed at me from the back of my mind, but I couldn't make out the words.

Sara had fingered the comb before handing it to Moanna.

She'd had it before Moanna even walked up to our table.

Maybe she'd even meant to hand it back to me before Moanna came along to stake her claim on Eric.  Then, when Moanna came in and started hitting on Eric, she'd turned her aggression on her.  

No.  We couldn't go to Foods.  I didn't want to believe the worst of Sara, but this was leaving me zero choice.  Sara had Mrs. Laney on her side in there.  I was outnumbered.  

"I'm not going," I said.  "I'll...go find somewhere else to go for the rest of the day.  I might come back for last period but I'm not going to Mr. Rain's class, either."

Sara's face fell.  "I don't want to go by myself."

"You don't have to go at all.  These teachers want us dead.  Even the guy in the robe said that."  Sara was trying to trap me with guilt.  A part of me wanted to go to class with her, but another part, a growing and scared one, wanted away from her.  And that part was winning more and more.

I had a sense that there was something familiar about all of this.

"I'll go," she said.  "I think I'll be fine.  It's not like these teachers are going to do anything in front of the class, anyway."  

I could almost see what she was thinking.  Eric was in Mr. Rain's class.  She just might want to go sit with him.  

I turned away and stalked off.  "See you later."  I wandered the halls as the warning bell got closer and saw the library.  

The apple.  The forest.  

The little men that may or may not be a dream.

It all sounded like a fairy tale.  

I scooted inside just as the bell rang and the last people ducked into class.  The librarian, a gray-haired lady I didn't know, had her back turned to me and she was leaning over the copier, so I took the opportunity to hide in the shelves before she could turn around and find me.  The school had strange rules about the library.  You had to have a teacher pass to visit it and a signed note to check out any of the books.  Apparently some idiots had taken off with some books years ago and the library had been operating on maximum security ever since.  It was great.

But I had two hours if I hid well enough and no classes came in.

I moved to the back of the library and waited for someone to boot me out, but I'd gotten inside at the right time.  There had to be a big volume of those fairy tales somewhere in here.  I'd heard that a lot of them were a lot darker than the stuff you saw in Disney movies.  As in, not appropriate for kids dark.  I had always been curious to check them out, but never got around to it.

Now was my chance.

Since I couldn't visit the computers without alerting the scary library lady to my presence, I had to browse the shelves forever until I came to the old classics section.  The school had that, luckily.  Books like Dracula and H.G. Wells' stories that they'd bought from the local Barnes and Noble since they looked new.  I searched around for a bit until I found the hardcover I wanted.  Grimm's Fairy Tales.  It was the only one on this shelf that looked old and worn, as if someone had taken the new copy for themselves and never returned it.  I wondered if Mrs. Hendry or Mrs. Laney had read it over and over.  This seemed to be what we were dealing with, after all.

I pulled the old copy off the shelf.  It smelled musty and the front cover was falling off.  Yeah.  Someone had taken the new copy or something.  But it was good enough.  I found the most distant part of the library, a corner with a bunch of old history books, sat down cross-legged, and started to read.

I'd heard right.  The fairy tales were darker than most people thought.  I skimmed the one with the frog prince and there wasn’t even a kiss involved.  The frog prince was so annoying the princess threw him against the wall and that was what freed the guy.  I felt bad for the princess in that story.  She didn’t get much of a prize.

The one with Rapunzel was even worse.  The prince got his eyes gouged out by thorns when he had to jump from the tower to escape the witch.  Even the stepsisters from Cinderella got their eyes pecked out by birds at the end of the story.  I even read a story where a woman witnessed another girl being cut to pieces and eaten by a group of bandits way out in the woods.

And these stories were meant for children.  That was great.

At last I found the story I wanted.

Snow White.

Like the others, it was darker than the Disney movie ever showed.  A jealous queen consults her magic mirror and finds that Snow White is the most beautiful girl in the land, so she sends the girl into the forest to die.  When she’s still a child.  Some dwarves take her in and hide her but the jealous queen asks her mirror again and finds she’s still alive, so she makes several attempts on the girl’s life.  The queen takes on several disguises and visits the girl.  She first laces her so tight in new clothes that she passes out, but the dwarves are able to rescue her.  And then she tries a poison comb which also makes the girl pass out, but the dwarves find her and pull the comb out of her hair just in time.

I drop the book.

Sara.

My comb.  

Moanna passing out with it in her hair.

Sara and her mirror.  

Sara had been standing there when Mr. Rain’s tie started to tighten around him.  Just like those laces had tightened around the poor girl in the story.  I’d seen seven little men in the den of Haven House last night.

And I’d had a dream about a very, very red apple.

I stood up, leaving the book on the floor, and peeked through the shelves to check that no one else had entered the library.  There was a kid who was skipping and playing a first person shooter on one of the back computers, but other than that, it was empty.  The kid was doing a great job of not getting noticed by the librarian, who still fiddled around in her office.  He’d get discovered sooner or later.

Sara was trying to kill me, just like in this story.  Her aim had just been bad so far.

She must be the evil queen or some version of her character.  

And the man in black had mentioned something about me being part of a story, too.  After everything that had happened, I had to believe it.  Everything in it had lined up so far.

I had to read the rest.  I skimmed the part where the queen sent a guy to cut out the girl's heart.  That part was in the movie.  Disney hadn’t left that out and I gave them credit for that.  

So I sat back down and turned the page.

And found the poison apple scene.  The apple was so well made that the queen was able to eat the white part, tricking Snow White into eating the skin which contained the poison.  The dwarves were unable to save her and had to place her in a glass coffin.  It took the prince to free her and dislodge the apple piece from her throat.  

But that wasn’t the end.  There was more that wasn’t in the movie at all.  Snow White and the prince got married and invited the jealous queen to the wedding.  They made her dance to death in a pair of iron shoes.  My feet hurt just thinking about that, but at least she got what she deserved.  

I imagined Sara dancing to death.  

I wanted to check out the book and read more of the stories, so see where the heck the cursed lettuce had come in, but then I remembered the stupid policy where you couldn’t without a teachers’ note.  Some great way to get people to learn.  I checked the time and realized I had another half hour, so I got more time to skim.  It was five minutes before the start of last class when I found a story about a guy who fell in love with a witch’s daughter, and at one point found a garden of lettuce that turned him into a donkey and back.  It wasn’t in Snow White, so I couldn’t figure out how the heck that had come in.  Unless Sara was a witch who specialized in all fairy tales, period.

Sara.

She’d go home to those little kids.

Those little kids.  She’d close her door.  Ask her mirror if she looked better than me.  I felt my face and wondered what Sara had to be jealous of.  My nose was a little misshapen and my eyebrows were a bit too high.  Sara didn’t have that problem, but maybe her mirror had told her otherwise.

She had to be working with the man in black.  I wondered what story he was from.  I didn’t have time to look.  The bell rang.

I hesitated, wondering if I could get a few more minutes with the book, then peeked through the bookshelves again.  The kid playing his games was still there, not giving a crap about the bell.  Footsteps and chatter floated in through the open doors.  The librarian exited the room, probably to head to the bathroom.  I eyed the detectors around the double doors, shoved the copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales into my backpack, and ran for it.

The detector beeped like a car alarm like I expected, but I got through quickly and checked around for the librarian.  She was way down at the corner near the toilets, but like the dutiful woman she was, she whirled around to find the offender. But it was too late.  The crowd had thickened around me.  I figured the best way to avoid suspicion was to walk in her direction, so I did.  

It worked.  She ran past me and barked, “Who stole a book?  That’s school property and a fine!”

I walked a bit faster.  I was clear.  No one ratted me out.  

Last period dragged out forever.  The end of day announcements came on with their bus delays and football games going on tonight.  Thankfully, Sara wasn’t in my last class, but neither was Eric.

Did Eric play some part in all of this, too?

He might be locked into this story with us.  There had to be a prince, after all.  But I still didn't understand where the man in black came in.  There was no guy in a hooded robe in Snow White, but I was sure he was in this book...somewhere.  Maybe he was the wizard who liked to cut girls into pieces and hide them in a room in his cottage.

Either way, I was dealing with something powerful here.

I couldn't concentrate in last class.  The teacher went on about literary devices.  I just wanted to get home and make sure those kids were safe when they got off the bus.  Sara could go after them next.  And Stephanie.  And Eric.  What was she planning to do with him?  Maybe she just wanted him for herself and she wanted to hurt me or maybe she had something even worse in mind.  

I had to help them all.  No one but me and him would believe the truth.

The bell rang and I didn't even wait for Sara.  I spotted her walking through the Art hall, back turned to me, but at least Eric wasn't with her.  I ran to my bike, unlocked it, and pedaled home as fast as I could.  My heart was racing by time I dumped it on the lawn of Haven House.  Stephanie had some classic rock blaring out of the front entrance.  She had the front door propped open, enjoying the cooler day.  I ran inside.

I found her at her office and she looked up at me, shocked, as I ran in.  

“Has Sara been acting weird to you?” I asked.

Stephanie just kept giving me that look and she shook her head.  “Not that I’m aware,” she said.  “Sara’s been acting normal to me.”

I thought of Stephanie sitting there with those ugly little men.  The dwarves.  All seven of them.  “You haven’t seen anything weird happening around here?”

Stephanie’s eyes narrowed with suspicion.  I was used to that look from teachers, but not from her.  “What makes you think there’s something strange going on?”

“The lettuce,” I supplied.  “How it turned color like that.  And Sara’s been hiding in her room a lot.  Some kids at school got sick from eating the lettuce yesterday and I was wondering if she did something to it.  I was out there and the lettuce was fine, but when I got back, it had changed color and Sara was out there the whole time.”

“Are you saying Sara’s been casting spells or something?” Stephanie didn’t smile.  For a moment, I wondered if she was being serious.  

Maybe she was.  I could believe anything now.  

“I don’t know.”  I shrugged, trying to look casual.  “She’s just been acting weird lately.  Like she’s the queen of me or something.”

I got a reaction then.  Stephanie’s eyes got big for a second and her hand moved towards the phone, but then she stopped.  “I’ll talk to her,” Stephanie said.  “If you’re worried, you can simply avoid her for the time being.”

How could I tell Stephanie that Sara might be trying to hurt me?  Kill me?  That she was only disguised as my best friend?  I couldn’t.  Stress lines creased Stephanie’s features and I saw the terror there, the worry that she might have another violent girl on her hands.  If that happened, someone might shut down Haven House and these kids would be screwed.  They’d have nowhere to go.  We already had a bad reputation.

“I will,” I said at last, and went up to my room.

I locked my door behind me.  At least Haven House had that.  

The front door opened down below, but I couldn’t see Sara as she came in.  I could only see down into the garden.  I remembered that I had left my bike on the lawn and I wondered if it would magically fall apart on the way to school tomorrow.  

I waited for Sara to come up the stairs, but the footsteps never came.  Sara stayed downstairs for a long time, so long that I started to fear for Stephanie.  At last, after twenty minutes, I couldn’t take it anymore and I cracked open my door to see if I could hear anything.

Nothing.  Only the quiet hum of the fan from one of the rooms filled the air.

I imagined Sara offering Stephanie an apple, a very red apple that I might have held before, and I crept back down the stairs.  Sara had already hurt two people.  She might have helped screw up my memory.  More would follow.

Maybe Haven House was set up by someone to protect me from the man in black and the evil queen.  And Sara had just found us and made us think she'd been here the whole time.  

But when I got downstairs, I found Stephanie in her office, door mostly shut with the phone to her ear.  No apple on her desk.  Sara was nowhere in sight.  I searched the den for her but found nothing.  Sara had come in.  I heard her.  No one else had gone in or out.

Then I noticed the car parked on the curb right beside Haven House.

It took me a second to realize whose car it was.  It was an electric blue Charger with an orange flame painted down the side and a dark figure sitting in the drivers’ seat.

Eric’s car.

I had seen him pulling in and out of the school enough to know.  He had the only car like it in town.  Heck, on the planet.

And getting into the passenger seat was Sara, a tote bag in tow.

My heart stopped.  I watched her get in and close the door.  She stuffed some money into her pocket, money I had no idea how she could have gotten.

And then Eric sped away, tires screeching.


Chapter Eight

 

 

“Eric!” I shouted, pushing out the door.

But he kept speeding away.  I grabbed my bike, hopped on, and pedaled after them as fast as I could.  The wind blew against my face and he stopped the car at the red light up ahead.  I pedaled faster and rode into the street.  A car honked at me and brakes screeched.  I didn’t care.  Sara had Eric alone and now she could do whatever she wanted to him.  

That was what this was about.

She’d wanted him all along.  She wanted to be the fairest in his eye.

“Eric!” I yelled.

But then the light turned green.

A car behind me honked and I moved my bike out of the road.  Eric sped down the road, engine roaring as he took Sara with him.  Stephanie must have let her go.  Or she'd taken off and wiped Stephanie's memory as well.  

I stopped on the sidewalk and let them go.  There was no catching up.

Then I did what any self respecting teenager would do at that moment.

I pulled out my phone and texted Sara like crazy.

 

ME: Where are you going?

 

I waited.  Eric’s blue car turned into a dot on the road and vanished as he went around a curve.

No answer.

 

ME: Sara, please.

 

Nothing.

 

I tried a few more times, but my chest started to ache by my fifth attempt and I threw my phone down into the bush and sat down on a bench.  I left my bike sitting on the sidewalk and only got up to move it when a jogger came through and stared at me as if I were a sack of trash.

I felt like a sack of trash.

Sara had taken the guy of my dreams.

She just had to poison me next.

At last, I got up, grabbed my phone, and checked it again.  No messages.  So I did the next thing I could.  I went to check her Facebook.

She had taken me off her friends list. 

My heart got even heavier.  Sara had never been my friend at all.  Maybe the man in black was her father or older brother or something.  The whole family could be out to get me.

Grabbing my bike, I headed back to Haven House.  I didn’t know Eric’s number but I could try to find him.  I might know Moanna’s.  We had talked before last year in gym class—or at least, I thought we had talked.  If my memory was right.

I checked my phone.  I had her number.  Good.  I texted her.  

 

ME: I think something is wrong with Sara.

 

About a minute passed.

 

MOANNA: She did seem weird today.

 

I didn’t know Moanna very well, but I had someone to talk to, at least.  Relief filled me and I texted her back.

 

ME: I think she did something to that comb she gave you.  Something in it made you pass out but I’m not sure.

 

MOANNA: Really?

 

I paused.  Then texted.

 

ME: Really.

 

MOANNA: I don’t know why I passed out but I feel like something weird happened in Foods yesterday but I can’t remember.

 

ME: I think we should talk.  

 

I couldn’t type fast enough for this.  Moanna and I agreed to meet at the local Wal-Mart since there was really nothing on this side of town.  I didn’t want to stay here and I didn’t want to meet at the Goodwill where Sara and I had found a lot of skirts and thrift clothes.  Or at least I remembered doing that.  Those trips were probably like the ants crawling through Moanna’s mind right now.  They didn’t feel right.  

I didn’t even tell Stephanie where I was going.  I passed the office, saw that she was still on the phone, and went back up to my room and changed into a different outfit.  I was becoming paranoid.  I even tied my hair up into a pair of black ponytails, not that it would throw off Sara.  

Stephanie was still on the phone when I ran back down the steps.  “...she took off.  Eric took her.  Yes.  That might be a problem and we need to keep the...keep the boys in mind.”  Then her door closed as she pushed it shut from behind as if to keep my ears out.  Stephanie lowered her voice.  She must be talking to Tom, who I’d only seen a few times around Haven House.  The guy had come out to fix some pipes once and mow the lawn when our normal guy didn’t show up to do it.  

Either way, I wasn’t going to get any more from this conversation.

I grabbed my bike and took off.

The Wal-Mart was two miles away and on a busy road full of people.  When I got there, I was relieved for once to see the parking lot full.  Good.  Lots of people around.  Sara wouldn’t make an attempt on my life here unless she was stupid.  Or Moanna’s life, for that matter.  I figured Moanna deserved to know what was really going on.  

I rehearsed what I’d tell her.  Yeah, Moanna.  I’m living in some kind of fairy tale.  Only there’s no hot prince and the only guys I got to see naked were Nort and Joey.   She’d probably laugh but maybe with Foods and all I could convince her. 

I browsed around the clothes and grimaced at ugly Betty Boop tees and Tweety Bird pajamas while I waited.  Moanna lived ten miles away in the country and she wouldn’t be able to get here until she convinced her brother to give her a ride.  At last she texted me and said she’d tricked him into coming here to pick up some groceries for their parents that they really didn’t need.  I watched Moanna come in through the sliding door with her older brother.  They walked behind a couple of ladies who must be wearing wigs.  I waved Moanna over and she said something to her brother, who gave her a glare.  It was clear that he’d caught on that he was the taxi, not the grocery run.

“Hey,” she said, walking up to me and leaving her brother behind.  “Thanks for finding me in the bathroom today.  I’m so embarrassed.”

“About passing out?” I asked.  “It could have been worse.  You could have passed out in the middle of the hall or something.”

Moanna forced a smile.  “Or in front of Joey.”  She blushed.

I grinned.  I had some things she might want to know.  

“What?” she asked.  “What’s so funny?”

I waved her down the aisle and towards the electronics.  “What do you remember about Foods yesterday?”

The smile dropped off her face.  “Ants,” she said.  “And I hate ants.”

“There’s more to it than that,” I said.  “A lot more.  Tell me what you really remember and I don’t care how weird it is.  Something is going on in our school.”

Moanna looked right ahead and pretended to check out some Hallmark cards for a second.  We approached the wall of TV’s and all of them were playing some car commercial.  “I remember the ants crawling all over our food,” she said.  “And up my pant legs.  Some of them bit me.  We all screamed and dropped our plates.  I…I think a deer or something might have walked out of the woods to eat our food, but I’m not sure.  I just…forgot.  When we got back to the Foods room I remember feeling groggy and I must have passed out there, too, because then I was lifting my head from my desk and my thoughts were all weird.  I just remember the ants.  I think I was having a dream about donkeys right before I woke up in class.”

Moanna glanced at me as we walked past a stand of DVD’s.  I could see the worry there in her brown eyes.  In the way her hair wasn’t combed.  She must be terrified of combs now, too, the way I had to be terrified of apples.

My dream in Algebra hadn’t been a dream after all.

It was a memory.  A blocked one.  And I had the idea there had been an apple in it.

“Why are you asking me this?” Moanna asked.  

“Because something like that happened to me,” I said.  “You weren’t there, but in Mr. Rain’s fifth hour class, I woke up just like you did, thinking something big had just happened.  Only Mr. Rain said I had been there the whole time, sleeping.  All I can remember is something red and a cold sensation.  I just don’t think my memories that I have right now are right.  I don’t know what happened to me but I’ve seen a guy in black walking around the school.  I think some of our teachers have been working with him and Mrs. Laney was one of them.”

Moanna’s eyes widened again.  She held up a finger.  “I was dreaming about a guy in a black robe right before I woke up in Foods.  I just forgot about it until now.”

“It wasn't a dream.  You saw a guy in a black robe.  Awake.” I said.  “I know, because Sara and I were standing in the hall when he was leaving the Foods room.  His robe had this red trim around it and you couldn't see his face.  He erased your real memory of what happened during the picnic.”

Moanna and I were getting on the same wavelength.  At least someone believed me.  She lowered her voice.  “Then what were the donkeys in my dream?  Were those real, too?"

“Just be glad you didn’t eat the purple lettuce,” I said.  “I think Sara did something to it.  Joey and Nort…they ate the salad and turned into the donkeys you barely remember.”

Moanna stopped.  “No.”

“Yes,” I said.  

“No.”

“Yes.”  I nodded.  “I warned you this was going to be weird.”

“But Joey.  I saw him today.  He was fine.”

I explained what had happened with the lettuce and Moanna checked the aisle behind her as if to make sure Sara wasn’t coming.  It was all clear except for a guy in hunter orange sifting through the DVD's.  The guy was all rugged like he had just come out of the woods and he glanced at me as if trying to peer into my soul.  I waved Moanna farther into the electronics section, where a young guy stood behind the counter texting on his phone.  

“And she did something to that comb," Moanna said.  She was trying to think.

“It was my comb,” I said.  “I was letting her borrow it and she was messing with it right before you came up to our table.  I think she was hoping that I’d be combing my hair last night in my room where no one would find me when the poison went to work.

I was shaking and I didn’t even care that I was letting down my toughness in front of someone.  Sara was trying to murder me.  She wanted Eric for herself and she wanted me to know.  She’d done everything short of cutting my heart out and throwing it in a box.

Where would I sleep tonight?  

“Do you think the man in black was in Mr. Rain’s class the other day?” Moanna asked.

“He could have been,” I said.  Then I started telling her about how I’d seen him appear in mirrors and phones and Moanna finally held up her hand.

“Hold it,” she said.  “I have to process all this first.  Maybe we should make like, a bulleted list and try to figure all this out.”

“So you believe me,” I said. 

“I can’t not believe you,” she said.  “Everything you said matched up with what I’ve been wondering about."  Moanna’s eyes rimmed with tears.  “I could have died today,” she said.  “I could have ended up a donkey yesterday.  What’s going on, Mara?”

“I’m trying to find out,” I told her.  “I just don’t know how other than breaking into the principal’s office.”

“Moanna.  Are you done?”

It was her brother standing there who I didn’t know the name of.  She turned and nodded.  “Just give me a minute,” she said.  

“Now,” her brother demanded.  He was a big guy with a deep voice who must be in college already.  “I’m not hanging around this store all night.  And the music here sucks.  It’s all edited crap.”

Moanna turned away from me.  “I have to go,” she said.  “Let me know tomorrow what we’re going to do.”

"Wait," I said.  "Where does Eric live?"

She faced me.  "Why do you want to know that?"

I hesitated.  I had another jealous girl to deal with.  "Because Sara went with him today.  I'm worried."

Moanna's eyes glazed with fear.  Her brother sighed.  "He's at fifty seven fifty four Rambridge.  It's on the other side of town.  Rich area.  He's got the biggest house on the street."

And she walked off.  Moanna was clearly scared of her brother and wasn’t about to dare go against him.

At least she had a brother.  I wished I had one, even one as much of a jerk as hers.  Aside from Moanna, I had no one to talk to about this.  Stephanie had shut me out and probably wouldn't believe me.

Unless she had to do with everything, too?

I watched Moanna leave and browsed around the edited CD’s for a while just so I wouldn’t make the guy behind the counter think I was up to something.  He was already watching me.  I picked a few up and set them down again.  Wal-Mart didn’t have crap for a selection so I had to pretend to be interested in Motown compilations and country albums.  And I had to remember that Moanna was into Eric.  That might be a problem, too.

I saw a flash of orange nearby.

The hunter was standing at the end of my aisle.  He looked down at the CD’s as I turned my head, like he didn’t want to catch me looking at him.  The guy had leaf bits in his beard.  Wasn’t it too early in the season for shooting deer or something?  That wasn’t until fall and it was still just September.  Maybe geese were in season or something, but the guy was dressed too warm for that.

I didn’t want to look nervous around the guy, so I moved and headed to the video games.  I’d pretend to look and then I’d get out of here.  Sara could have something else up her sleeve and I wasn't taking any risks.

But quiet footsteps approached from behind.  And in the glass of the video game case came a blob of electric road cone.

I turned.  The guy stood there just five feet behind me.  He managed a smile but his teeth were so gross and yellow that nothing could help them.

“Why are you following me?” I asked in my best tough girl voice.  I couldn’t afford to be nice here.  My life was at stake.  “Don’t you know that’s rude?”

The guy just stood there like he wasn’t sure what to say.  He stuffed his hand into his orange pants pocket.  Something was bulging there.

I couldn’t help it.  I backed up.  Terror blossomed in my gut like a black flower with ugly green tendrils.  The man went to pull out whatever he had, then must have thought better of it.  “Are you Mara?”

“No,” I said.  “I don’t know who you’re looking for but you’ve got the wrong girl.  I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“The other girl called you Mara,” he said.  The man drew closer.  I could smell his breath now.  It was like stale cheese mixed in with garbage and I wanted to puke.  “I need to talk to you.  Your heart.  It’s been broken, hasn’t it?”

And then he reached into his pocket again.  This time, I caught what was in it.  A handle.  A black knife handle.

That was it.

I bolted out of the electronics section.  

The contents of Wal-Mart raced past as I tore through the men’s clothing section across the aisle and through racks of tee shirts and jeans.  Then I about knocked over a box sitting there next to the fitting room doors.  The man’s footfalls were behind me.  All I could think of was my bike, chained to the rack down by the gardening section outside.  I’d have to mess with the lock.  I’d never get out of here before the man caught me and drove that knife into my chest.  

Sara must have asked for my heart in a box.

The story was unfolding the way it should.

I looked back as I ran through an empty checkout line, ducking under the chain that blocked it off.  He was easy to spot.  The hunter booked past the jewelry case, a crazed look in his eyes.  It was a look I’d never forget.  

The bike wouldn’t work.

Not unless I could do something first.

One of the ladies watched as I ran past her.  “Is something wrong?” she asked.  I didn’t stop to answer.  I knew I should scream that this guy was trying to kill me, but it wouldn’t come out.  If I’d just yell someone would call the cops.  

“Is this man chasing you?  I'll call someone.”

There was a crash behind me and I whirled around.  The woman screamed while a family with a shopping cart stopped to watch.  The man in orange was wrestling with the woman, who held a corded phone in her hand.  He tried to pry it away from her while two other women from the other lines rushed over to help.  The man grit his teeth and made a grunt like a crazy person.  The mother pulled her two kids away from it all and abandoned her cart.  The hunter shoved the woman down and ripped the phone out of its cradle, tearing the wire.  He growled, tossed it down and turned on the other two women.  

And then he drew his knife.

It was the scariest one I’d ever seen.  Black.  Jagged.  Meant to kill.  

One of the women screamed and then everyone in the front of the store freaked.  Screams came up and cell phones came out.  The first woman got up and grabbed for any weapon she could find.  The man held the knife up and swung it down at one of the others.  She barely dodged out of the way and the knife plunged into a rack of gum.  Cheap candy flew everywhere as the man cursed.  He was strong.  Too strong for them to handle.  

Somewhere, a girl cried and begged for the police on her cell phone.

The hunter was going to kill someone.  I couldn’t stand here and let someone else die for me.

I searched around for any weapon I could find.  One of the women screamed for security.  Her terror made my heart ache.  I settled on the cart the mother had left.  Groceries.  Bread.  Chips.  A huge jar of dill pickles.

I seized that and ran towards the man.  He made another grunt like an animal and drew his knife from the rack of gum.  He bared all his teeth.  Everyone had backed away from him now, but he turned his craziness on a young man in a Wal-Mart uniform who stood at the mouth of the checkout lane.  The guy was all computer nerd.  The nerd's mouth fell open as he eyed the knife.  He was the man for the job and he wasn’t going to last long against Godzilla.

“Sir,” the young man managed.

The hunter advanced, letting out a roar.  

The employee backed into the jewelry case.  He bent back over it, flailing.  A woman screamed.  The girl with the phone babbled to the operator.  All thought left me.  I ran towards the crazy guy with the jar of pickles.  He was raising his knife.  The young man closed his eyes.  

I lifted the jar with both hands and bashed it against the attacker's head.

Glass exploded and the man stood there for a second, pickle juice running down his back, and then wobbled in place.  He dropped the knife and fell, landing in a sitting position.  

I had stunned him.

I backed away, shocked at my own actions.  The crazy hunter groaned and reached out towards the employee, who backed away.

Somewhere in the distance, police sirens sounded.  No one spoke.  The entire front of Wal-Mart had gone quiet.  

I leaned down and picked up the knife.  Something about it seemed familiar.  I had seen this knife before.  The grooves.  The exact point, curved in on one side.  The grayish border around the black.  The shine and most of all, the red jewel encrusted on the handle.  This wasn't an ordinary hunting knife.  This was something from another time.  Maybe even another world.

And then the hunter turned his head to face me.

And he grinned, showing all of his yellow teeth.

"You don't remember who you are, do you?"

I almost dropped the knife.  I backed away into the checkout line and stepped over packs of gum.  I had to get away from that guy's stare and the knowing look he was giving me.  

"Girl, hand me the knife."

It was one of the female employees, one of the women he had tried to stab.  

"Hand me the knife, please.  Back away from this man.  He's insane."  Her voice was shaking and I caught a glimpse of her blue vest out of the corner of my eye.

I turned towards her and surrendered it.  

I was too freaked out to be myself right now.

The sliding doors came open and officers spilled in, guns drawn.  The hunter stood up from the floor, dripping with pickle juice, and stared at the oncoming police force as if he wasn't sure what he was staring at.  

And then he fled towards the back of the door, stumbling the whole way.  The hunter fell as the police yelled at him to freeze.  He tried to stagger to his feet again, but it was no use.  Four officers tackled him and he made another roaring sound.  I watched a police woman cut cuffs on him.  They kept him pinned for a long time.  I couldn't move.  The whole scene had everyone frozen and watching.  

Finally, they stood the guy up.  A male officer said something to him.  He was probably getting read his rights.  The hunter snarled at him and grinned again.  It was the creepiest thing I had ever seen on an otherwise normal person.  

This guy could have cut my heart out and taken it to Sara.

Sara must have hired this guy.  She wanted my heart in a box.  I wondered where the guy had hidden that and if it had a skull on it like everything else Sara owned.  

I was glad I wasn't holding the knife anymore.  It was definitely heart-cutting out material.  The woman next to me held it like she wasn't sure what to do.  This wasn't your normal Wal-Mart customer.

And then people started to move as the shock wore off. 

The mother with her kids herded them out the door, turning the little boy so he wasn't looking at the scene that might scar him for life.  The woman next to me leaned over and whispered something to another employee, then faced me with something like admiration.  

It was then that the stress and terror of it all hit me.

A weak feeling spread through my limbs as the police brought the jerk closer to the front doors.  Red and blue light pulsed through them and shone off the glass.  I'd never been in a crime scene before.  An older officer waved the woman with the knife over and she hesitated, then walked up to him.

They talked for a bit.  And then the woman pointed at me.

"She knocked him out," she said loud enough for the entire front of the store to hear.  "That girl smashed a pickle jar on his head and knocked him out.  She saved Jeffrey's life!"

I shrunk back as every eye in the store turned towards me.  

People clapped.  Heat rushed to my face.  I was going to die.  

The police would want to talk to me next.  

And I still had to get to Eric's house.  That was across town if Moanna was right.

"I..." I managed.  "I was just trying to stop the crazy guy from stabbing someone!"

Then I realized that the hunter was standing right there, cuffed between two officers.  They had stopped right behind the older officer and the woman he was talking to.  

And then he spoke.

"I'm the crazy one?" he asked.  He glared right at me and smiled again.  "You don't even remember Fable.  You don't even remember your life there.  It's this world that's insane and hard to understand."  Then he turned his gaze on the officers.  "Why have you bound me?" he asked.  "I merely had a job to do."

One of the officers tugged on him and led the guy outside.

Fable.

The name sounded right and familiar and so out of reach.

I might seriously be from another world.  The idea didn't sound too far fetched after everything that had happened.  

Was there a world where the fairy tales were real?  

And now they were bleeding into this one?

Sara might be from there, too, and Eric had no idea.  

I had to get out of here before the police decided they wanted to talk to me all night and call the media while they were at it.  I could see the story now.  Girl thwarts insane stabber with jar of pickles.  That wouldn't get any attention from the man in black or his minions at all.  There was also no possible way it would make him or Sara mad.

I had to run.

The front door was way out with all the cop cars.  The older officer kept talking to the woman, who got more animated the more she spoke.  Now was the time to go.  I turned and ran through the checkout line again, crunching packs of gum under my shoes, and bolted for the back of the store.  No one stopped me.  Everyone had gathered up near the front.  But I had no doubt someone would point the police my way.

Time was wasting here.

I found a store room in the back and ran through boxes and cartons and towards a back door.  I burst out and heard more police sirens.  My bike was in the front of the store, still chained to that rack.  I wished Moanna's brother hadn't made her leave so fast.  I could have asked for a ride.  Sara could have killed Eric already just to get to me.  

I stood there, torn between getting my bike and running the three miles to Eric's house.  The police would keep me forever, asking questions.  They'd never believe me about Sara trying to kill me.  They had no evidence and if I told them about cursed combs and ties choking teachers, I'd be joining the crazy hunter in whatever mental hospital he'd be heading to.    

I had to run for it.  

Eric might not have taken Sara to his house, but I had to try.

The back of Wal-Mart bordered on the farm supplies store and I had no choice but to climb the chain-link fence and hop over.  It took forever to reach Eric's house, even following the GPS in my phone to the other side of town, a part I had never ventured to.  Or at least, it was a part that I thought I had never ventured to.  I didn't have a car and Stephanie never drove us out this way.   

It was a whole different world out on Rambridge Road.

The houses were old and must have been here since the Victorian era.  Some of the bigger ones looked like little castles and had vines growing up their stone walls.  Maybe they were castles.  A few of them had tall fences and gates.  A dog barked at me as I walked past.  My feet felt ready to explode and the light was dimming.  It was evening.  I wasn't home for dinner and Stephanie might be getting worried.  But Eric could be in danger and I had taken long enough to come looking for him.  Not that it was my fault.

Then I saw the right address on a stone mailbox, in gold letters.

I drew closer.  This was the place, all right.  

And it was the biggest house on the street.  

And also, the most castle-like.

Eric's house rose above the others.  Made of gray and brown brick with a reddish roof, it had almost no vines growing up it and a tower looked down at me with a single, dark window.  

And it also had the tallest fence on the street.  It towered feet over my head with iron spikes on top.  I stopped at the gate, which sat between two stone pillars.  It was just as high as the fence.

I searched around for camera that might be watching and found one above my head, peering down from the inside of a brick.  The lens reflected the streetlight down the road and I looked like a dark shape inside of it.  There had to be a buzzer here.  These places always had them.  This was one fence I didn't want to climb and I didn't need anyone calling the cops on me.  And not to mention, this place probably had an alarm that would call them automatically.  Eric's family had to be the most paranoid around here.

I found the buzzer after searching for a minute and pushed it.

There was no sound.  A light turned on inside the house as if someone had been laying low.  I stood on my tiptoes and waved.  Waited.  No speaker came on asking what my business was.  

But at last, the front door came open and an older lady stood there.

There was some distance between us, but I could see her staring.  She was wearing a blue apron with some company logo on it and she studied me as if trying to figure out if I was a threat or not.  I waved again since it was a big lawn.  "Hi," I said.  "Is Eric home?  I'm a friend from school and I just need to talk to him."

My heart raced.  What would I say?  What if he was falling for Sara and this was the part where he was going to tell me I was a pile of dog crap and he wasn't interested?  That was the best case scenario.  I didn't want to think about the worst one, but I couldn't give up on him.  I wouldn't.  Sara was not going to destroy me or him like this.

The maid drew closer.  "Eric?" she asked.  "He's home, but he doesn't want company at the moment, I'm afraid."  She had a funny accent that I couldn't place.  Why was she talking so old fashioned?  "You had better leave."

"Is anyone in there with him?" I asked.

"No," the woman said.  "No one else is here."  Her expression hardened and she stopped halfway to me.  "Go.  We don't like unknown visitors."

She was acting like I was there to rob them or something.  "Sorry I'm a reject from Haven House," I said.  "Did you know that Sara is, too?  You let her in, didn't you?"

"You need to get out of here," she said, pointing down the road in the opposite direction I had come from.  "There is no Sara here.  Eric didn't give anyone a lift today.  You need to mind your own business, girl, and allow Eric to make his own decisions.  You have no place in them."

I balked.  This woman knew what was going on.  I had no doubt.  No sane person would talk like this to someone ringing their bell that they had never even met.  "Eric told you to say this to me," I said.  "He knew I'd turn up here."  Hurt welled up inside me and I wanted to die.  I wanted to hurt someone.

The woman took a step back.  "Eric said nothing," she said.  "Now you need to go before I call the police."

"What's going on?" I shouted.  I grabbed onto the gates.  "Did Sara do something to you?  Is she controlling you?"

"Sara is--" The woman shook her head, caught.  "I'm going to go inside and call the police.  Return home, girl.  It's for your own good as well as hers."

And the maid turned away.  

In the tower, the curtains drew back a little.  They surrounded a pale face who stared down at us.    

Sara's face.  

I tensed.  "Don't go back in the house," I said to the maid.  "She's dangerous.  She might hurt you.”

But the maid wasn’t listening to me.  Where were Eric’s parents?  Didn’t they ever hang around?  The maid kept walking back to the front door, quickening her pace as if I were about to shoot her.

Or as if Sara were about to do something.

“Come back!” I shouted, grabbing onto the bars.

The maid stopped.

Sucked in a breath.

And then I realized.  Her apron was tightening around her, constricting her body.  It was happening again, just like it had with Mr. Rain.  

The maid opened the door and struggled for breath, then moved over the threshold.  There was nothing I could do.  Sara vanished from the window and above and the maid staggered further into the light of the house.  Just before she managed to close the door, I saw her apron loosen a bit and she breathed a huge sigh of freedom and relief.  

And then silence.

I stood there for a long time, staring at that closed door.  

Sara had tried to kill the maid for speaking to me, for not getting me to leave fast enough.  She had Eric and the maid hostage and I had no way to get onto the grounds.  I stood there for what felt like minutes.  My heart raced and a sob of frustration rose in my throat.  Sara had taken Eric from me.  She had even let Eric speak to me before she did it, just to make the whole thing so much worse.  I liked Eric and now the rest of his life was ruined.  She’d keep him on a leash like some psycho girlfriend.

“Hey!” I shouted at the tower window.  “Let Eric go!”

And then a police car turned the corner of the street.  The maid had called them like she promised.  

I let go of the bars and got ready for it.  The cruiser stopped and a woman leaned out and waved me closer.  I obeyed.  My fight with the maid was over for now.  There was no way I could try anything else.  

“Girl,” the officer asked.  “Are you bothering these people?”

Her voice dripped with suspicion.  I wanted to cry.  Sara had slapped me in the face and now I was a Haven House reject in this rich neighborhood.  And on top of it, I might not live much longer. 

“I’m not,” I said.  “I was just asking to see a friend from school.  I’m not trying to break in or anything.”

The officer wouldn’t have it.  She waved me down the street.  “It’s getting late,” she said.  “You should get back home.  Where do you live?”

I gulped. 

And told her.

“Hop in,” she said.  “I’ll take you there.  And I’ll also be telling your guardian what you’ve been up to.”

I was damned without a trial.  “I was only asking to see someone!  I didn’t realize that was a crime.  Or is it only a crime when you’re poor and the person you want to talk to is rich?”

“In,” the officer repeated.  “Do not make me radio for backup.”

I wanted to say something about what a horrible person I was, stopping that crazy hunter guy from stabbing someone in Wal-Mart, but I decided to keep quiet about that.  I didn’t want her taking me to the station instead and opening up some big case about the hunter guy.  

Or maybe I should.

I had to know who had hired him—whether it be Sara or the man in black.  I couldn’t rule him out, either.

As she drove, I told the police woman that I was the one who hit the crazy guy over the head with the pickle jar.  She radioed another officer when I said that and made a turn towards the police station.  My night wasn’t over yet.

I didn’t know what else to do. The only thing I could do right now was figure out who had hired the crazy guy to cut out my heart.

There was still a part of me that hoped Sara hadn’t been the one.  

That maybe I was just misunderstanding things.

I got to the station and she led me in.  I had to sit in the lobby while a secretary watched me to make sure I didn’t run away again.  I was going to get a lecture about that.  Maybe I wouldn’t get that too badly if I was a rich girl, but being from Haven House…nope.

It went as I expected.  The older police officer came back and waved me back to an office.  I felt like I was the one who had committed the crime, not the crazy hunter guy.  He grilled me on running away from the scene when they needed questions answered.  After that, he asked me what had happened in Wal-Mart to get the guy to chase me.  “I don’t know,” I said, trying to hold down my anger.  I wanted to slap this officer.  He hadn’t even thanked me for stopping him from stabbing the Wal-Mart employee.  Maybe he was even blaming me for the whole thing.  “He just walked up to me in the electronics section, all crazy-like, and reached for his knife.  He said something about my heart and I ran.”

The officer wrote something down in his laptop.  His face reflected off it and he slid the computer off to the side.  

“Do you know why he came after me?” I asked.  "I think that's kind of important."

“That was something I hoped you would know,” he told me.  

“Look,” I said.  “You have to help me here.  I want to know why this guy came after me and if anyone sent him.”

“Do you have any enemies?”  The officer glared at me.  “We’ve been having trouble getting the man to talk.  I don’t think he’s sane, frankly, but we still can’t rule out some kind of motive.  Nothing he says makes any amount of sense.”

“What’s he been babbling about?”  I wondered if he’d spoken about this Fable place at all.  This place that sounded so familiar, like a distant memory in the back of my mind.

Like something that could have been washed away the moment I woke up in Mr. Rain’s classroom.

The old officer stood up.  His last name was James, I saw on his tag.  “Stay here,” he said.  “I’ll return in a few minutes.  Do you want anything to drink?”

It was the friendliest thing he had said to me so far.  “No thanks.”

The officer left me sitting there in his office.  Stephanie would be freaking out right now.  Both of us were gone.  Sara and I had never done that to her before.  Heck, I had never done that to her before.  Where was I supposed to go when I had no car and most people considered us trouble?

And this was the result of me daring to step outside my bounds today.

Sara didn’t have to deal with this.  She was the sweet girl.  I was what people expected out of Haven House.

I waited in that office for a long time, but the officer never returned.  Somewhere, a phone rang.  Fifteen minutes turned into half an hour and I wondered what the officer was doing.  Maybe he was trying to test my patience.

I didn’t have patience anymore.  

I got up, opened the door, and made sure no one was in the hall.  All clear.  The police station wasn’t very big and I made my way down the hallway to the back of the place.  Someone spoke in a low voice behind the door and I paused for a second, but it was two women talking about a garden and what hadn’t come up this year.  I didn’t want to hear about gardens.  I kept going, to the very back two doors of the station.

There.

A man was laughing and it sure wasn’t sane.  His laugh echoed out in the hall towards me and a chill ran down my spine.  I’d heard this laugh before, many times.  I was sure of it.  It was there in the back of my mind along with the word Fable.

“Could you stop that for one second and answer our questions?” the older officer asked.  “Why did you harass that girl and show off your knife if you didn’t mean to hurt her?  That doesn’t make a whole lot of sense to me.”

The man giggled again.  “I wasn’t going to stab her,” he said.  “Why are you holding me here?  The laws of this world are strange.  Who is your king or queen?”

“Crazy,” a female officer muttered.

“So what world are you from?” the male officer asked.

“Fable.  I told you.  Fable.  I came through the mirror.  The magician sent me to help her.”

The laughing had stopped.  The man sounded completely serious now.  I tensed, waiting for someone to come around the corner of the hallway, but they never did.  I couldn’t move, anyway.  I was too riveted by the conversation going on inside the interrogation room.

“We don’t have a king or queen,” the male officer said.  “Did someone send you to hurt this girl?  Who is the man you’re talking about?  The magician?”

“We won’t be able to use any of this in court,” the woman said.

“Alric,” the man said.  “He helped me get here.  To this world.”

The name exploded in my mind.  Alric.  I had heard that one before, too.  

And I didn't like the sound of that name.

"The story has to fall," the crazy hunter continued.  "All her rival has to do is die."  The man laughed again.  Alric had chosen a crazy guy to come and kill me.  Well, at least he had no chance of getting out of here.  "I swear, I only came here to help him and help her.  Why hasn't she come here to get me out?"

I snorted.  Sara was too busy shacking up with Eric to come rescue this creep.  Even if she wasn't, I couldn't imagine her doing so.  Not if Sara had any sanity.

"Mara."

I jumped.  Stephanie stood there and she didn't look happy.  In fact, she was practically scowling at me.  

"They called you," I said.  "Please.  I don't need that.  I've had a really, really long and crappy day."

"They did call me," she said.  "The chief explained to me everything that happened.  We're going home.  You need to be away from this."

"Not until I figure out why all this happened," I said, raising my hand to knock on the door.  "In case you haven't heard, I almost got stabbed."

"Which is why you need to go home," Stephanie said.  "The police want me to take you out of here.  That man is crazy from what I understand."

"I need to figure out why he tried to stab me," I said.  I wasn't moving.  Stephanie was just the lady who ran Haven House.

Or was she?

Stephanie had been sitting in the den with those seven little men that I hadn't seen since that night. 

Or maybe I just thought she had.

"Come on," she ordered.  "Mara--you need to come home and go to bed."

"Doesn't Sara need to come home, too?" I blurted.  "She's over at Eric's house.  Who knows what they're doing, and you're mad at me because I went to Wal-Mart?  How awful!"

My comments did nothing to soften up Stephanie.  Her face got harder than ever behind her glasses.  "Get in the car," she said.  "Sara called me.  She's all right.  I'm not worried about her.  But you need to get back into Haven House pronto."

Stephanie had never talked this way to me before.  At least, I didn't remember it.  "But this guy," I said.  "I have to hear what he's saying."  I wanted to scream with the frustration.  I was in the middle of some fairy tale nightmare and my life was on the line.  "I want to know why all this stuff has been happening to me!"

Stephanie sighed.  "Can you stop giving me a hard time?  I don't want to have another girl committed.  It's the last thing I need."

"Committed?" I asked.  I lost it.  "You think I'm crazy?  If you want crazy, go in that interrogation room!  Or ask Sara.  She's the one who's crazy.  I think she wants to hurt us."  Everyone was turning against me.  Everyone except for Moanna.  Even the boys at Haven House were looking at me strange.  The man in black could be affecting them with some curse.  Or Sara was helping.  Or they were working together.  Whatever.  

"Mara, we need to go."

Did Stephanie sound scared?

There was a glint of fear in her eyes.  There was something she wasn't telling me.  

Something in me broke.  My guardian was just as freaked out about all of this was I was and she had no room to show it.  Stephanie had to be in charge here and Tom wouldn't be around since he was visiting the Haven House branch on the other side of the state.  It was just her.  And me.  Sara was still out there and she might try to come back and finish me off in the middle of the night.

But I had nowhere else to go.

"Fine," I said, not letting my hard mask slip off.  "But you have to promise to keep the front door locked."

What was I saying?  Some good that would do if Sara was some evil witch queen or something.  Locks wouldn't stop her.  If she could make combs and ties dangerous, she could do anything.

Stephanie walked me out to the car and the secretary only gave us a nod as we left.  The police wanted me out of here.  I was just another Haven House kid, after all.  I'd be back soon enough.

Stephanie opened the back door of her sedan and I climbed in.  The weirdness of that didn't hit me until she had closed the door and climbed into the drivers' seat and I realized she only had a few pieces of mail in the front passenger seat.   There was no reason I couldn't sit up there.  I had, many times.  Or many times that I could remember.  

She filled me in before I could ask anything.  "I don't want you up here in case someone's watching."

"Like who?" I asked.  "Sara?"

"Maybe.  We're not going to talk about it tonight."

Her tone was final.  The drive back to Haven House seemed long and drawn out.  Stephanie said nothing, but kept her eyes on the road as if afraid a deer would run out in front of her any second.  I stayed quiet and watched the scenery go by in the car's side mirrors.  Streetlights.  A jogger crossing the street behind us.  

And a shadow, growing over the side mirror.

I jumped in my seat.  

"Mara?" Stephanie asked.

I blinked, but the shadow was gone.  

The crazy hunter said something about coming through a mirror.  

The man in black might be able to do the same.

I'd have to get rid of all the mirrors in Haven House, then.

I watched all the car mirrors and even the passing windows all the way home until Stephanie pulled into the gravel driveway.  In the dark, our garden and apple tree looked ominous, full of strange reaching creatures and lanky demons.  I hurried inside right after her and Stephanie was sure to close the door and lock it. 

"Are you scared of Sara, too?" I asked.

"I don't know," she said.  "She left today, so I'm not sure."

I wanted to ask her if she'd seen any little men.  Haven House was dark except for a nightlight on the wall in case a kid needed to come down the hall and use the bathroom.  The happy star smiled at me.  

I wondered how long she'd left the kids alone.  Something wasn't right about that.  I didn't see a sitter anywhere, but it was late and all the lights were off behind the closed doors of the boys' bedrooms.  They were asleep and unaware that Stephanie had left them for a bit.

"Go to bed, Mara."  She spoke fast like she wanted to cover up that fact.

"I'm not five," I said, opening the fridge and squinting in the light. 

"You are still under my protection and you're going to go to bed," Stephanie said.  "Let me pour you some milk.  I'll bring it up and I expect you to be getting ready for bed."

"What is with you?" I asked.  "You never cared how late I stayed up before.  That's why I'm on the privileged floor, remember?  And how am I supposed to sleep when I just almost got stabbed today?  That makes for pleasant dreams."

Stephanie opened one of the cupboards.  "Since when are your dreams ever pleasant?"

A new horror rose in my chest.  "Have you been reading my dream journal?"  My voice came out like a screech.   Could this day get any worse?

Stephanie jumped and she swallowed.  "I have to keep an eye on all of you since...since what happened with the other girl."  Stephanie faced me, backing into the counter as if she expected me to grab a knife and go for her throat.  I couldn't believe this.  "If you were me and one of your kids tried to murder another girl, you'd do the same thing."

"Even you think we're a bunch of rejects," I said.  "I'm going upstairs.  And I don't want you to bring me anything."  She'd read my Eric dreams.  My dreams about thorns tearing people apart.  Stephanie probably thought I was a serial killer waiting to happen.

Stephanie backed away as if hurt and I stormed up the stairs.  Tears rimmed my eyes and I loved the darkness for hiding them.  First Sara had betrayed me, then Eric, and now my guardian.  Even the police were against me.  Next they would end up letting the crazy man out and he'd come right up here to Haven House.  The guy knew my name.  It would only take so long.  

I wondered how Eric was doing right now and if Sara had put some love spell on him.  Another on the maid and maybe even another on Stephanie to make her horrible.  She wanted to make my life a living hell as much as she could.  

But why did Stephanie have to invade my privacy?

Didn't everyone have twisted dreams?

I got up to my room, grabbed my pillow, and threw it against the wall.  It landed with a thump between my bed and the window.  I hated my life.  It had all fallen apart, maybe more than I knew.

I flopped down on the bed.  

There was no fight left in me tonight.  I fished through my backpack for my dream journal, which was still there, but stuffed in between two textbooks instead of resting in its own pocket.  I hadn't left it there.  Stephanie had been up here, all right--and she'd been up here today.  I got out my book and flipped through it, because there was nothing else I could do.  I had written dozens of dreams in here.  The book smelled musty and the pages were yellowed with age, but I couldn't remember where I had gotten this journal.  

Then I noticed something.

All of the dreams I had written before a few days ago were written in black ink.  Almost in calligraphy, with an occasional ink blot as if I'd been using a quill.  My last few I had written in gel ink, in purples and bloody reds.

I flipped through the journal, reading my keywords.  My dream titles.

Eric.

Castle.  Big forest.

Cottage.

Something was stolen from me.

Eric.

Red.  Man in black.  Hatred.

A long mirror.

The mirrors.  I had forgotten. 

Stephanie was coming up the stairs.  I had to commend her for her bravery even if I could never forgive her for this invasion of privacy.  I stuffed my dream journal under the mattress as she knocked.  "I brought you some tea," she said.  "I figured that's a little more grown up than milk, you know?"

I didn't say a thing to her.  She knocked again.

"Mara.  Are you okay?"

"All my personal secrets are out.  Sure.  I'm okay," I said.  

Stephanie opened my door a little. 

"Could you stop it?" I asked as she peeked in.  "Do you want to see me undress, too?  You might as well at this rate." 

She set the glass of tea on my dresser, where the liquid inside settled.  My Jack Skellington figurine smiled through it, looking huger than it should.  It almost looked like the skull that should be on a bottle of poison.  "I thought I might be nice and bring you something."

"You could have been nice and not snooped in my personal things."  I felt violated.  Past violated.  "I'm going to bed now."

It was a lie.  I still needed to get rid of all the mirrors.  The last thing I needed was the man in black coming here.  That would be great.  

Stephanie must have been satisfied, because she headed back down the stairs.  I eyed my clock.  Almost midnight.  Even more great.  I usually stayed up later than this, but not on school nights and not when I was this exhausted.  I waited for Stephanie's footsteps to vanish down the steps and waited for the sounds of her own bathroom sink running to stop before I dared to open my door.

I had no mirrors in my room...but Sara had her big vanity one.

The one just like the talking mirror from Snow White.  The one that had the face appear in it in the Disney movie.  

And it was also big enough for someone to step through if the magic mirror could be used that way.  Mrs. Laney's phone had been different.  I couldn't imagine Alric climbing out of that unless he could shrink first, and then he wouldn't be too intimidating.   

I crept across the hall and to Sara's door.  She had left it locked.

I didn't have time to get angry.  The air around her door felt electric, almost cold.  It reminded me of the sensation I'd gotten when Alric had emerged from the Foods room after wiping everyone's memories.  Something was going on in there.  Something very, very bad.  

There was a punch of paper clips back in my room on the desk.  I snatched one and went back to Sara’s door.  It took me a couple of minutes of messing with the lock, but at last it gave and the door opened just a tiny bit.  Sara’s door was old, like mine, but the lock installed on it was new.  I wondered why I had never noticed this before.

By then, the cold electric feeling had gotten even stronger.  A glance at Sara’s nightstand clock showed that it was five minutes to midnight.

I wondered if something bad would happen if the clock struck twelve.

Sara’s mirror was black in the darkened room, but it had taken on a bit of that more present look, like the void inside held some kind of silvery magic that I couldn’t quite see.  Alric was ready to appear in this mirror.  Maybe he’d expected to find Sara here or maybe tonight was the night she meant to let him through.

I grabbed the mirror, which felt like ice.  I wasn’t letting that man even show his face in the same building where those kids slept below my feet.  He could stare at the floor.  I took the mirror, kicked some of Sara’s clothes under her bed, and started to tip it down towards the floor.  He could enjoy the view.

“Are you sure you want to do that?”

I stopped, the mirror halfway down to the floor.  

“Are you sure you want to bar me from entry?"

The man’s dark voice echoed from inside the glass.  It almost sounded like he was talking through a closed window.  Maybe this mirror was just a window and he could open it any second.

I couldn’t help it.  I stood the mirror back up, not sure what was making me do that.

Even in the almost-dark, I had to hold back a scream.  Silvery mist swirled inside the glass and the man in black stood in the middle of it.  He seemed so close that I could almost reach out and touch him.  And he still had his hood lowered over his face.  Secretive much?

“Mara,” he said.  “I can’t believe you’re still in that place.  Sara is gone.   There’s no need to be there.  You’re so much better than that.  Haven House is a place fit for the lowest of peasants.”

While he spoke, he didn’t move.  It might be scarier if he did.  A part of me could pretend he was just some hallucination. 

I found my voice.  “I thought you wanted to kill me.”

The man laughed.  “I don’t want to kill you, Mara.  I’m just here to watch your story and see the way it turns out.  Sara is a big problem.  You know that.  If you had let the hunter speak to you, you might have a better idea of what is really going on here.”

I felt like my breath had been sucked away.  “Yeah.  I was going to stand there and talk to a guy who wanted to stab me.”

“Sara is the villain in this story.  You know that,” Alric said.  “She wants to take your life.  That, I guarantee.  You have to stop her before she can do any more damage.  What else is she going to take from you?  She has the man you love.  She’s stolen your trust.”  Still he didn’t move in the mirror.  “It’s almost midnight.  Portals to Fable open at midnight and the mirror you’re looking through must be one.  These form in places that make you think of fairy tales.  Step through and your memory will start to be restored.”

I backed away.  I didn’t like the tone of the guy’s voice.  "So Fable is full of fairy tales."  I was not stepping through that mirror to go meet that guy.  “And by the way, you can tell me my real memories when I’m standing right out here.  What do you need to have me in the mirror for?  I thought you said yesterday that you wanted me out of the way?”

“It’s complicated,” Alric said.  “It would ruin things if I told you right now."

“And how do I know if you're telling the truth?  What do you plan on doing once I’m there?  I don’t think it’s rated G.  You’re probably just a pervert who got rejected from the Renaissance Festival.”

Alric must not have gotten it.  He didn’t even react to my comment.  Maybe pervert wasn’t a word in this Fable world.  “Do you really want to continue the way you are now?” he asked.  “You have a long history in Fable, Mara.  Don’t you want to know what you’re dealing with?”

“I do.  Just not from in there.”  If I stepped inside that mirror, I might not come back out.  Sara would win.  This was a trap.  

“The choice is yours,” Alric said.  “Step through the mirror, or you will be left in the dark.”

“I’m already in the dark,” I said, waving to the room around me.

But Alric wasn't listening.  The mirror rippled. 

Turned black, like sinister ink.

And a shape started to bulge out of the glass.

Alric.  He was coming through.  A hand formed in the bulge, reaching for me inch by inch.  I held in a scream and searched the room for a weapon.  It was colder than ever.  More electric than ever.  I found nothing except for some hot pink panties on the floor, and Alric wasn’t going to be stopped by that.  

So I grabbed the mirror.

“Mara,” Alric said, his voice rattling between worlds.  “You are in danger.  I can help you.”

It was a lie.  I threw the mirror down to the floor as hard as I could.

A deafening boom sounded and glass flew.  I didn’t even care that I was waking up everyone in Haven House.  The cold feeling vanished along with the electricity.  I had banished Alric…for now.

I stood there, catching my breath.  

But there were other mirrors in the house.

Lots of them.

Like the one in the bathroom at the end of the hall. 

I ran back to my room as one of the boys shouted something from below.  I didn’t have time for that.  I dug through my backpack for something heavy.  My clock read 11:59.  Almost midnight.  Almost time for any portals in this place to open up.

I found my Lit book which was roughly the size of a brick and bolted to the bathroom.  The cold feeling enveloped me as soon as I tore open the door.  I flipped on the light and the sight of the bathroom mirror all black and bulging out like some misshapen oily bubble lodged itself in my mind for the rest of my life.

“Pervert much?” I asked, and hurled the Lit book at the mirror.

It worked and the mirror shattered into hundreds of black pieces, raining down on the sink and covering it with what looked like obsidian.  The black flashed silver in one moment and died away, leaving only crystal in its place.

I stood there and stared at the shattered glass for a long time.  At the wooden backing where the glass was supposed to be.

Even as footsteps raced up the stairs, I stared.

What if Alric really was trying to help me?  I might have blown it.

Before I could think about it, the footsteps drew so close that I had to turn around.  

My breaking the bathroom mirror had also blown my only chance of escape, because if I had left it, I might have seen the reflection of the ugly little man charging me.

He was only four feet fall, with a long, black beard that went down to his thick knees.  The guy looked as if someone had taken a full sized person and mashed them down into this form without cutting any muscle.  This was the closest thing to a dwarf I could imagine.

And he wore a red Adventure Time T-shirt and wielded a hammer.

“Tony—“ I started, but the man growled, raised the hammer, and swung.

I had no time to move.  The hammer came at the side of my head, sideways, and made contact.

Pain exploded.  I slumped against the bathroom, eyeing the familiar red Adventure Time T-shirt, and closed my eyes.


Chapter Nine

 

 

“Where should we bury her?” a gruff voice asked in the void.

I floated through strange images and my head pounded like someone had hit it with a hammer.  My eyelids fluttered and cool night air wrapped around me.  I had a vague memory of glass shattering in the bathroom and of an ugly little man, but nothing else.  I couldn’t think right now.  My head hurt too bad for that.

“I don’t know,” another man said.  I’d never heard the voice before.  “This park…I don’t like it.  It’s too open.”

“There are plenty of trees,” a third man chimed in.  “Plenty of woods.”

The pain died off a bit and I was able to open my eyes a tiny bit.  Darkness.  Night.  Grass tickled my nose and I wrinkled it.  A large tree rose above me, reaching its branches into the sky.  They looked like skeleton arms. 

A dream.

That was all this was.  

No.

The headache was too intense for that.  The grass, too real.

And the little men stood several feet in front of me, beards hanging almost down to the grass.

They had lowered their voices to whispers now.  I took a quiet breath and opened my eyes the rest of the way.  The men were silhouettes against a distant streetlight.  Trees rose all around us and I caught the shine of a swing set in the distance.  The park.  Their words matched up with my memory of it.  My town had a park tucked back behind the library and it was really dark and creepy at night.  Sara and I had come out here and played tag late at night back in the eighth grade.  Or at least, I remembered that.  It was probably false, just like everything else.

And then terror hit me.

The park would be a good place to hide a body…if they brought me back to the woods.

I turned my head.  I lay on the edge of it.  The forest was pure black.  These little men thought I was dead and they had come out here to bury me.

I couldn’t tell the men apart but their gruff words mixed together and I could sense their tension.  I counted them.  

Seven.

Seven dwarves.

I gulped.  These weren’t those happy singing dwarves from the Disney movie.  There was no Dopey here.  They were all Grumpy multiplied by ten with a bit of Jack the Ripper thrown in. 

One of them wore Tony’s Adventure Time T-shirt.

The boys.

These dwarves must be the boys.  The little kids who inhabited the lower level of Haven House were really these horrible creatures all along.  Sara and I had been living with them and Stephanie knew about it.  The Tony one had hit me with a hammer.

They thought I was dead.

It was why they were in the huddle like that.  

I didn’t understand.  Weren’t the dwarves supposed to protect Snow White, not kill her?

“The woods,” a dwarf said, raising his voice.  “No one will be out here this late.  Stephanie will bring the shovels and garbage bags shortly.”

Stephanie.

She was in on this, too.  I wondered if that tea she'd brought me had been drugged.  

I lifted my head a little.  I was lying on an expanse of darkness.  The dwarves hadn’t dared brought out a flashlight.  I wondered if little men could see in the dark.  Obviously they didn’t know how to check a pulse.  It must not be a skill taught in Fable or whatever.

“Are you sure she’s dead?” one of the dwarves asked.

“She was out,” another said.  “I hit her good.”

“But this is Mara we’re talking about.”

“I told you.  I hit her good.  Even if she’s not dead, she will be when we bury her.”

A pair of headlights pulled into the park, far ahead.  

Stephanie.

That had to be her.

The woman who ran Haven House was really hiding dwarves and liked to kill people.  Maybe she’d done the same thing to that one girl with the knife.  Haven House’s reputation was in trouble.  This could be what Alric was warning me about.

Whatever it was, I had to leave.

I wanted to vomit.  I must have a concussion and I needed a hospital.  The world spun around me and I pushed myself up to my hands and knees.  The dwarves kept arguing feet away, unaware that I was moving.  A car door opened.  Every noise jumped out at me and amplified.  Every nerve fired.  

How fast could dwarves run?

I staggered to my feet.  The world spun again and I almost went back down.  Yeah.  Concussion.  I couldn’t stop.  I’d throw up later.

I tried to run, but could only stagger at first.  I headed farther from the trees, towards the side of the park that I knew was closed in with a chain link fence.  I had gone about twenty feet when the dwarves stopped arguing.

The silence was deafening. 

At last, I could break into a run.

My head felt ready to split open, but I ignored it.  I couldn’t take another blow to the head.  Vomit rose in my throat and I stumbled, then caught my footing.

“You were sure she was dead,” a dwarf said, breaking into a run.

“Mara!” Stephanie shouted.

I pumped my legs faster.  My head split with each footfall.  The fence stretched out ahead, dark against the yellow light of the library.  I jumped and grabbed on, then climbed over, catching my leggings on the fence.  Something ripped and I toppled to the concrete, groaning in pain.  Yellow flared in my vision and I got up.  

The dwarves pounded at the fence on the other side.  Now that I was in some light, I could see just how ugly they were.  Huge noses.  Jutting chins and sloping foreheads.  Each one looked about five hundred years old and their beards contained crumbs that must be just as old.  All seven of them wore the T-shirts of the boys who lived at Haven House.  Tony and Jose and Chad were all gone, replaced with these beasts.  The boys had never even been real.

I backed away, swaying and dizzy.  The dwarves beat at the fence and it rattled.  Spittle flew.  It was just as tall as they were.  I couldn’t help but watch them as my head pounded harder, begging me to lie down on the concrete and just die already.  

They were idiots.  I had that on my side.

I picked up a piece of loose concrete and hurled it over the fence at them, earning another explosion of pain in my skull.  It hit the Adventure Time dwarf right in the top of the head and bounced off.  He stopped pounding, stunned for a second, and then started pounding on the fence again.  It was like watching a bunch of ugly little kids throw a tantrum.

"What is your problem?" I asked, pacing along the fence.  I felt less and less threatened by the second.  "What have I ever done to you?"  I flipped them off.  Dwarves must not get the gesture, because they all stopped and stared with their beady little eyes like they didn't know what to think.  

I flipped them off with the other hand and the Adventure Time one scowled.  

"Yes.  That's supposed to be offensive," I said.  "Your thick skulls are confirmed."  Rage pumped through me.  I'd had it.  I grabbed another piece of concrete, this one heavier than the last, and hurled it over the fence.  This one missed and didn't make it over, but instead fell to the ground and broke into two pieces.  "Did Sara put you up to this?" I asked. 

The dwarf with the black beard just growled at me.  "Sara hates you," he said.  "Hates you.  Hates you.  It's why she left."

"So you can only speak in little baby sentences?" I asked.  All the dwarves stopped rattling the fence.  Stephanie was still out here somewhere.  I might want to leave the area before she figured out I was in this lot and decided to mow me down with her car.  "How did you like eating baby food at Haven House and watching stupid little kid movies?"

The Adventure Time dwarf growled.  Spittle flew out of his mouth.  This sure wasn't in the Disney version.  Disney had cleaned things up.  "Things were fine until you showed up!  You can't fool us."

"But we sure fooled you," another said.

And he grinned so wide that his white beard shifted.  His teeth were almost green in the dim light.

And then I heard the sound of a motor.

Stephanie's motor.  It had to be.  It must be in the wee hours of the morning and she would be the only person out.  I faced the side of the grocery store building.  There were lots of thick shrubs at the front and I couldn't see out to the road, but she'd figure it out.  

Time to go.

I turned and ran around the back of the building.  I could run now.  My head had calmed a bit and my legs had regained some strength.  The motor got quieter, then louder again, as the dwarves all began to bang on the fence.  They were alerting her.  

The car screeched to a stop, then started moving again.

Another fence spread out in front of me.  I jumped again, got caught for a second, and vaulted over.  The car got louder and the fence screeched as the car struck.  Stephanie was trying to run me down.  I caught my breath, got up, and bolted across the lawn of the City Hall.  No one was in the parking lot.  It was the time of night no one should be out.

The car's tires squeaked as it moved again.  I didn't dare look back.  I bolted across the City Hall lot.  I had to hide somewhere.  The police station was across town so that was out.  I stopped at some high shrubs, but spotted headlights out of the corner of my eye.  Stephanie sat there, maybe contemplating what to do.  The fence was bent in front of her car.  She could run it down with another attempt.  She must not have a gun or she would have opened the door and shot at me by now.

I turned the corner of the building, gasping for breath.  I was two streets over from Haven House.  I could grab my bike.  It would help me move faster but I might be more noticeable.  I ran across the street.  Stephanie would have to go around the long way if she didn't want to mow the fence down and damage her car.  She'd want to keep this quiet.  

Haven House was dark as if no one had ever inhabited it.  The windows were all black eyes, staring down at me.  Everything I remembered was in there.  My dream journal.  The pictures on the stairs.  And it was all fake.  Maybe not the dream journal.  I had the feeling that was mine and mine alone.  I wouldn't risk my life for it, even if it did contain my memories.  Memories that Stephanie had gone through.

Memories that made her decide I had to die.

A terrifying thought wormed its way up, but I pushed it aside before it had time to finish and did the combination lock of the bike.  I yanked it from the building where I kept it chained up.  A distant motor sounded.  She'd figured out what I was doing.  I got onto the bike, ignoring the continued pain on the left side of my head, and pedaled past the dark garden and back into the street.  There was an alley I could cut down behind the little dollar store where she took the boys.  Or pretended to take the boys that were really dwarves.  I had inhabited the same building as them and so had Sara.  I wondered if she moved out because she figured out the truth.

Headlights illuminated the street behind me and I rode through the closest yard, forcing my bike over bumps and dips in the grass.  I reached the backyard and found no one looking out their back window at me.  The sound of Stephanie's car grew louder and I stood there, holding my breath and begging my pulse to stop hammering so fast.  If she came back here, I'd have nowhere to escape to except for the deck and then she might demolish that like a crazy person.  But the car rolled past and got fainter.  I'd evaded her for now.  

But those dwarves were still out there.

I felt better on wheels, at least.  

I stayed in that yard for what felt like forever.  The car didn’t come back.  I wondered if I should go back to the cops, but Stephanie was well known around here.  A haven for problem kids.  I was a problem kid.  It was her word over mine.  They’d never believe me that she tried to run me down or that Haven House’s residents had morphed into horrible dwarf creatures.

Or that they all wanted my life.

I got off my bike and turned in a circle.

Everyone wanted to kill me.  

Everyone except for Moanna and possibly some strangers on the street.  I couldn’t even be sure about that.  

And worst of all was the fact that I didn’t even know why.

Moanna was the only person I could go to.  And that was a risk.  

After I listened for a bit longer, I rolled my bike out of the yard and thought a silent apology to whoever kept this grass all neat.  Moanna lived outside of town.  I’d have to ride through miles in the dark and avoid all the cops.  Not easy.  And I had dwarves to avoid, too.  But at least I could ride faster than they could run.  

Moanna told me once that she lived out on Radish Road and had a huge split tree in the front yard.  I could find that if I looked.  She was all I had left.

Sara had made sure of that.  She didn’t need the huntsman to tear out my heart.  She had already succeeded at that.

So I did the only thing I could do.

I made a left out of that random yard and started to pedal.

The dark buildings sped past as my tires whizzed through the night.  I should feel free, out of Haven House at last, but now there was nothing but darkness ahead of me.  A huge, empty expanse of darkness.  

I should go grab my dream journal.

It might hold more clues to who I really was.  Where I had come from.  Why everyone wanted to kill me.

Haven House stood empty.  Stephanie had left, searching for me somewhere else.  A distant motorcycle revved.  Someone was out late drunk.  It must be closing time.  

I checked the door, but of course Stephanie had locked it.  The dwarves sure hadn’t.  I pulled again, harder, but it was useless.  Then I searched around for a rock.  I found one of Stephanie’s decorative ones that she’d lined by the sidewalk, one with a butterfly carved into it.  I heaved it at the glass door and it shattered with a deafening roar that might wake the neighbors.

Glass sparkled in the dim streetlight and I ducked through the bottom half of the door, careful not to impale myself on any of the glass.  Success.  The kitchen was dark and the fridge hummed like normal.  I walked past Stephanie’s office.  Past the downstairs bathroom.  My reflection looked like a hunched, shadowy figure and the scent of toothpaste wafted out.  The dwarves sure hadn’t used any.  Stephanie must have.

Upstairs.  The steps creaked.  Before, the noise was charming, but now it was horrifying.  If any of the dwarves had made it back here they would hear me.  My head pounded and I felt the wound.  I had a huge, raised welt on the side of my scalp.  My hair would hide it, but the pain wouldn't fade for a while.  At least the nausea was gone and the dizziness was better.  I seemed to be recovering.

My bedroom door stood open.  The faint glow of my alarm clock shone against the wall.  My dream journal was still in my backpack, tampered with.  It was the one thing here that was truly mine.  Stephanie and those dwarves would never get their hands on it again.  

I ducked into my doorway.

And noticed too late that a tall, dark figure stood by my bed, watching me.

I stopped.  My heart about did the same.

The man reached up and lowered his hood farther down over his face as if worried I could see in the dark.  He bobbed his head like he was nodding.  

It was the man in black. 

Alric.

“Mara,” he said at last.  “We need to talk.”


Chapter Ten

 

 

I backed right up into my wall.  I couldn’t breathe.

The downstairs bathroom mirror.  I had walked right past it and this guy must have come out of that one at midnight.  I wondered how he had evaded the dwarves.

“Talk?” I asked.  I hated how scared I sounded.  I should be braver than this, but this was the guy who had wiped the memories of my Foods class and messed with mine.  Who knew what fake crap he’d put in there?  

“Yes,” Alric said.  The air was cold and sharp around him.  He radiated a dark energy and it was wrapping around me, embracing like some frigid boa constrictor.  I commended myself for the thought.  “I only wish to talk to you, Mara.  I can only imagine how confused you are and how everyone seems to be against you.  My Watchers, Edward Rain and Alyssa Laney, have been reporting your experiences to me for the past several days.”

“Watchers?” I asked.  I thought of the red marks on my teachers’ arms.  “You have little minions who spy on people?  I knew it.”  I was getting some bravery back at last.  If this Alric guy wanted to kill me, he would have done it by now.  Right?  He wouldn’t have announced his presence.

But a deep mistrust of the guy rose up inside of me.  A tiny, shrill voice in the back of my mind screamed at me that I should leave.  Or better yet, find a blunt object to hit him over the head with.  This guy was making me angry and I didn’t know why.  He must be right that there was some history here that only he knew.  Alric had the upper hand.  I had to remember that.

“I have Watchers all over in this world,” Alric explained.  He remained a tall, still shadow, one so dark that even the crappy light coming in through the window seemed bright.  “They always report to me when a Legend is out and about, missing from Fable.  And in case you haven’t guessed, Fable is the world where the fairy tales all live.  They’re real, Mara.  As real as I am, standing here.  And as real as you.”

I shuddered.  “And the dwarves.  Are they working for you?”

Alric laughed.  It was awful.  “Dwarves?  No.  They’re horrible, stupid creatures as you found out.  I can’t believe it took you so long to realize what those so called children actually were.  The fairy tales are not what you think they are, Mara.  Have you guessed which story is yours?"

I gulped.  “Snow White.”

The man in black didn’t speak for a long time.  “You’re clever,” he said at last.  “That is your story, even though you are no longer in Fable.  Even if you leave that world, your story always follows you."

“So it’s true,” I managed.  “I came from some storybook world and now I’m here and everything’s all messed up.  And who the hell are you?”

“Alric,” the man said.  “A wizard.  I’ve been watching Fable for a long time, and many of the stories are falling.”

“Falling?” I asked.  I managed to gather my sense of humor.  “So Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother didn’t have her Life Alert bracelet on when the wolf found her?  And she never got rescued?  Is that what you mean?"

Alric stood there like he didn’t know what to think.  At least I had something on him.  “I mean that the fairy tales are ending in ways they normally do not,” he said.  “Darkness follows when a fairy tale does not meet its predicted end.  The land around it becomes dark.  The same thing might happen here in this world if your story goes in a direction it never has before."

I shuddered again.  This darkness didn’t sound like the kind I’d dig.  And did this guy sound happy about it?  He kept his tone neutral, so I couldn't tell.  

“So how is this supposed to end?” I asked.  “With a happily ever after?”

“Yes,” Alric said.  He sat down on the bed and I felt a lot less threatened.  At least I’d have a second or two to run if he tried anything.  “I sent you here because I want to help you get your happily ever after, Mara.  Sara has taken your prince.  She’s taken your trust.  Eric was meant for you.  And he is a prince.  He’s escaped from Fable, just like you have.”

“But why are the dwarves trying to kill me?” I asked.  “That doesn’t make any sense.  They’re supposed to be helping me hide from Sara.  She’s the evil queen, isn’t she?”  Sara had always imitated me.  At least, I remembered her doing so.  I read somewhere that imitation was a sign of jealousy--and that fit the idea of the evil queen way too well.

“Dwarves,” Alric said, “are corrupted by darkness very easily, just like elves, some animals, and some people.  Darkness is spreading through Fable.  They must have spent some time in it if they’re trying to kill you.  I told you, Mara.  Fable is changing and it’s going dark.  Remember your dreams.”  Alric motioned to me.  "I imagine they are darker than night.  They're your true memories, the only ones you carried to this world."

I peeled myself from the wall.  I thought of Eric.  Of dark forests and castles.  Of horrible green vines with thorns inches long and of ravens perched on dead trees.  My dream journal was full of those.  Pages and pages worth.  

Fable must be getting very dark.  

“You were in one of them,” I said.  “In one of my dreams.”

“You may be remembering the time I sent you here,” Alric said.  “I am sorry your memory is gone.  Truly, I am.  It often happens when a Legend crosses into this world.  But I am on a mission to protect Fable and free its inhabitants from the prison they are trapped in.  You’re not the only one I have visited, Mara.  But you need to get your prince back from Sara if you want your happily ever after.  You’d never know with a girl like her.  She might even be planning to kill him.  And you know she wants to hurt you.  I can guarantee that.  Just read your story.  Your death is there.”

I thought of the apple.  The red, scary, poisonous apple.  

“So what do I do?” I asked.  I felt no better now that I had some answers.  “And what are you getting out of this?  You know, I tend to not like a lot of people.  Most of them are crap.”

“I agree,” Alric said.  His tone got a bit lighter.  “I agree with your sentiment.  I sent you here to hide you from Sara, but it seems she was waiting for you all along.  She’s turned the dwarves to her side.  And Stephanie.  She must have some knowledge of Fable herself if she’s here.  You need to avoid them at all costs.  Hide until you can strike.  You have to stop Sara before she can take away what’s rightfully yours.”

“How?” I asked.  “How do I do that?”

Alric held one hand out.  “With a poison apple, of course.  Give her a taste of her own wickedness before she can take your life away.  If you don’t act, that will be next.”

And then I saw what he held.

Even in the dim light, it was obvious.  An apple the color of blood, without a trace of green or yellow and with perfect, shining skin.  It looked like an apple someone had polished and made for an art class, not one that contained deadly poison.  

I shrunk back again.  “Are you kidding?  You think she’s going to fall for that?  It’s her own game.”

“True,” Alric said.  “But you can find a way to slip this to her.”

“I’m not taking it,” I said.  “How do I know that touching it won’t kill me?  You could be on her side.  You don’t exactly look like a Gandalf type of wizard.”  This was it.  Sara’s final strike.  Then she could make sure Eric would never free me from my deadly sleep.  

“I’m touching the apple,” Alric said.  “We need to feed the evil Legends their own pain before they can hurt us.”  He laughed, louder this time.  I was getting nervous that someone would walk into Haven House and hear, but no footfalls came up the stairs.  “And you judge me by my looks?  They’re often deceiving.  The dwarves had you fooled with their terrible disguises.”

“I can't even see what you look like.  I’m still not taking it.”

“No one is forcing you to eat this,” Alric said.  “I suggest you take it before Sara can find it.  Your story is following you.  It always does, even if you aren’t in Fable.  It’s the fate of Legends.  If you don’t act now, Sara will find a way to murder you.  And I believe she knows who she is and she has the upper hand.”

“You’re saying I have to kill her.”  I felt sick at the thought.  "But she was my friend.  At least, I think she was."

“You may have some false memories," Alric said.

"Memories that you put there," I said.  "You stuck me in Mr. Rain's classroom and made me think Sara and I were friends."

"I had to," Alric said.  "Sara was already in the other world when you appeared there, so I altered Sara's memory, too, and made her think the two of you were friends as well.  I hoped she would forget her hatred of you, but something must have jogged her memory.  You might have to remember what could have done that."

And then Alric stood.

I thought he was reaching up to strike me, but instead, he brushed past me with the swishing of his robe and to the doorway of my bedroom.  “They’re coming,” he said.  “You need to leave.”  He handed me the apple again.  “Think carefully about this.  I can only make suggestions to you.”

The door creaked open downstairs.

A bit more glass shattered.

I prayed it was a burglar taking advantage of the opening.  Even a gang of burglars.  Or a gang, period.  But then I heard the gruff voices of the dwarves and I had to stop myself from throwing up.

“I swear, she must be here.”

“The girl would run.”

“I hit her on the head!  This is not my fault!”

“Shut your trap, Mog.”

“She came back for something.”

“Upstairs!”

And then the steps creaked big time, struggling under the dwarves’ weight.

Alric shook his hand at me.  “Take it!” he whispered.  “Get out the window.  I’ll stop them.”

I did the only thing I could.

I took the apple. 

It was heavy in my hand, the heaviest apple I had ever felt.  This was the one from my dream.  The one with Alric in it where I was standing in the woods, ready to eat it.  

This man in black might have saved my life.

The dwarves finished thundering up the stairs and then they all stopped.

I held my breath and stuffed the apple into my backpack.  I had to get out of here.  If I opened my window, I could climb down the vines.  I didn’t know how Alric would stand up against the dwarves from hell.  I zipped my backpack tight, slung it over my back, and opened my window so fast they must have heard it for sure.  

A dwarf uttered a word that must be a curse.  

And the seven of them all thundered back down the stairs.  They feared Alric.  The air got even colder and a flash of light filled the hall behind me, then faded.  A pained scream followed and someone made soft thumps down the rest of the stairs, then landed.  The other dwarves stopped and one growled again.  

Feet thundered back up the stairs.

“Mara.  Go,” Alric ordered.  

I moved.

Books and apple and dream journal in tow, I kicked out my screen.  It went toppling to the garden below and I swung my feet over the window.  I had climbed the vines before—at least, I remembered doing it—and I knew just where to grasp.  The trip down was hard with the backpack on.  Vines dug into my palms, etching burns.  I grasped at the brick with my feet.  It was almost as if Alric had given me these memories to help me survive this world.

I hit the ground and fell into a heap, then stood up again.  A crack of energy sounded from above and another pained growl followed.  Alric was duking it out with the dwarves.  I had to take the chance and flee. 

My bike lay near the compost heap where the purple lettuce was still rotting.  Maybe I should have fed that to the dwarves and Stephanie after all.  It would have been fitting.  And Sara.  If I had time I would scoop that up and give that to her instead of the apple.  But the dwarves could come back down with their hammers any second.  Alric shouted something from the building and I took it as a cue to hop on my bike and ride away.

 

* * * * *

 

I rode out of town until the sun started to come up, following the road signs which grew farther and farther apart.  At last, I found Radish Road, way out in the boonies.  It wasn't easy riding through this dark.  There was nothing to see by out here except for the stars between the walls of trees.  

A faint pink glow formed on the horizon and shone behind a bunch of trees that lay ahead.  I slowed my bike down on the dirt road and eyed a stop sign far ahead.  The air smelled like dew and forest and it all reminded me of some lost memory that I couldn’t quite grab.  Fable, maybe.  This must be what Fable smelled like.  The world must be full of wild places where bears and wolves roamed.

Not like this world, where it was the island instead of the sea.

Moanna would be waking up soon.  I didn’t know where else to go.  There weren’t a lot of people at the high school who weren’t freaked out by Sara and I.  But at least none of the dwarves had followed me and Stephanie had no clue that I knew Moanna at all.  She could ask at school if I’d been talking to anyone, but even they might not be able to tell her.  The Watchers sure wouldn’t if they were working with Alric, and Alric wanted me to stay alive.

Maybe they had been watching out for me the whole time. 

And Sara tried to kill Mr. Rain for it.

It was a weird thought that I couldn’t wrap my mind around.  Mr. Rain picked on everyone, so he might have done the same to me to keep the suspicion off him.  Mrs. Laney hadn't wanted me to ingest any of that lettuce.  And the principal had let me off easy when I should have gone to jail according to the story Mr. Rain gave her.  She must have spoken to Alric before making the decision.

School just might be the safest place for me to go right now.

And Eric might be there.  I might get a chance to talk to him without that cursed maid there to call the cops.  And if Alric was really on my side, his Watchers would help—right?  

I pedaled farther and farther down the dirt road.  My legs burned with fatigue.  I was ready to drop.  But Moanna lived out here somewhere.  Only trees grew up on either side of me and the apple rolled around in my backpack.  It was death.  I was carrying death in my pack in the wee hours of the morning.  

The thought was both thrilling and horrifying.  

I couldn’t kill Sara.

No matter what she had done, I couldn’t kill someone.

But I might have to if I wanted to stay alive and save Eric.

The trees got thicker and thicker and I was sure I had passed Moanna’s house in the dark.  I must be miles from town by now.  Moanna lived on the edge of the district.  I’d never even been out here before.

The trees cleared on my right, and a giant, split-open trunk stood there in the middle of a large yard as if Zeus himself had driven a lightning bolt through it.  

I stopped the bike.

This had to be the house.  

I wouldn’t have noticed it or the tree trunk if it wasn’t for the pale gray light that now covered everything.  The house was small and far back from the road, nestled in the trees.  The lawn was overgrown and the split trunk the only decoration.  It was kind of a nice touch.  The tree looked like a huge, gaping mouth that led to some underworld.  

And the idea of an underworld felt familiar.  

Just like the apple.  There might be one in Fable.

I watched the house.  No lights were on inside.  It must only be five thirty in the morning.  Not even that.  Moanna would have to board the bus at sevenish to get to school for first class.  She still had an hour to sleep.  

I checked up and down the barren road.  Nothing.  No Alric standing there, watching my actions. I thought of Sara and Eric holed up inside his fortress and my ears heated.  Sara had gotten my hopes up just to dash them.  

I rolled my bike into Moanna’s yard and chained it to one of the trees a bit back in the woods.  My limbs felt like lead.  I needed to stop and rest even if it was right here.  No one would see me.

I laughed.

Sara had driven me into the forest.  

Just like in the story.  

I still had the volume of fairy tales stuffed into my backpack.  It was too dark to read any more of it now.  After securing my bike to the tree, I sat on the ground, relieved there wasn’t any dew in this spot.  It was all dried leaves and dirt.  I didn’t care what kinds of bugs were here.  Compared to what I had seen tonight, bugs were nothing.

I leaned against the tree and drifted.

And as I did, I imagined dozens of little eyes staring at me.

 

* * * * *

 

A low, loud rumble met my ears.

I opened my eyes and realized it was lighter—a lot lighter.  I had only closed them seconds ago.  No.  I must have fallen asleep.  

A big, yellow school bus had rolled up to Moanna’s driveway.  Moanna was running up the dirt drive, purse swinging from one shoulder and books tucked into another.  The bus’s blinking yellow lights turned to red as the brakes squeaked and the engine idled.  

Then I remembered.

This was my only way to school.

The only safe way.

And I had to get back to Eric.  Sara wouldn’t expect me to show up.  She must be wondering if I was dead right about now.  I had to take the chance.

I left my bike chained to the tree and grabbed my backpack.  My stomach sank when I remembered what was in there, ready to work its dark magic.  I swung the backpack over my back and burst through underbrush and out through the trees.  “Wait!”

Moanna stopped feet from the bus.  The door was coming open.

Her mouth fell open.  “Mara?”  She searched the road behind the bus for a car or something.  “How did you get out here?”

I ran up to her.  “Tell the bus driver I spent the night over here,” I said.  “I’ll explain once I’m on.”

The driver, a woman with gray roots growing through her dyed black hair, stared at me as I got on the bus behind Moanna.  I’d never ridden the bus before, so I wondered if all the drivers were like this. 

“Who are you?” she barked.

“I go to the same school as Moanna,” I said.  “And I need to get there.  I spent the night here.  We’re friends.”

“Do you have a note?  You need one if this isn't your normal bus.”

Moanna faced me.  I clung onto the railing, trying not to fall off the bottom step of the bus.  The apple rolled around again.  I couldn’t tell Moanna about that.  She’d freak out.  I would if I were her.

“She doesn’t,” Moanna said.  “We didn’t know we’d need a note.”

“Why are people so paranoid?” I asked.  I couldn’t help it.  “You think I’m carrying a deadly weapon or something?  I just want to get to school.  You’re telling me I need to skip?”

There was no one here to laugh at my irony.  And the driver sure wasn’t amused.  “Fine,” she barked.  “Sit down and don’t do this again.  But if word of this gets out, it’s my paycheck.  Do you understand?”

I nodded as Moanna climbed all the way into the bus and I followed.  The aisle was tiny and people were sitting in the back, leaning against windows and half asleep.  No one spoke.  It seemed like the bus was here for extra sleep.  

“Thanks,” I told Moanna, even though she hadn’t really done anything.  I had a ride, at least.  One that Sara would never find me on.  She’d ride in with Eric—if she hadn’t killed him or turned him into a toad.  “I guess this is the part where you demand what’s going on.”

“Lucky guess,” Moanna said.  She sat down and pointed at the seat next to her.  There was some guy snoring in the back and another one on his phone texting, but no one else.  The bus was early in its route.  "I do want to know what's going on."

I sat across the aisle from her.  We leaned close to each other and I told her about the crazy in Wal-Mart and my night, starting with trying to talk to Eric and ending with getting away from those dwarves.  I also told her about Alric and his warning that Sara was still looking to have me killed, and finished with the apple.  I felt my backpack and the scary lump there.  I didn't want to have to use that.  That was something Sara would want to plant in my food.  

But I might have to.

Sara was some evil witch queen, after all.  She'd do the same to me without a thought.  She'd already tried with the comb and the lettuce and had barely missed me with the tie tightening spell.  Maybe she'd even corrupted the dwarves.  

Moanna shrunk back into her seat and remained silent for a long time.  At last, she asked, "Are you sure this Alric guy can be trusted?  He might totally be pulling something on you."

"I don't know," I said.  My gut told me no, even if he had saved my life from the savage dwarves.  "I don't think I like him and I don't know why."  Then I realized that Moanna actually believed me.  How could she not after everything that had happened?  She was caught in the crap, too.  

"Well, he does seem like he might be plotting something," Moanna said.  "If you don't want to carry around the apple, let me do it for you.  At least that might help you feel better."

I clutched my backpack and held it between me and the bus seat.  The bus turned and the inertia pushed me closer to Moanna.  She reached out, unrelenting with her offer.  

"I can't," I said.  

"I'm not going to hand the apple to Sara.  Believe me."  

Her tone was dark.  Jealous, almost.  Then I remembered that Moanna worshipped Eric.  And Sara was fawning all over Eric.  This could be ugly.  "Sorry.  You  can't have it."

"So you're going to use it?"  Moanna's voice was full of morbid curiosity.  

"I don't know," I said.  "Only if I have to.  I might have a dark sense of humor but murder just isn't in me."  I needed a shower.  My whole personality needed one.  I'd never had the chance last night with all the events going on.  

Moanna and I didn't speak the rest of the way to school.  She kept staring out the window at the passing trees and buildings.  If I wouldn't give Sara the apple, Moanna might if I didn't keep it close to me.  I'd have to guard my backpack with my life today.  

That meant taking it into the shower when I got to school.

I managed to duck into the girls' locker room and take the fastest shower I ever had before the bell rang.  I threw on clothes and had to comb my hair with my fingers since my glass comb had shattered on the bathroom floor yesterday.  My head pounded with stress and the bruise still hidden under my hair.  Sara might be here today.  

But I didn't see her in the hallway on the way to my first class.

And I didn't find her at lunch.  Instead of sitting next to her, I sat by myself and choked down my food in the corner of the cafeteria.  Nobody bothered to stare at me except for Mrs. Hendry, who walked past me and smiled.  I waved at her.  Alric must have told his Watchers to keep an eye out for me.  I guessed her smile meant that I was safe for now.

I couldn't trust her, though. 

I trusted nobody.  

And worst of all, Eric was nowhere to be seen today, either.

He wasn't in Mr. Rain's class.  Mr. Rain just acted like his normal self, picking on everyone in sight.  He didn't even give me a second glance.  I wondered if he was just grudgingly doing whatever Alric had told him.  

I hated that I'd bothered to come to school.  It wouldn't matter much longer.  I had nowhere to go after today and Moanna sure wouldn't let me stay at her house.  I had even left my bike out there, chained to a tree.  If I wanted it, I'd have to ride the bus out there.

And then what?

I had to find Sara and make her reverse whatever she had done to Stephanie and the dwarves who were supposed to be helping me.  

The final bell of the day rang over an hour later and I stalked to my locker to drop off my books.  There wasn't a point behind doing my homework.  Not anymore.  Moanna hurried past me and towards the buses as if she couldn't wait to get away from me.  Not that I blamed her.  I carried weirdness with me wherever I went.  

I set my backpack down and unzipped it.  The apple rested there by my dream journal, red as ever and without any bruises.  It was the weirdest apple I had ever seen.  In fact, it didn't even look real.  I pulled it out and held it while the river of people thinned around me.  Everyone was heading home to safety and to families who actually wanted them.  I'd never had that.  

I held the apple.  It still weighed too much.  Inside of it was death.  Perhaps even my life.  

"I'm going.  Eric's parties are awesome."

"What's the time?"

"It starts at nine.  It might go until two or three in the morning.  His parties always do.  Have you ever seen Eric's parents?"

"No.  I think they're out of town all the time."

I tucked the apple back into my pack and listened.  A couple of girls from the cheerleading squad were walking past, deep in conversation.  

I stood up and swung my backpack on.  Hope rose inside of me.

Eric was still alive.

He had to be, if he was holding a party tonight.

I followed the two girls, a blonde and a dark girl, both with ponytails.  I didn't know their names.  Alric hadn't given those to me.  But with my false memory, I knew they were girls who wouldn't normally associate with me.  We were in different tribes or whatever.  

They kept talking as I followed like a creepy stalker.  "I heard Eric took a girl home with him last night," the dark one said.

"He did?  Who?" the blonde asked.

The dark girl whispered something to her and they both stared at each other, then laughed.  They were laughing about Sara.  Sara was so out of Eric's league.  I knew that if I'd had my way, they'd be laughing about me instead.  

The two girls left the school and boarded a bus, but I'd heard enough.

The party started at nine tonight.

His gate would probably be open to let the guests in.  If not, I could sneak in with someone.  

I watched the buses pull away.  That gave me six hours to get back out to Eric's place.  It would be getting dark by then.  I'd have some cover. 

But I didn't have any money to buy different clohtes.  What little I had was back at Haven House and I didn't want to risk facing those dwarves again.  Not after Alric had held them off so I could get away.  I wondered if there were any bodies lying in there and what the cops thought of that.  

I had to walk past Haven House on the way to Eric's, so I didn't have a choice but to check it out a little as I passed.  The front door had a piece of plywood over it from my breaking it last night.  All the curtains were drawn and no fans blew in the windows, funneling in cooler air.  I peered into the kitchen window but the place looked dark.  Stephanie's car was even gone from the back lot.  The place seemed abandoned, but I wasn't going to take the risk.  The surviving dwarves could be hunched in there, ready to strike as soon as I broke back in.

As soon as the thought hit me, something moved in the kitchen.

An ugly head reared up, spied me, and ducked down again.

I broke into a run.  They were still there.  The dwarves had survived Alric's attacks and they were a lot tougher than I thought.  They must make up for their lack of brains with strength.

I didn't dare slow down or look back until I was another two streets away.  Then I checked.  Nothing had followed me.  The dwarves must not want to come out unless they were wearing their child disguises or they were shielded by darkness.  It was lucky for me.  

I hoped they didn't realize I was headed to Eric's house.  

It was too late now.  I had to get to him.  I had to make the story end the way it should.  If the story fell, darkness might creep into this world.  I didn't know exactly what that meant, but it seemed like it had already started to happen.  

My feet felt ready to split open by time I turned the corner to Eric's street.  It had taken me forever to walk across town and Eric's street was just as rich as it had been before.  His house towered over the others like a castle.

A castle fit for a prince.  

Eric just might be one, escaped from Fable's encroaching darkness.

Escaped, just like me.

Dusk had fallen over the street and the air was cooling.  Laughter floated down the curvy street and I spotted a couple of girls walking in through the open gate of Eric's house, wearing stupid green party hats.  I guessed alcohol was going to be a factor here.  Maybe it would distract Sara and I could get Eric out from under her spell.  Maybe Sara would even pass out.

The gate slid closed after the two girls had walked in.  I had to be sneaky about this.  I managed to get behind one of the trees that grew next to the sidewalk and waited.  The camera above the gate could only point forward, being embedded in the stone like that.  I'd seen it last night.  If someone else showed up,  I might be able to sneak in if I pretty much hugged the fence.

My wish came soon enough.  A red sports car crawled up to the sidewalk and stopped.  Loud music thumped, then stopped as the car turned off.  Three guys got out, all cool and obnoxious.  One of them waved at the camera and the gate slid open.  Eric was watching everyone who went in and out tonight.  Sara had to make sure I wasn't showing up.

I moved fast.  The gate started sliding shut again and I broke into a run, staying as close to the fence as I could.  I managed to squeeze in through the narrow opening without the three guys looking back.  I stumbled onto the sidewalk that led up to Eric's porch as the gate shut behind me.  An alarm would go off any second.  I knew it.  But nothing happened.  Whoever was manning the camera hadn't spotted me.  The three guys made some crude jokes about taking girls up to one of the bedrooms later that night as I followed close behind.  I studied the windows as I drew closer to the house.  No one was peeking out.  Even the window in the tower was empty.

I thought of how Eric and Sara might have spent their night and I wanted to kill something.

Preferably them.

The apple got heavier in my backpack as if begging me to use it.  For a second, I wanted to.  I wanted to shove it down her throat.

I shook my head, casting the thoughts aside.  I wouldn't be like Sara, wanting to steal everything I had.  Or even Moanna, who would be furious that she didn't get invited to this party.  Someone had to be the rational one here.  I had to handle this.  I could handle this.  

The front door opened a bit and one of the guys waved a greeting to a dark figure in the door.  I ducked behind a shrub in time.

"Hey!" Eric said.  He didn't sound too enthused.  "Come on in.  I didn't know you'd be coming tonight."

Maybe this wasn't an invitation-only party after all.  People might just be showing up and Eric was expected to host all of this because he was the rich guy.  I felt sorry for him.  At least at Haven House, I was never expected to do such a thing.

I waited until the door had closed and near silence had fallen before I moved out form behind the shrub.  Eric might be enchanted.  Sara would want him to stay away from me.  He might not even let me in the door.   

After making sure no more Obnoxious Mobiles were pulling up to the house, I ran up onto the porch and tried the door. 

Locked.

Why would someone keep a door locked for a party?

I tugged on the knob, but it seemed like the only way in was to get let in.  Eric had secured this pretty well.  I wondered if he had a bouncer standing just inside the door.  And cameras watching the grounds, too.  The yard wasn't very big, mostly full of shrubs, so there might be another way inside.  

Like a back door.  People stood outside on balconies and back decks during parties all the time.  If I swung back there I'd look pretty natural.  

I ran around the side of the house just as another car full of loud, booming music pulled up.  The shrubs were thicker here.  Trimmed into squares and circles.  Eric must have hired a groundskeeper.  

Chatter floated out from the back yard.  I was right.  A splash followed.  Eric had his own pool.  Alric must be right that he really was a prince from Fable.  He must have brought his royal fortune with him if he bought all of this.

And Eric was supposed to be with me.

Before Sara had taken him, we had clicked.  

Tiki lights hung everywhere in the backyard.  People from the school stood everywhere and red plastic cups were in most hands.  I guessed that they weren't full of carbonated drinks unless they were mixed with something else.  A group of four girls laughed and nearly spilled the contents of their drinks on the grass.  A guy from the football team pulled his shirt off and did a horrible flop into the pool.  He surfaced and groaned while one of his friends laughed at him.  Yeah.  People were getting buzzed.

And Eric stood by the grill, arms crossed over his chest.  He wasn't drinking.  Instead, he looked annoyed at having to play the party host role.  

My heart leapt.  He was unhurt.  The same Eric I had seen in Foods before the disaster.  He was even still wearing his class jacket.  And Sara was nowhere to be found.

I walked across the grass at him, passing the group of girls.  I smelled booze.  There was no way I'd be having any of that tonight.  I had work to do.  "Eric," I said.

He jumped and came to life.  His eyes widened and he backed into the grill, which thankfully wasn't working.  "Mara," he said.  "How did you get in?"

"Did I somehow earn villain status?" I asked.  "Did I bite into enough necks to turn you off?  Geez, Eric.  Did I do something to offend you?"

Eric struggled for words.  He searched around the yard at the laughing people who weren't even paying any attention to him.  

"You shouldn't be here."

My heart shrunk.  He preferred these drunken people he didn't even know to me.

"Listen," I told Eric.  "Sara's dangerous.  I think she'd been putting you under a spell or something.  Have you ever heard of Fable?"  I had to be direct here.

Eric's eyes got wide.  "You remember."

"No.  I don't remember.  It's just what I heard from someone."  I wasn't sure it was a good idea to bring Alric up here.  If Eric was enchanted, Sara might have made him hate the wizard, too.  "You're a prince from Fable, right?"

Eric practically leaned backwards over the grill.  "I...I'm not a prince," he said.  "Mara, you need to leave.  This isn't your kind of party."

"What is with you?" I asked.  I couldn't help it.  I raised my voice so much that the guys by the pool stopped to watch.  It was Joey and Nort.  The guys from the football team and the same guys who had no idea I'd seen them without their clothes.  Alric had erased that memory from them, leaving me with an advantage here.  

Eric struggled for words.  "Sara and I have a history," he said.  Then he slapped himself on the forehead.  "You'd never believe it if we told you.  I'm not from around here, Mara.  Neither is Sara.  You need to leave.  Just go!"

I refused to budge.  I dropped my backpack on the ground to get the weight off my back.  "Sara is making you think some pretty weird things," I said.  I grabbed his arm.  "Eric, you have to come with me.  Get away from her.  She's been putting spells on you and keeping her for herself."

"She's been the one doing spells?" Eric asked.  He wrenched his arm from my grip and backed towards his deck.  "I'm going to have to call the cops."

"With all the underage drinking going on here?" I asked, waving to the yard behind me.  "I don't think that's a good idea, Eric."

"Mara, come on!"  Eric stopped and slapped his hands to his sides.

I didn't know what else to do than to threaten him.  If I got him away from here, I might be able to convince him on what was really going on.  Sara might even be extending her influence all over the property, getting all these people drunk so they'd never know what she was doing.  I watched the pool again.  Joey did a belly flop onto the water and surfaced, crying out in pain.  Yeah.  They were drunk.

I advanced on Eric.  "Eric," I said.  "You're not thinking like yourself right now.  We were talking just fine before Sara butted in and did whatever she did to you."

"Why are you so jealous?" Eric asked.  "That's what you are.  Jealous.  That's all you are.  Do you know what that's going to get you?"

"So now Sara's projecting her faults on me?" I asked.  "She tried to kill Moanna.  She cursed the cabbage in Foods and made it turn people into donkeys.  I think it was meant for me but Joey and Nort just got in the way.  She wanted me out of the way so she could have you for herself.  And then who knows what she was planning on doing to you?”

Eric frowned.  “I think Sara and I are okay,” he told me.  “Please just go, Mara.  I’m not into you.  Not after she told me—never mind.”  He turned away.  

“Eric!” I shouted.  I felt as if my world had been shattered.  Like glass.  It all rained down to the ground.  But Eric was turning away.  What had happened to make him view me like some sort of vermin?  Had Sara lied to him about me?  Told him I liked to murder children?  I’d never do such a thing.  I followed Eric onto the deck, where a couple more girls were chattering and holding the red plastic cups.  “Eric.  Wait.  Just listen to me for a second.”

He reached his back door and stopped with his hand on the handle.  “Mara, go away.  You don’t understand what’s really going on here.  You’ll make things a lot worse if you keep pushing at this.”

“They’re already bad,” I said.  “Sara has you enchanted.  I don’t know what she told you about me, but whatever it is, it’s not true.  Did she tell you I tried to kill Moanna or something?  That I turned Joey and Nort into donkeys?”

Eric stood there.

And laughed.

He actually stood there and laughed at me.

I didn’t like the sound of it.  It was a knowing laugh.  A scary one.  The horrible thought wormed its way into my head again, but I pushed it down.  No matter what was going on, Eric was gone to me.  I’d never get him out of here.  I was outnumbered and he probably had a bouncer or two around.  

And Sara was still here.

Waiting to kill me.  

I stood there as Eric stepped into the house and closed the door behind him.  He stood there, glared at me again, and closed the blinds.  They tilted and waved around each other before settling.  And then, almost like an afterthought, his hand appeared and he locked the door.

Leaving me there to pick up the shattered pieces of my heart.

Everyone hated me and I had no idea why.  The story was on the verge of ending the wrong way.  Darkness might spread through this world like Alric had warned me—if the guy was even right.  

I kept my face straight as I stalked through the yard and around the house, pushing through all the shrubs and foliage and leaving the splashes and laughs of the party behind.  I wanted to run.  I just wanted to get away from this town and never come back.  There was nothing for me here.  Maybe even nothing in this world for me.  I belonged in Fable, after all.

Perhaps I should go find a mirror and wait for the stroke of midnight and cross back over.  Get back whatever memory I had left behind.  

But Alric would be there, waiting.

Disappointed.  Angry that I had let darkness spread over this world.  

Somehow, the thought didn’t feel right.  There was something about Alric I knew I should remember, but it had vanished.  I left out the front gate of Eric’s yard, which slid open for me as if there was some motion sensor in the ground.  Eric was a prince, after all.  He had wealth.  He could install whatever he wanted and have what he wanted.

Except for his freedom.

Sara had to be doing something to him.  Eric hadn’t looked happy standing there in his own yard.

As I walked back down the street, I thought of the mirror in the downstairs bathroom of Haven House.  The dwarves might still be there, though.  I couldn’t risk that.  It was only nine or so and I had three hours to wait for the portal to open.  At least I had an escape from this.  Maybe my crush on Eric had been a false memory and I never even liked the guy in the first place.

I turned the corner and left the rich neighborhood behind.

But my dream journal had dozens of entries that all revolved around him.

Eric in varying states of dress.  Eric making out with me under a candelabra.  Eric sitting across a long table from me, a feast spread out in front of us.  

That had happened.  I knew it.  Eric and I had spent time together in Fable and Sara never liked that.  It was probably her who nuked my real memories in the first place.  All I had left I carried in my backpack.

Horror exploded.

My backpack. 

I had left it in Eric’s yard, complete with said journal and the deadly apple.

I swore and turned around.  I had left Eric’s house several streets behind now, so far that I couldn’t even see the tops of the houses anymore.  Someone would have found that backpack by now.  My horror increased.  Someone could eat that apple.

The apple meant to kill someone.  And if stories progressed the way Eric said they did, it would find a target.

But I didn’t have to deal with that.  I could leave this world tonight and never look at it again.  But someone would bite into that apple sooner or later.  It might take hours or it might take a year, but an unlucky soul would taste that poison and fall over dead.  I couldn’t go back to Fable, knowing I had someone’s death on my hands.  

Even if it was Sara’s.  

Even if she deserved it.

I turned and broke into a run, my sore feet protesting with each footfall.  My journal.  Oh, God.  My thoughts.  That was in there, too.  I couldn’t run fast enough or even pull out my phone to text someone in a panic, since that was also in my backpack.  I had nothing but my terror.  The night deepened and the last light of the sky vanished as I turned the corner to Eric’s street again.  The gate was closed and the faint sound of music floated out of the house.  The party was getting cranked up.

I stopped before I got to the gate, remembering the camera.  The bars loomed high over my head.  I’d have to climb.  It was my only chance.  I rubbed my hands together and grabbed onto the bars, hoisting myself onto the concrete barrier that held them up like a row of spears.  There was no squeezing through.  My arms quivered as I pulled myself up onto the bars.  I kicked off my shoes and let them fall to the sidewalk so I could grip with my bare feet.  It was the hardest thing I had ever done.  I slid back down and hit the concrete, biting in more curses.  I had to try again.  There had to be a way.  Someone could be eating that apple right now but this fence was impossible.

I fell again, stumbling to the sidewalk and feeling stupid.  I got my bearings and hit the fence with one hand.  Someone would call the cops on me.  One of the neighbors might be watching right now.  

And then I saw him.

Alric, robed in black and hooded.  He stood at the corner I’d been at a minute ago, watching my pathetic efforts.  I wasn’t sure how I felt about him standing there.  But he nodded and raised one hand.  Black cloth with red trim toppled around his wrist, revealing the normal arm of a man.  

And something clicked.

The gate.

I watched as it slid open with as much ease as the school doors had opened for him right after he’d wiped the memories of my Foods class.  Eric’s yard stood accessible to me once more.

I was too freaked out to run in at first.  My gut warned me against going in.  Against doing what he wanted.  There was something about Alric I didn’t like.  Something I didn’t trust.  

But I had to get the apple back.

Alric raised the same hand and pointed in the direction of Eric’s house.  I felt like someone in a play, someone getting directed.  Like a pawn, almost.

I ran through the gate.

The lights were still on inside Eric’s house colored lights danced against the closed curtains.  I knew that the front door would be locked.  Being a prince, Eric must be used to dealing with invaders.  I’d have to work around that.  If I got lucky, Alric would open the back door for me.

But a window near the front corner of the house was sliding open instead.  It slid up with a scraping sound, revealing darkness within.

I stopped right in the yard and looked back.

Alric now stood in the gateway like some medieval version of Slender Man.  A small scream escaped from my throat.  There was no way he could have moved that fast.  He just stood there, watching and waiting for whatever I was going to do next.

Scary or not, I had to take the opportunity.  

I ran to the window, pushed through more shrubs, and climbed in through the window.

Curtains brushed my face like cobwebs as I swung my legs into the room and found the floor.  Clutter was lying everywhere.  Something cold pushed against my legs and I stumbled.  There was no light in this room except for a little coming under a door.  The music remained muffled.  I took a step and made sure the curtains were closed behind me.  Check.  I didn’t want to know how close Alric was.

I took another step and something spilled out a container.  Cold pebbles covered my bare feet and I jumped.  Marbles, or something.  I flailed around and felt down the wall until I found a light switch.  

But when I flipped it on, I got a shock.

I stood in a bare room with plain white walls and actual treasure piled up everywhere.

Golden swords stood propped against the walls.  A crown with lavender jewels stood on top of a wicker container that had gold chains sticking out of the top.  I’d knocked over another wicker container full of jewels, which sparkled on the plain white carpet in every color I could think of.  Golden and silver chalices stood stacked on top of one another like Eric was planning on popping in here and playing beer pong with the treasure.  There were even shoes, some covered in jewels.  There was even a pair of dark gray iron ones sitting in the corner, trimmed with gold around the soles.

Alric was right.

Eric had to be a prince and all this stuff came from Fable.  

He just didn’t realize he was supposed to be my prince.

The door to the room was shut tight and locked from the inside.  I turned the lock on it and opened the door a bit.  Music floated down the hall.  It was some rap song I didn’t know the name of.  Laugher floated down the hall.  Hysterical laughter.  

“Guys, this needs to stop!” Eric shouted.

“…as I intertwined my tongue with Eric’s, I pressed my chest up against his and our heartbeats merged into one…” Nort read.

All thoughts of the apple left my mind.  I bolted down the hall, past a room with a pool table, and through an archway.  The house opened up into a grandiose living room and everyone was sitting in a semicircle around Nort, who sat on top of a piano with my dream journal—no, memories—open in front of his face.  My backpack rested next to the piano.  He squinted at my writing and tried to make out what it said next.  Eric stood there on the other side of the room with his arms held by Joey and another guy from the football team.  He struggled against them both and his face was redder than fire.  Sara slapped at Joey's arm, trying to free Eric.  She was so focused on freeing Eric from him that she didn’t even realize I had entered the room.  

I stepped over people and the smell of beer and the sound of laughter and I slapped my journal out of Nort's hands.  He looked up at me and blinked as if he wasn't sure I was standing there.  He breathed out.  His breath smelled like beer.  

And then I slapped him.

"What is your problem?" I asked.  I gathered my fallen journal off the floor and searched for an exit.  Heat exploded in my face.  Everyone stared and someone choked on their beer.  

"Mara," Sara managed.  She backed into the wall.  

"You set this up!" I shouted at her.  "You let them read my dream journal that only you were allowed to see!"  Rage flowed through my veins.  She sure hadn't tried to stop Nort from reading it.  I advanced on her.  I was done.  Sara backed into the wall and dropped the red cup she was holding.  Good Sara had been drinking like everyone else.

"I didn't set up anything!" she shouted back.  "Get away from me, Mara."

"What did I ever do to you?" I stepped closer, knocking over some beer.  Everyone watched like they didn't know what to do.  "We were best friends and then you took everything from me.  You tried to kill me."

People gasped.  I didn't care.  

Sara didn't say anything.  Guilty.  

"Well?" I asked.

"You need to go.  Or you're going to die."  

A chill swept through me.  Sara's look was serious.  She wasn't that drunk.  Her eyes were hard.  Even Eric gave me the same stare.  

"You took Eric.  You even took my privacy.  And then you had Stephanie and those dwarves try to kill me.  I can't ever forgive you for that."  The air turned cold and I spotted my backpack sitting against the piano, just two feet from me. I fished out the apple.  I had to do this now.  I was going to die if I didn't.  There was no guarantee that Sara wouldn't follow me to Fable and hunt me down.  

"No," Sara said, pressing against the wall.  "Someone get her away from me!"

But no one moved.  This was entertaining.  Besides, what was I going to do with an apple?  That wasn't dangerous.  The air in the room dove down to the Arctic.  The man in black must be close.  I wondered if he would erase the memories of everyone in this room.  He had my back, at least.

"Leave her alone!" Eric shouted.  He still pulled against Joey and the other football guy.  They were laughing.  

"Cat fight," Joey said.  "We've got to see this!"

Some of the guys started hooting.  Bodies moved closer.  They were anticipating a fight and they were going to get one.  I was gone.  My body was cold.  Hateful.  

The world slowed around me.  The crowd stopped closing in.  People froze all around me.  Blinked and slumped in place.  Everyone was falling asleep around me.  Zoning out.  People dropped their drinks.  A girl groaned and leaned against the wall, somewhere else.

Sara blinked and took a step away from the wall as if she were prey being lured in by the eyes of a snake.  Her gaze fell on the apple and stayed there.  Eric said something, but it sounded so far away.  In another room, almost.  I glanced to see him slumping in his captors' grips like he was falling asleep.  Joey and the other guy had also frozen.  The man in black must be here, helping me.  This was what happened when he erased memories.  He was knocking out everyone but Sara and I.

But I stayed awake.

The coldness remained.  Sara was pale as if she were already dead.  Her eyes glazed over.  She blinked.  

And stepped away from the wall. 

She reached out for the apple and a look of total greed came over her face.  

And I let her take it.

She took it.  

Raised it to her mouth.

I could only watch as Sara, eyes blank and dead, took a bite.

The crunch filled the room and played again in my mind.  Around me, everyone watched, dull and gone.  Someone dropped their beer.  It fell to the floor in slow motion, splattering everywhere.  The music even stopped.  

It wasn't then until the horror hit me, pushing through all the hate and the rage.

I was killing Sara.  Committing murder.  

"Sara, no," I said, reaching for her.  "No!"

She chewed. 

And then her eyes rolled up into her head in slow motion and she fell.

She fell as if through gelatin.  I could almost reach out and catch her.  Sara thudded to the floor without so much as a groan and her head rolled to the side.  Her black hair spread out everywhere and the apple rolled away to settle by my backpack.  Dark purple leaked from the apple and stained the white carpet.  

And the same dark purple liquid ran in a line from Sara's mouth and down her cheek.

"Sara!" I yelled in the silence.  I kneeled down beside her.  Shook her, but it was no good.  Her body was warm as if she were still alive, but when I checked for a pulse on her wrist, nothing responded.  

Sara was dead.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

I stood in a room of statues.

Everyone faced us, but no one moved.  Beer continued to trickle out of the fallen cup as if it had all the time in the universe.  As if it had eternity.  

Eternity.  It was such a scary word.

Sara remained still and very pale on the floor.  She faced my backpack and her eyes were still open.  I'd seen plenty of dead bodies in my dreams, but nothing like this.  Sara's eyes were dilated so much that I could no longer see the color.  I felt as if I were staring into twin voids.

Voids like the one the man in black came from.

"Mara," he said from behind me.

I whirled around.  Alric stood there in front of still bodies, hood hiding his face from view.  But then he lowered it to reveal a middle aged man who had a clean beard.  He looked more like a businessman than a wizard.  Or a politician.  

And then he smiled.

"I see you have succeeded."

I eyed the purple substance, the poison, leaking out of the apple.  The carpet it dripped onto began to smoke.  

My knees quivered and I dropped to them.  I felt for a pulse again, but there was nothing.  Sara remained as warm as ever, as if she had entered some stasis rather than death.  I couldn't bear those eyes.  I'd never unsee this.

"I don't blame you for wanting to kill her," Alric said.  He took a step closer.  "In Fable, lifetime after lifetime, she was always more beautiful than you.  She always won the heart of Prince Eric, the man you loved.  Your story has so far played out the way it should."  Then Alric stood over Sara and studied her, then glanced at Eric, who still slumped in the grasp of the two guys.  We were in a room full of living mannequins.  Eric had his mouth open in a scream.  A silent scream.

"What have you done?" I asked.  "You did something."

Alric backed away from Sara and held both his hands up.  "Mara, I can't believe you haven't figured it out yet.  Must I lay the story out plain for you?"

I stood.  "I'd like that."  My mind searched for a way to revive Sara.  There was a cure for the poison apple.  I just had to remember that that was.  

"You're right that Sara was planning to kill you," Alric said.  "Once she got Eric like she always does, she was planning to make you dance to death.  Did you see the shoes in Eric's storage room?"

The metal shoes.  I had.

I nodded.  "So I just saved my own life."  Maybe I didn't have to feel too bad about this.  But I faced Sara's still form and I wanted to throw up.  

What had I done?

Alric grinned again.  "You did.  But we have to make sure it stays that way.  If Eric is able to revive Sara, she will have you killed with those shoes.  It's the story.  Not that I could blame her, either.  You only made several attempts on her life."

"Huh?" I asked.  Ice spread through me.  The air was still cold and sharp, full of Alric's energy.  "I never did anything to Sara."

"Only you did," Alric said.  "Did you not read the story?  You first try to strangle her to death.  Then, you try a poisoned comb.  At last, you succeed with the apple.  Sara is revived by Prince Eric here and they live happily ever after.  And of course, you die."

I backed away.

He couldn't be saying what I thought he was.

Alric sensed my vulnerability and stepped closer, stepping over Sara in the process.  "You are the queen from the story, Mara.  Always jealous of Sara, and rightly so.  It was your magic that strangled my Watcher.  Your magic poisoned the glass comb that Sara should have used.  You even enchanted that lettuce in your garden, even though that was an amusing mistake.  You're almost as full of dark magic as I am."

"I didn't do that," I said.  "I didn't do any of that.  It was Sara."

Alric folded his arms over his chest.  "Who was there when every single one of those things happened?"

"Sara.  It was her.  I'm not the evil queen."  My breath spiraled in front of my face.  The room was freezing.  

"Interesting.  My Watcher saw you tapping that lettuce with the stick and muttering something.  It sounds like a magical act to me.  Sara merely watched the vegetable change.  What were you saying when you tapped the lettuce?"

"I was just talking about my teacher," I said.  "What does that have to do with--"

I had been talking about how Mr. Rain was such an ass.

And the donkey curse had fallen on the lettuce.  Nort and Joey had just gotten in the way.  Sara had saved Eric from the horror.

The horror I might have created.

I had the comb when Moanna came up to our table and started going all possessive on Eric.  It had been in my hands.  I remembered my feelings of jealousy at the time.

And Mr. Rain.

Of course I had been beyond angry with him when his tie constricted his throat.

"You are the queen of the Vine Kingdom in Fable's dark region," Alric said.  "Your kingdom neighbors mine.  Sara was the beautiful princess, born from the former queen there.  And Eric was a prince traveling through the area with his family, trying to flee the darkness growing in Fable.  Is it a surprise that you feel at home in darkness?  It's where you came from."

He was right.  I did like my morbid dreams.  My dreams full of dark forests and castles and poisonous things.  Could those be my memories of the dark region?

"Sara and Eric escaped to this world from Fable a few months ago," Alric continued.  "Eric's family knew you would turn your jealousy on them and hurt them, so they found a portal somewhere and came here.  Sara would go to Haven House to be guarded by those seven stupid dwarves and Eric's mother, Stephanie.  Eric would retain his fortune and whisk Sara away when the time came, because stories always follow the characters of Fable.  And sure enough, it did."

"Okay.  I'm a horrible person," I said.  I trembled.  "We have that established."  I'd done the exact thing the story wanted me to do.  Alric had fooled me into it.  He wasn't on my side after all.  He wasn't on anyone's side.

"You are not a horrible person," Alric said.  "You are merely following your nature, and nature for some of us is dark.  There's nothing wrong with that.  But as I was saying," he said, sitting on the piano stool, "Is that after Sara and Eric left Fable, you were left there, burning with jealousy that you had every right to have.  You know Eric belongs to you.  The two of you almost fell in love back in Fable when he stayed at your castle during his travels.  But Sara had to come in and steal him away with her beauty.  She betrayed you on the worst level.  In Fable, and here.  She is the villain here, not you."

Alric gestured to Sara.  She remained still and dead, like some rag doll thrown down and forgotten.  What was she experiencing right now?  Did the poison hurt?

No one deserved to die like that.

And I studied Eric again.  It seemed like he was frozen in that scream for the rest of time.

"Your story always ends with Sara killing you.  Dancing you to death.  That is a far worse way to go than any poison could give her.  Anyways," Alric said, standing again, "I sent you here to this world only a few days ago, to help you win this story.  I apologize for blocking your memories the way that I needed to do.  You and I had...a little spat that I could not have get in the way of this plan."

"A spat?" I asked.

Alric held one hand up to me.

A force hit and I came off my feet, flying back and hitting the wall behind me.  Pain erupted in the back of my head, flaring up the bruise above my temple that I had forgotten about by now.  

I tried to peel my head from the wall, but it was no use.  I felt as if an invisible strap were tied around my head and the rest of my body, keeping me pinned against the wall.  Eric remained still just feet to my left and the whole party stayed frozen.  Another cup of beer fell from a girl's had and drifted down to the floor.  It was the creepiest scene I'd ever set eyes on.

In this world, anyway.

"I tried to make eliminating Sara easier for you," Alric said.  He dropped his hand, but the force remained.  "When I put you in Mr. Rain's class, I made her forget who you were and made her think the two of you were friends.  I also erased Eric's true memory of you.  I even sent the woodsman to find you, to offer you his services.  He was not looking to kill you, Mara.  He was looking to do business with you.  Perhaps I should have left some pieces of your memory intact after all."

"What's in this for you?" I asked.  There was no way I could move.  Alric had me under some spell.  I wondered if he could erase my memory again.  A big part of me wanted him to.  I didn't want to remember this.  How could I live with it?  "What are you messing with my life for?"

"I'm saving your life, Mara.  I think it's a fair trade for keeping your magic mirror."

"My magic mirror?" 

Alric waved an invisible bug away like this wasn't some big deal.  "You know.  Your one where you would ask who is the fairest in the land?  My predecessor, King Henrik, stole it from you a couple of years ago.  When he was...deposed...I took over his kingdom and found a lot of use in your mirror.  You wanted to take it back, of course, to help find Sara and Eric, but I couldn't let you take it from me.  Hence my sending you here and erasing your memory.  I even altered Stephanie's memories so you could stay in Haven House.  Dwarves, however, are resistant to magic and did not fall for the deception.  And when you came here, I even took the poison apple from you that you created for Sara, to keep it safe until this time came."

He pointed to the floor, to where the apple continued to leak purple death.

I'd made that apple.  Not Alric.  

And the thought felt right.  No wonder I was angry at him.  He'd taken something that was mine.  Played me like a pawn.

"I asked, what's in this for you?"  I gave up struggling against the cold magic that held me here.  All my fear had vanished.  There was just my opponent in front of me.

"When a story falls, Mara, another piece of Fable turns dark and falls under my control.  But since we're not in Fable and your kingdom is already as dark as mine, perhaps this world can feel the effects of a story falling.  You'll feel more at home here if that happens."

"So you're power hungry," I said.  "That's all.  And I'm a means to an end."

"That's what everyone calls me," Alric said.  "And you have no room to speak.  You are just as dark as I am."

"I'm not like you," I said.  "I'm not trying to take over Fable or whatever."

Alric whirled on me.  "No one understands that I'm trying to free Fable from an endless cycle of stories that play out over and over.  There is always a price for freedom.  Always."  He walked closer to Sara and lifted his hood back over his head, hiding his face.  "I will help you one more time, Mara.  I am taking Sara back to Fable with me and I will keep her hidden and away from Eric.  I'll even put her in a glass coffin like she's supposed to go in.  I have a talent for that.  I will also alter the memories of everyone in this room except for you.  You win, Mara.  At long last, you win."

And then he kneeled and picked up Sara.  He stood and turned away from me.

"You can't," I said, pushing against the magic again.  But it was no use.  I was stuck and everyone else was useless.  I might never get her back.  I might never cure Sara--the Sara who had run from me when she found out who I was.  The Sara who had hidden with Eric so I wouldn't destroy her.  

And I still destroyed her.  

Alric muttered some low words and the front door came open.  A breeze blew in and the air warmed a bit.  He turned to the side and carried Sara's form out into the night.   

 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

The cold force kept me pinned to the wall for minutes.  I screamed curses after Alric, but the front door remained open and only the wind answered.  

Sara was gone. 

He had taken her and now the story had fallen.  It might have saved my life, but the story was screwed.  

I stopped screaming after some time.  I could only watch the frozen party around me. 

At long last, Nort blinked, followed by the rest of the party.

The music started up again.  I'd forgotten it had even been playing in the first place.  I fell from the wall as the coldness vanished and the breeze coming through the open front door calmed down.  

"What are you doing?" Eric asked.  

He was awake.  The guy who had only wanted to protect Sara was awake.  

He was the guy who, for a day or two, had forgotten who I really was.  It was the only reason he had talked to me in Foods and the only reason Sara had encouraged it.  But now Eric was confused.  He stared at Joey and the other guy like he didn't know what was going on.  They let go of his arms and stared at each other.

Confused chatter started up.

"How much did we have to drink?" Joey asked.

I looked around the room.  Everywhere, people shook their heads and wandered around like they weren't sure what was happening.  I knew the feeling.  This had been done to me by the same man who claimed he was helping me.

"Mara.  Did I pass out or something?" Eric was there, asking me.  "Did I fall asleep at my own party?"

There was no fear or hate in his eyes.  Eric had forgotten about me breaking into his party.  It seemed like he had forgotten who I really was, too.  

"I don't know," I lied, because I was trying to get my bearings, too.  I was standing in a room where I was the only one who knew what had really gone down.  The apple was still sitting there, leaking purple into the carpet.  There was still a tiny purple spot where Sara had been lying minutes ago, poison dripping from her mouth.  Alric had taken her.  He would probably take her back to Fable and hide her forever.

And then whatever he wanted to happen would happen.

But Sara was gone.  And Eric was here.

If I wanted, he could be mine.  

And there would no longer be any Sara in the way.

Glee rose up inside of me.  Eric could be mine.  It was as if the events of the last few days had never happened.  I'd have to get away from the dwarves and Stephanie, but I would get to start all over again with Eric.

But the glee got chased away with Sara.

She would lie in stasis for all eternity as if she were frozen in some kind of sleep.  She’d never know anything again.  Except for dreams.  Terrible dreams.

Dreams of me killing her.

It might have been my magic that made her reach for the apple.  Not Alric’s.

Eric took a breath and rubbed his hand through his hair.  “Maybe someone spiked our drinks with something.  I remember seeing Sara here, but where is she?  She always hangs out with you.”

The clueless look on his face told me that he didn’t remember hooking up with her.  Alric had messed with his memories, but he hadn’t completely blocked them.  Doing that to someone must be difficult.  

“I…” I said.  “I don’t know where she went.  She must have gone home.”  I took a step closer to Eric.  Sara was out of the way.  Sara had stolen him from me.  She was the real villain along with Stephanie and those horrible dwarves.  I could kiss Eric now.  I knew what his lips would taste like.  Like fresh air combined with dry leaves.  We had kissed before, before Sara came into the picture and stole him away.

I leaned closer to Eric.  

He hesitated, then moved a little closer to me.  Yes.  He had forgotten the truth.  Alric had wiped most of Sara from his memory.  

And then a girl screamed.

We both jumped and I whirled around.

A blonde girl was pointing at where the apple still lay on the floor.  I faced it.  It was still leaking purple, but more intensely now as if there was a pressure inside that needed to be released.  Poison sprayed onto the floor, making the puddle larger and larger.  It spread across the white carpet and the girl jumped away.  Smoke rose and a horrible stench filled the room.  People gagged and stampeded towards the kitchen.

“What’s that?” Eric asked.  “What’s all over the carpet?”

I grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the puddle.  “I don’t like the looks of it,” I said.  “I think we’d better leave the room.”

People had crammed into the kitchen.  Eric and I backed into the small crowd and I wedged in between Nort and the blond girl.  The poison had spread over half the living room and carpet sizzled.  The air smelled like burnt rubber.  How much was in that apple?  I checked the house around us to see if Alric had returned, but he hadn’t.  He had left with Sara in tow.

And the story had fallen.

That was what was causing this.  Alric’s plan was working.  This world might be going dark.  Or at least, this part of it.

The poison spread faster, dyeing the carpet the color of purple velvet.  Smoke curled and rose into my face.  My nose burned as I inhaled and gagged.  Even I couldn’t stand this.  The darkness was invading the entire house.  People backed away and the back door opened.  How far would this spread?  It wasn’t showing any signs of stopping.

“Everyone,” I shouted.  “Get out of the house!”

Screams pierced the air and red cups fell on the floor to get trampled.  I kept a hold of Eric’s arm and we piled out of the sliding doors.  Another girl tripped and got trampled under panic.  Eric stopped to help her up.  

"Come on!" I yelled at him.  We were wasting time.  The girl sobbed as Eric helped her up and the three of us ran out into the night.

We didn’t stop until we had reached the far side of the deck.  The girl cradled her arm and heaved with sobs.  I couldn’t believe I had wanted to let Eric leave her.  Maybe Alric was right that I was just as dark as he was.

“What is that stuff?” Eric asked.  “It smelled worse than the locker room at school.”

“I don’t know,” I lied, hating that I was doing it.  “But I think it’s reached the kitchen.”

I stood on my tiptoes and peered into the house.  The poison had reached the linoleum.  Plastic cups melted into red goo.  The lights flickered in the kitchen and shattered, casting the room in darkness.  The poison was affecting everything.  I coughed again, trying to get it out of my lungs.

“We’ve got to go,” Eric said.  He rubbed his hand down the girl’s back and she calmed down, but kept her arm close to her body.  I wondered if it was broken.  “This darkness won’t stop spreading for a while.”

More screams and shouts sounded as people ran through the yard.  Someone dove into the pool, surfaced, and coughed, probably in an effort to get any poison off their body.  Even the shrubs around Eric’s house seemed to be moving.  The one at the corner writhed and reached for a guy running past it, but missed.  Were those huge spikes on the plant?  

“I agree,” I said.  I nodded to the crying girl, who blinked tears away.  “Can anyone open the gate?”

“I have to,” Eric said.  “Let’s run around front and I can get back in through the front door.  I hope the poison hasn’t gone into that room yet.”

We ran around the house just as the guy in the pool climbed out and followed us. Everyone else had vacated the back yard, but screams of panic along with rattling fence got louder as we ran.  And the shrubs were alive.  They'd turned into huge clumps of the scariest brambles I'd ever seen, with blood red flowers.

One of the branches moved towards us.  Reached for the girl.  She screamed and ran around Eric and the bramble slapped against the ground as if angry it had lost its prey.  Thorns three inches long scratched at the dirt.  I'd seen these brambles before.

We broke into the open front yard. 

Everyone was at the front gate, screaming and pounding at the bars.

Eric stopped and swore.  "I have to go back in and open it."

"You're not going back in there," I said.  "The poison--"

"This has to be something Alric did," Eric said.  "Mara.  I'm a prince.  I came from another world.  Alric--he's an evil magician who wants to make everything like this.  A story must have fallen."  He leaned closer and squinted at me.  "It might have even been mine, whatever it's supposed to be."

I sucked in a breath.

He remembered Fable.  And he was so, so right.

I had helped Alric do this.

The brambles were snaking around the side of the house now.  Eric ran to the front door and yanked it open.  I ran after him, leaving the crying girl to run for the gate.  The brambles would rip him apart and feast on his flesh.

And it was all because of me.

Eric vanished into the house.  I followed.  The burning tires smell was worse now but the screams got fainter.  The wooden floor of the entryway was warped and cracking, but the poison hadn't reached this yet.  Eric was beating on a digital touchpad with his fist and text jumped around on it.  "There!" he shouted.  A cheer rose up from outside.  The gate was opening.

"Come on!" I yelled, grabbing his arm.  "We have to go."

Eric tore past me and ran out the front door.  

And stopped.

I was behind him, but close enough to spot the bright green bramble wrapping around his leg.  Eric cried out in pain and grabbed at it, but the bramble squeezed harder and blood spotted the ankle of his jeans.  He screamed, full of agony.

Something inside of me broke.

It wasn't supposed to be this way.  Not for Eric.  

Not for the guy I loved.

I advanced on the bramble, lifted my boot, and brought it down on the thorns.  One of them poked through my entire boot, right between my big toe and my second toe.  The bramble thrashed like an angry snake and struggled against my weight, trying to get free.  It released Eric and he stumbled down off the steps.  

"Leave him alone!" I shouted.  My body felt cold.  This was what my magic felt like.  If I was dark, I should be able to control these brambles.  I let the feeling wash over me and the air turned sharp, almost like it was when Alric was around.  "Go back to wherever you came from and leave Eric alone."

And then I lifted my boot and stared after the brambles.

And slowly, they retracted, vanishing around the side of the house.  

The cold feeling fell out of me and I faced Eric.  He was kneeling, cradling his bloody ankle, and breathing heavily.  Behind him, the yard was empty and the gate wide open on the dark street.  Cars started and took off.  A tree across the street was shifting.  Turning thicker.  Darker.  The evil was spreading past Eric's yard.  It might spread through the entire town or beyond and it would be full of things like the toxic carpet and the deadly brambles.

No one would stand a chance.  

"You controlled those thorns," Eric said.  "You told them what to do."

I nodded.  "I did."  There was no denying it.  "Are you okay?"

Eric stood there and shook his head.  "Mara--who are you?"  He slapped one hand to his forehead.  "I've known you for a long time but the memory's blurry.  I think...I think I knew you in Fable."  He walked in a circle.  "I'm not dealing with this.  This isn't what I think this is."

I gulped.

The story had fallen.  I had done this.  The world was filling with things that might kill Eric.  Tears filled my eyes.  I'd never meant for this to happen.  

And now people might die.  Again.  

I had to come clean, even if that meant Eric would hate me.  

It was better than him being dead. 

"Eric," I said.  "Is there any way to reverse this darkness?"

He faced me.  "The only way to do that is to make whatever story I'm in end the way it should."

I let a tear fall.  I was showing weakness and I hated it.

"Is that true?"

He nodded.  "Things were bad in Fable when I left it, but I heard that making a story end the way it should is the only thing that will chase the darkness back.  Alric owns this now."  He waved around at his yard and at the grass, which was blackish even in the porch light.  "I can't believe he found a way to spread into this world, which is supposed to be safe for us Legends who manage to escape."

I took a step back.

The only way to stop this would be to save Sara.

And get her and Eric back together.

I started to walk away.

"Mara.  Come back.  What's going on?" Eric asked.  He followed me.

I whirled around on him.  "You want to know?" I asked.  "I'll tell you."  I checked the yard to make sure the brambles weren't returning.  "Alric messed with your memories.  Sara is Snow White and you're the prince who was supposed to revive her after she got poisoned with the apple.  I'm the horrible person here."  I felt angrier as I said it and I feared I would choke Eric next.  "I guess I'm the jealous one who wanted her out of the way because she stole you from me.  I loved you first, but I guess she wins because she looks better than me or something.  I didn't know who I was until a few minutes ago when Alric took Sara away.  He made me think he was on my side.  The guy even stole my magic mirror.  And now the only way we're going to get rid of this darkness is to get Sara back.  But I'm just as bad as he is.  Good luck with that."

Eric balled his fists as the floodgates of his real memories opened.  Redness rushed to his cheeks.  He was furious at me and he had every right to be.  I hoped he wouldn't try to attack.  I could defend myself.  Very well.  

"You know," he said.  "That sounds right.  I have seen you before.  And Sara.  I suppose you're glad she's gone?"  His voice rose with every word.  

"I am and I'm not," I said.  "You're not happy and you still hate me, so what good is that?  This all sucks.  The only person who won here is Alric."

Eric's expression softened and he stared at me for a long time.  "Mara," he said.  "I never thought someone like you would tell the truth like that.  You could have fooled me for a really long time, with my memory messed with and all."

"Well, I wasn't going to let those brambles hurt you.  And more stuff will try to hurt you if this place stays dark."  It killed me inside to say it.  "We have to get to Fable and get Sara back."

"But how?  Portals don't open often.  Not until midnight.  We need to find a place that reminds us of fairy tales and then wait for the clock to strike twelve."  Eric waved me to the gate.  "You know any places?  I wasn't planning on going back there for quite a while."

I stood there in the yard.  "This story ending the way it should means I have to die."

Eric put his hand on the side of the open gate.  "No, you don't."

"You think Sara is a perfect princess?" I asked.  "After you two get together she's supposed to dance me to death in some iron shoes.  Sorry, but that doesn't sound like a great way to go."

Eric gulped.  "Sara wouldn't do something like that."

"I have a volume of fairy tales in the house if you want to see."  

"I don't think we should go back in there.  It was the poison apple I saw on the floor, right?  She bit into that.  I don't think my kissing her is going to help like you think it will.  People think kisses are the magic cure in Fable, but that's just a myth.  It usually takes something more powerful than that.  So unless you know anything that can remove curses, we might be stuck."  He was shouting again.  

I didn't back down.  We just stared at each other for what felt like hours.

"Well?  You made the apple!"

His words stabbed into me.  I had made the apple.  I'd even been holding it in my memory, right before Alric caught me and took it away.  I must have been seeking out Sara in Fable.  

In Fable, at least, I was an evil, evil person.

And I didn't want to go back there and meet my former self.

"Wait," I said.  "I might have something.  Remember Foods?"

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Haven House was still boarded up, but getting in would be no problem.  I was full of dark magic, after all. 

"You're saying lettuce is going to help Sara?" Eric asked as we stood on the side of the road.  

"It turned Nort and Joey back.  It might be able to remove the poison."

I checked up and down the street.  None of the darkness and evil had made it to this side of town yet.  So far, it was all back in the rich neighborhood, where trees were growing thick and dark and brambles sprung up along houses. 

But I had the feeling it would spread out here before daylight.

By morning, there would be a death toll.

"Where's it at, then?" Eric asked.  

"In the garden.  I didn't destroy it like I did the purple lettuce," I said.  "What time is it?"

Eric checked his phone and glared at me again.  "Eleven forty-five."

"Go grab the lettuce," I said.  We weren't even pretending to be nice to each other.  Even after Sara came back, that would never happen again.

I would never have Eric.

Maybe I'd never been meant to have him at all.  I'd be lucky to survive this.  In order to, I'd have to kill that jealous queen inside of me.  

I wondered what would happen to me after that.

Who I would be.

Eric vanished into the garden and returned a minute later with a head of the bright green lettuce.  "I can't believe this stuff," he said.  "It's all warm and tingly.  Almost like it's full of light magic."

He handed me the head of lettuce.  He was right.  I hadn't touched it before, but as I held it, it filled my arms with a warm tingling.  

I'd created this, too.

Maybe I was capable of doing more than evil.

"Portal," Eric said.  "We need a portal.  Alric will have taken her to his castle first since that's where he has the magic mirror.  I think he has some other place where he stores people and whole villages in glass coffins, but as far as I know, no one else has ever found it.  If we don't catch up with him tonight, we'll never find Sara."

A shudder raced through me.  

We had one chance.

"The mirror," I said.  "There's a mirror inside that he used to come through into Haven House last night."  I thought of the downstairs bathroom one.

It was the only chance we had.

The two of us rushed the front door at the same time.  If the dwarves were still here, we were screwed.  Eric and I jammed our shoulders into the plywood as I cradled the lettuce.  It refused to break.

“You have magic,” Eric said.  “You break this open.”

I faced the door and imagined it cracking in two, but it refused to budge.  “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I said.  “I don’t remember how I used magic before.”

“Well, something has to work.  You used it to make that poison apple.”

I hoped I would never remember how I did that.  It wasn’t a talent I wanted to use again.  If this was the result, I’d never use my magic again.  I bristled and faced Eric.  Cold swept through me.  My magic was coming back, riding on my anger.  “Would you shut up?” I asked.

And then the plywood cracked right down the middle.

We froze and I faced it.  The crack split the board and both pieces fell off the door as if Alric himself had done this.  The cold inside vanished as I stared at the door.

“Hello?” Eric asked, leaning in.  “My mother runs this place.  She might be in there.”

Stephanie.  She was Eric’s mother the whole time.

Her reading my dream journal revealed who I was.  It was when Sara had remembered, too.  My entries had made them both remember who I was.

That was it.  When I was in Fable, I wasn’t coming back here.  Ever.

“Mom?” Eric asked, but he was met with only silence.

“I hope Alric didn’t do anything to her,” I said.  

“She never abandons Haven House,” Eric said.

“But Sara’s not here anymore.  She has no reason to stay.  Maybe she left.”

“She wouldn’t have done that without telling me.”

I waited to hear any dwarf footsteps, but none came.  “You had better go in there first,” I said.  “They won’t want to hurt you.”

Eric gave me a dirty look and ducked into Haven House.  He scrambled around inside, turned on some lights, and came back out.  “Clear,” he said.  “The dwarves are gone.  I have no idea where they could have gone.  Maybe they went out looking for Sara.”

“You’re telling the truth?” I asked.  Now that Eric knew what had happened, he didn’t need me anymore.

“Truth,” he said.  “I’m not going to kill you, Mara, even though I should.  I might need you to hold off Alric once we get to Fable.  The mirror will take us right to his castle.  It’s where all mirror portals go.  And he’ll be there.  I don’t have magic.  You do.  But if you screw this up, I might change my mind.”

I about withered inside.  I struggled for words but they wouldn’t come.  For once, I didn’t have a comeback.

“Look, Mara.  If you honestly want to help reverse this mess you’ve caused, stand between me and Alric.  Keep him away from me while I cure Sara.  Maybe, just maybe, I won’t consider you a complete failure if you do that.  I’ll take the lettuce.  I don’t want your magic corrupting it.”

“My magic made that lettuce.”

Eric stepped into the kitchen and waved me in.  I followed, waiting to be ambushed any second, but no dwarves came.  We walked to the downstairs bathroom.  The mirror still hung there, unbroken.

Eric checked his phone.  

We had seven minutes.

“This doesn’t feel very magical,” he said.  “We need this to feel magical for a portal to open.  Do you have any candles?”

“Sara does,” I said.  I rushed upstairs, waiting for the dwarves, but no one came.  In fact, the steps had burn marks, probably left over from Alric’s fight with the dwarves.  The dwarves who were just trying to protect Sara.  I ran into her room, grabbed the taper candles she displayed on her dresser, and ran back downstairs.  I was still alive.  

I didn’t deserve to be.

“Here,” I said, tossing Eric Sara’s lighter.  I set a candle up on either side of the mirror and Eric lit them.  I went out and turned off the kitchen light and the glow from the candles filled the bathroom, casting a circle on the ceiling.  We were almost there.

In minutes, I might be facing Alric.

And I might not come out alive.

But I was going to get in his way.  Big time.

The house creaked somewhere and the linoleum under our feet warped.  Eric jumped and closed the bathroom door behind us.  “I think the darkness just got here,” he whispered.  “Those brambles might be outside the house.”

As if on cue, something scraped against the bathroom door.  I checked to make sure nothing was coming under it.  It was too dark to tell.  The temperature in the bathroom was dropping and the air grew more electric.  We were almost out of here.  This was working.

Eric and I faced the mirror.  Our reflections stood side by side.  Eric’s eyes were steely.  Mine, dark.  They were the eyes of someone I didn’t like.

Someone who had hurt Eric just to have him to herself.

Silvery vapor filled the mirror, blocking us from view.  Eric tapped me on the arm.  “The portal,” he said.  “We have to go through now.  You first.”

I didn’t argue.  

I had to go into danger.  I climbed up onto the sink and reached out to touch the glass.  It was vaporous, wisping around my hand, and very, very cold.  As cold as ice particles.  

I held my breath.

And ducked through to the other side.

 


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

I toppled onto a floor made of polished gray stone and lined with blood red carpets.  I got my bearings and stood, whirling in a circle.  I'd never seen this room before, but it was huge, with enormous torches hanging on the walls and casting firelight on everything.  A large throne stood next to me, shining with gold and polished wood.  A tall window looked out on a very dark forest in the distance.  A long red curtain was drawn next to me, keeping half the room from view.  

I rubbed my elbows where I had landed on them.  The air here was different.  More fresh.  More crisp, but with a hint of dread that gathered in my stomach.  I'd felt that before.  It was as familiar as the lines on my palm.  Almost a part of me.

This was Fable's dark region.  

The place I had come from.  

And the place I had returned to, both in and out.

I stood next to a long mirror bordered in a golden frame.  It was tall enough to fit a man through it and it shimmered with the silver mist inside.  On the other side of the glass, I could make out the darkened downstairs bathroom of Haven House and the closed door.

Eric was gone.  

My heart sank and I thought of those brambles trying to get into the bathroom and eat him.  I wasn't there to chase them away.

"Eric!" I screamed.  

My voice echoed off the stone walls of the room and back at me as if laughing.  Everything seemed sinister here.  

But then he emerged from the mirror, toppling to the floor.

"Eric!" I said, leaning down to help him up.  The blood on his pant leg had crusted now, but there was no fresh bleeding.  Eric waved me away and got up on his own.  He faced the mirror as if making sure nothing else was coming through it.  

My mirror.

The border was made of carved vipers and roses and apples.  Even carved brambles.  They all twisted together in a morbid collage of death and pain.  This was so much like the scribbling in my dream journal.  I had carried more of me in that book than I thought.

And King Henrik had stolen it from me.  And Alric had kept it.

The silver mist died, leaving the bathroom in its place.  The scene remained still as the candles flickered on the other side.    

"What's going on?" Eric asked.

"Mara," echoed a voice from deep within the mirror.  I couldn't tell if it was male or female.  "Your rival is dead.  You are now the fairest in the land."

I'd heard that voice before.  A chill swept over me.  I knew that, when I was still in Fable, I had longed to hear those words just as much as I longed for Eric.  But now they were laced with poison and hate.  I could sense Eric staring at me and I waited for some blow between my shoulder blades, but it never came.  He was waiting to see what I would do.  

I swallowed down the regret.

And turned away.

Eric hadn't moved.  He waited there with his fists balled.  I was still the failure.  Still the villain.  That wasn't even close to changing yet.  

"You know," Eric said.  "I think I remember our relationship here.  It's coming back now that I'm in Fable again."

I allowed a bit of hope to rise inside of me.  

Until Eric spoke again.

"You never let me out of the castle much."

I stood there, trying to remember.  Things were coming back, like a tidal wave of memories.  My huge castle, dark except for torches and purple carpets.  Purple curtains.  A purple bed I had tried to lure Eric into.  Brambles with red flowers, flowers as red as blood.  Brambles I had ordered to keep him there at all costs.  

And Sara, the daughter of the former queen there.  Sara, who hated the dark region and wanted to escape to the lighter one.  And Eric, who I caught one night promising her that he would help her reach it.

I found them kissing in the dining room.

They fled after that.  

Eric cut through my brambles with his sword and they managed to escape into the dark forest.  I consulted my mirror to see where they were: in a cottage on the border of the light and dark region.  

I went in search of them, but those stupid dwarves managed to hold me off with their hammers and their strength.  And when I returned to my castle, my mirror was gone.  Stolen by King Henrik and his magician Alric, according to one of my guards.  They were getting more powerful in the next kingdom from all the gold they were hoarding.

And if I could get all that gold and my mirror back, my own power would grow.  

I'd be able to get rid of Sara after all. 

I went into the depths of my castle.  Over the next several months, I gathered the ingredients for the poison apple.  It would be a gift to Henrik and Alric.  I'd kill them first.  Take my mirror, find Sara, and kill her next.  I dipped the apple into a cauldron of purple poison I had made from the worst ingredients in the dark region.  Bramble flowers.  Vipers' venom.  I wanted Henrik and Alric to die and then I would take their kingdom, their gold, and their power.  

And I set off towards the castle.  I walked for days until I reached the border of Henrik's castle grounds.  

And then Alric found me.  

Made me surrender the apple.  

He sent me to the other world, where Sara and Eric had already fled along with the dwarves and Eric's parents, Tom and Stephanie.  Alric must have changed their memories to forget about me.  

And instead of taking his power, I helped him gain more.  

"Eric," I said, coming back to the present.  "That apple wasn't for Sara."

"What?" he asked.  His voice echoed off the stone walls like mine had.

"It wasn't for her.  I made it for Alric.  And Henrik, but he's not here anymore."

"That poison apple was for Sara," he told me.  "You made her take a bite out of it, didn't you?  I think I remember something about that.  It's fuzzy like all my other screwed up memories, but it's there."

"I think Alric was making me do that.  He was at your house, waiting.  It was his magic that made her reach for the apple.  I didn't want to kill her."

That was a lie.

For a few seconds, I had.

"You did," Eric said.  "You were always jealous of her.  I don't blame her for wanting to get away from you.  Twice."

I sighed.  "Okay.  I was jealous of her.  But not anymore.  My target with that apple was Alric, not her.  I wanted to kill him for taking my mirror.  He tricked me into thinking it was just Sara all along."

Eric's expression softened.  "If you're right, then kill Alric."

I didn't even balk.  I wanted the man dead.  I was dangerous, but he was even more so.  He would kill Eric if he found him here.  He might even try to destroy me.  "Let me see what's around here that I can use."

I ran to the window.  The light was dim outside, like it was about to storm, but no rain was falling.  You could never tell when the sky would open up in the dark region.

I glanced down to see what was around.  I had almost made it here before, but had never managed to get into the castle.  

The lawn was clean and trimmed except for some ravens that pecked the ground.  Even from here, I could see hints of red in their eyes.  They would serve Alric for sure and my magic wouldn't be able to hold them off for long.  If those birds caught us, Eric and I wouldn't last very long.

"See anything?" Eric asked.  

"No," I said, studying the dark forest that surrounded the castle on all sides.  "Wait.  There are some brambles out there in the forest."  The red flowers stood out like glowing splotches of blood.  The forest was full of them. 

I could use that.

"No more brambles," Eric said.  

"It's all we've got," I said, whirling on him.  "If you want me to hold Alric off when the time comes, then you're going to put up with them.  They won't hurt you.  I never wanted to hurt you.  I got the one to leave you alone back at your house."

"We need to hurry," Eric said.  "The darkness is spreading in the other world.  It's probably taken the whole town by now.  What if it spreads across the whole planet and Alric can claim that, too?"

"That's what I'm worried about."  The dark region was supposed to be full of darkness, which needed a home.  Fable was like that.  A dark side, and a light side.  It wouldn't be any fun if all of Fable or the other world went all dark.  It would be a bit like everyone having the same opinion about things or wearing the same clothes.  "We've got to stop it.  Where do you think he would keep Sara?"

Eric rubbed his hand through his hair.  "He'd want her close to this mirror if he plans to take her out and add her to his glass coffin collection.  And that's not in this castle.  He has another place he'd have to take her to in order to do that."

"Then he wouldn't have taken her down any stairs," I said, eyeing the brambles in the forest.  I muttered some commands to them, and at first nothing happened.  But then they began to move, uprooting themselves from the ground and growing larger as they curled and writhed out of the forest.  It was so creepy that it scared even me for a second, but then I remembered that I had nothing to fear from them.  An army of thorns crawled across the grounds, closing in, and I tore myself from the window.  I didn't want Eric getting freaked out about this.

But he was over on the other side of the throne room, closer to the mirror.

And next to the large red curtain.  It looked like the curtain that hung over the stage back in the high school, which felt more and more distant the longer I stayed here.

And he pulled it back.  

"Sara!" we said at the same time.

She was lying there on her back, on top of a wooden platform, and encased in a long glass box.  Alric had already put her in a glass coffin and she was sitting here, ready to go back through the mirror to wherever he stored his victims.  

And all around her were more people, all lying still in glass boxes like hers.

The light was dim, but I stepped closer so I could see.  Sara lay there, surrounded by seven ugly little men.  The dwarves.  

And Stephanie.

Alric had taken them all.  

"Sara!"  Eric scratched at the glass, dropping the lettuce.  "How do I get them out?"

"I don't know," I said.  "Hit the glass really hard?  You're supposed to be the one to free her.  If the story goes right, there's a way."  Then I remembered the lettuce that I still held.  I tossed it to him, where it rolled to a stop.

Eric faced me.  He brought his fists down on the glass coffin. 

And the glass cracked.  

I didn't notice the temperature dropping until it was too late.  

A force knocked me off my feet, making me fall forward.  I landed on my face on red carpet and cold stone.  Eric hit the wall next to me and a torch flickered, then came back to life.  

"I have to commend your bravery," Alric said.  "Not many dare enter my lair like this.  Not many dare enter it at all."

I managed to push to my feet.  The man in black stood there, holding the side of one of the drawn curtains.  Ravens cawed outside.  He was summoning them.

He reached up and lowered his hood.  I hated his whole clean shaven look.  

"Mara," he said as I stood.  "You could have kept Prince Eric.  I gave you a gift and you chose not to take it.  How ungrateful."

Eric glanced at me, then back at Alric.  How close were the brambles?  The ravens couldn't stop those.  They must be drawing close to the window by now but I didn't dare look at it.

"I was on your side, Mara.  All I took was your mirror.  And you tried to kill me with that apple.  Something so obvious wasn't going to work on someone as powerful as me."  Outside, a raven screamed in pain.  Alric glanced, then snapped his attention back to us.  "And I am more powerful than you are, sad to say.  I think I'll be adding the two of you to my collection.  And there will be no one there to break you out again.  There will be no one left in your story after this."

"What's the point of having darkness swallow everything?" I asked.  "There won't even be a world to rule if that happens.  Everyone will be dead.  Unless you want to rule two worlds full of corpses?"

"The strong will survive," Alric said, "And they will listen to me.  Fable is filled with people living out the same stories again and again, with no free will.  How is that for dark?  You want that to continue?"

I didn't know what to say.  He'd gotten us into a trap.

"Eric can't survive in a world like that," I said at last.  

"He could, if you kept him properly."  

"He's not a possession."

"Of course he is.  Use your power to keep him.  Make him love you.  Sometimes, you need to possess the one you love."

Eric peeled himself from the wall.  He moved closer to Sara's coffin.  

"Back," Alric ordered him, and he slid against the wall again.  "I don't need you breaking all of them out after I've put in so much making this display."  He eyed the cracks on Sara's coffin and frowned.  "And that came pretty close."  He walked over to it and held his hand over the damage.

And with a cold creaking sound, the glass healed, sealing Sara inside.  

A faint clawing sound came from outside.  Another raven screamed in pain.  Alric backed away and the air grew colder.  Eric fought to peel himself from the wall.  He was trapped.  

I stepped between him and Alric in an effort to block the magic.

Alric backed towards the window.  The air got more electric.  He had something planned and I knew it would involve two more glass coffins and a trip to wherever he kept people.  

"Eric," I said.  "Get them out and get out of here."

He moved.  Beat on Sara's coffin again.  It creaked.  

Alric scowled and raised both his arms.  "Stay still.  This will be over quickly."  Glass formed from the air and shards danced around them.  They formed two clouds of shattered death and clinked against each other like a million razor sharp teeth.  Each fragment shone with sharpness and pain.

I stood my ground.  Eric pounded on the coffin again.  Something cracked.

Brambles curled over the windowsill like a hundred green tentacles.  Reached up behind Alric.

And clamped down like a hungry snake, snatching him.

The wizard screamed.  Brambles tightened around him and stabbed.  Beads of blood flew as he thrashed.   The glass shards rained to the carpet as the thorns stabbed into black fabric.  Alric's face contorted in pain.  He screamed again and the castle around us trembled.  

I turned to Eric.  "Get them out of here!" I shouted.  Ravens cawed.  Alric was summoning them.  "Get her back through the mirror."

Eric slammed his fists down on Sara's coffin another time, and this time it shattered.

Glass rained all over her and onto the floor.  Alric let out another scream.  Eric shook Sara, but she didn't react.  I faced Alric again, willing the brambles to tighten around him.  They obeyed.  He tried to cry out, but they were constricting him like a hundred green snakes.  Blood ran down his face.  Alric was helpless in the trap I'd made.

"Kill him!" Eric shouted behind me.  He grunted.  He must be sitting Sara up.  He still had the lettuce.  He could use it.

A raven flew in through the window and dove at me, and then another.  The brambles reached up and snatched them.  They screamed in agony, joining Alric.  More birds tried to come in, only to retreat as the vines filled the window and blocked their way through.

"How you doing?" I asked, turning around.

Eric had Sara sitting on the platform in a bed of broken glass.  She was a doll of paleness and beauty.  He had his arms around her navel, pumping, trying to dislodge the apple in her throat.  He tried several times, tears forming at the corners of his eyes, and then Sara made a hiccup sound and something white and red and purple shot out of her mouth to land on the floor.

Sara blinked.  

She was alive.  

Her eyelids fluttered.

"No!" Alric shouted.  I turned back to him.  My mistake was taking my focus off the brambles.  They had loosened, even though they still filled the windows and kept the birds out.  Alric managed to free an arm.  Sara muttered something.

"Squeeze him!" I shouted.

The brambles obeyed and caught his arm in a tangle of blood and death.  Alric grit his teeth as more glass forming in the air rained to the ground.  The floor around him was sparkling.  

"Help me," Eric said.  

Sara was blinking now, but she still looked out of it.  The poison might still be in her system.  The lettuce still sat on the floor under some broken glass, so I scooped it up and tossed it to Eric.  He caught it and brushed the glass off. 

"Sara," he said.  "Eat this.  You'll feel better."  He tore off a piece and held it up to her mouth.

For a second, I wished there was still some broken glass on it.

But only for a second.

If this made Eric happy, so be it.  I wouldn't see him miserable and dead even if it killed me.

"Mara!" Alric shouted.  "Release me.  You can rule Fable by my side.  Why do you want to help those two?  You are going against your nature.  They're going to kill you.  You know that."  

I turned to face him.  His face was streaked with blood and some of it poured into his eye.  The brambles tightened around his chest, my order renewed.  But he was holding up.  He hadn't given in.

"Kill him," I ordered the brambles.

He had taken something that was mine and he wasn't going to keep it.

Alric said nothing.  He stared at me with hate as the brambles thickened around him like a cocoon of pain.  

And he smiled.  

I didn't watch.  I turned to the other prisoners in glass and pounded on Stephanie's glass coffin next.  It shattered after a few tries.  Eric was already beating on one of the dwarves'.  I should jump back through the mirror.  I knew it could take us back out of here, to a world where the darkness might be retreating now that the story was ending the way it should.  

But Alric could follow if he survived.

The coffin broke and Stephanie blinked.  She muttered Eric's name and sat up, trying to get her bearings.  She was more alert than Sara had been when she first woke.  None of the apple's poison had gotten into her system.

"Mara?" she asked, facing me.

"Go," I said.  "Go through the mirror."  I whirled around and found Sara beating on another dwarf's coffin.  It cracked and shattered.  It was the one with the black beard, the one in Tony's Adventure Time T-shirt.  He blinked and sat up, taking a breath.

"Alric..." he growled, and faced me.

I shrunk back.  I knew that I could order the brambles to destroy him in a heartbeat.  And I should.  This dwarf had hit me on the head with a hammer.  I checked Alric.  I could no longer see him through the vines, but the air in the room was getting colder again like he was ready for do something big.  We might not have a lot of time.

"Don't kill Mara," Sara told the dwarf.  "Get the others out!  We need to go."

The vines tightened in a ball around the wizard.  He was silent.  They still squeezed harder.  No blood seeped out.  The ravens cawed outside in a maddening concert, trying to get in to help their master.  Wings beat and beaks tore at brambles.  

The dwarf got up.  Beat on the coffin of his friend, a dwarf with a reddish beard.  It shattered and the second one stood.  Stephanie had gone to work pounding on another glass coffin and Sara took another, and dwarves stood up out of shattered glass, blinking and getting oriented. 

Alric growled from within the vines.

I turned.  They were loosening now, becoming transparent.  The vine ball expanded and the color leached from the plants.  From the ones in the window, too.  I could see through them to Alric's dark form.  He was thrashing inside, still alive.  

"Go!" I turned to the seven freed dwarves and pointed to the mirror.  They watched, dumbfounded, like they weren't sure what to do.  It was the last thing I wanted to do, telling them to take themselves to safety, but I thought of Eric and forced myself.  "Get out of here!"

The mirror was still showing the candlelight we had left behind in Haven House.  The bathroom.  The portal was still open from this end, at least.  The dwarves lined up, grunting with panic, and the seven of them jumped through, single file.  Stephanie backed towards the mirror as Eric shoved her closer.

"Get out of here!" Eric shouted at his mother.  "Find another place to hide Sara and I.  We'll be right there."

His mother began to protest, but Eric shoved her through and the mirror rippled as she landed in the bathroom that was no doubt crowded by now.

"Get out of here!" I shouted at Eric and Sara, who stood in each other's arms.  Sara was more awake now and color had returned to her face.  "I'll make sure Alric can't follow you."

"But what about you?" Eric asked.  

I swallowed.  The brambles behind me were cracking now.  

Shattering like glass.

They had become glass.

"Maybe I should rest for a while," I said.

"Mara--no!  You can come with us," Eric said.  His eyes were pleading.  They were no longer hateful.  No longer judging.  

Eric didn't completely hate me now.  It was a start.

"Get out of here!" I yelled, pointing at the mirror.  I glanced at Alric.  The vines around him were clear and breaking.  They'd become glass statues.  Alric stood in the middle, arms spread, and the air was as freezing as ever.

Eric seized Sara's arm. 

And pulled her through the mirror.  It rippled and the two of them were gone.

A horrendous shattering sounded.

The brambles fell into pile of broken glass on the floor.  Alric stood in the middle, bloody but still very alive.  The air got even colder and I could see my breath spiraling in front of me.

A calm washed through me.  

"You've taken what's mine," Alric said in a very low and dangerous voice.  "You can rest knowing that you'll be lying in stasis for the rest of time under the desert sands, where no one will ever find you.  Where no one will ever come looking for you."

I stepped towards the mirror.  On the other side, Eric and Sara ran through the bathroom door, leaving it swinging shut behind them.  There were no brambles on the other side, trying to kill them.  The darkness seemed to have vanished.

Alric glanced at the mirror, blinking away blood.  "Or maybe not," he said.  "You can rest knowing that I will catch the man you love and I will put him to a very slow and painful death."

I grabbed the mirror.  "You took something that's mine," I said.  "And if I can't have it back, no one will have it."

Alric's mouth opened in horror.

I shoved the mirror at the floor as hard as I could.

I don't know what was louder: the shattering or Alric's scream.  The wizard stood there, stunned, as the ravens outside flocked around the castle, awaiting his orders.

Then he glared at me.

There was a hint of red in his eyes.  

"Sleep tight," he said, raising both his hands.

Glass rose from the floor.  I didn't move as it spiraled around his hands, or as it flew at me, or as I started to lose consciousness.  I just focused on one thought, and that was that Eric no longer hated me.

And because of that, I might get to live again.
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Chapter One

 

 

There was a knock at the door.

I took my hands out of the dishwater and wiped them off on the dirty rag that sat next to the sink.  The low music of my brothers' video game floated out of the back room.  

I stood there, listening.  The knocking got louder and louder.  One of my six brothers crinkled a chip bag, oblivious to what was happening.  

Nobody was supposed to find us out here in the wilderness.  

Father had hidden us well.  If it were him at the door, he would have rung the bell out front first.  

The rapping stopped, and then started up again.  My heart rose into my throat.  I wished we had a window, but Father had chosen us a cabin that didn't have many.  He didn't want any intruders, from this world or ours, to see inside easily. 

But I wished he had given us a peephole.  

I ran from the kitchen, past the boys' bedrooms, and down the hall to the back room.  The glow of the TV filled the space and my six younger brothers lay on the floor everywhere, making it impossible to walk.  Ian and Irving were duking it out with some fighting game where a man turned into a tiger and tore out the throat of his opponent.  It wasn't something I wanted to see right now.  

"Turn that off," I ordered.  "Quiet.  Now."

Irving turned and knocked over a bowl of those snacks called cheese puffs.  He turned off the TV and glared at me.  "What?"

And then the knocking floated into the room and six faces widened with fear.  

"That's not Father," I hissed.

"But Ignacia, he's supposed to bring us more food," Isaac said.  

"Father has a key," I said, keeping my voice as low as I could.  

The person at the door knocked again and again and again, always in threes.  A horrifying thought wormed its way up.  

Annie.

Our stepmother, who was full of dark magic.

She was supposed to be in Fable, in the other world.  Fable was hard to get out of, and Father only managed to find ways to reach us with his enchanted ball of yarn.  But if Annie had hurt him...if she had killed him and taken the throne of the Swan Kingdom...she could have gotten a hold of it and had it lead us here.  

I didn't say this to the boys.  I had to be the big sister, the protector.  Keeping them calm was all I could do.  We had no way to protect ourselves out here other than hiding.  My mind spun.  If Annie broke in she'd look everywhere.  The cabin wasn't tiny but it wasn't huge.  We could flee out the back door, but only wilderness stretched out.  No road led to or from this place.  We were isolated in this world.  

Isiah cried silent tears.  He was the youngest, at five.  

The knocking came again.

Annie would destroy us and we all knew.  It was the reason Father had sent us out here six months ago.  

The person started pounding and trying the door.  They weren't giving up.  

"It could be a deer hunter," Irving whispered.  He was trying to keep up a brave face.  My oldest brother was fifteen, a year younger than me.  "Maybe he got lost and he's asking for the way out of this forest."  He picked at his T-shirt, the standard clothing of this world, and pretended to look unafraid.  But I could see the fear glinting in his eyes.

"Maybe," I said.  I wasn't sure how dangerous the people of this world were.  There wasn't much magic here.  Not like in Fable, where it was everywhere. 

The knocking stopped.

And stayed gone.

It was terrifying.  

Ivan scooted away from the back window.  He curled up into a ball and whimpered.  

"Close all the curtains," I ordered.  "And stay away from the back door."  That was glass with no way to cover it.  

I rushed over and pulled the back room curtains closed.  Irving hesitated, then got up and rushed to the room he and Immanuel shared.  The squeak of curtains closing followed and he rushed back out.

We waited for what stretched out into an hour, staying silent, staring at each other.  Every little sound from outside stuck out to me.  Every chirp.  Every rustle of the wind.  No one cleaned up the cheese puffs off the floor.  I wrapped my arm around Isiah, but his tears wouldn't stop.  

"I killed Mother," he said.  "If I hadn't done that Father wouldn't have married Annie."

I held him tighter.  A five year old should not have these thoughts, that guilt.  "You did not," I whisper, even though she had died giving birth to him.  "Father didn't want to marry Annie.  It's not your fault."    

But Isiah buried his face in his elbow.  I gulped.  I had to keep telling him that or he might try what Immanuel had the week after she died.  But no matter how many times I did, his guilt remained like a bloodstain.    

"Do you think they're gone?" Ivan asked.  He flicked his gaze to the closed curtains.

"I don't know," I said.  "I'll go and check."  I forced a smile at them, but I was far from that.  If I let them down, I would break my promise to them.  Father would be heartbroken.  

It had been a month now and he hadn't brought us any more food from this world.  Father had been visiting once every two or three weeks before.  

I crept closer and closer to the wooden front door, listening for any sound that might be on the other side.  A bird chirped.  The worst thing we'd ever heard out here was a bear getting into the garbage, but that was late at night and expected out here.  The silence was much worse.

I put my hand on the door handle.

And opened it slowly, peeking out.

No one stood on the small wooden porch.  

I breathed a sigh of relief, but I had to be vigilant.  My brothers were counting on me.  Father had implored me to watch over them until he could call for us again.  I opened the door a little more and eyed the woods.  There was no one.  Nothing moved.  Our tiny yard was overgrown with weeds as if this cabin wasn't inhabited.  

Now for the hard part.

The back.

I took a breath and locked the front door behind me.  I walked down the porch, then circled the house, searching the tree line.  The pines stood tall over my head, towering towards the sky and creaking in the wind.  They grew far enough apart to betray the presence of anyone hiding.  Emptiness, all except for a chipmunk climbing the trunk of one.  Weeds slapped at my shoes as I passed the shed and our generator, which still hummed.  I wanted to slap myself.  Having it on betrayed our presence here, but we had nowhere to hide it.  

I checked behind the shed, stepping over a pretty red flower that was growing behind some tall weeds.  All clear.  I headed back inside and locked the door again behind me.  Maybe Irving was right and it had been a deer hunter after all.  Whoever it was had left.  

“They’re gone,” I announced, entering the cabin.  "You can turn on your video games and play whatever it was."

Sighs of relief filled the room.  Isiah wiped his eyes.  Irving turned the TV back on and started up whatever game system was on the floor.  It looked like a black box that showed images on a screen like magic.  I went to clean up the cheese puffs on the floor.  

I couldn’t wait until Father sent for us.

I resumed doing the dishes and went to work throwing away the boys’ fizzy drink bottles that they had left everywhere.  Mountain Dew.  Pepsi.  Mostly Mountain Dew.  Half-drunken, with ants crawling around one a brother had left on the floor.  

I was their mother now.  I had been since that night I'd found Immanuel by the river.

The power went out, casting the house in darkness.  The game turned off along with its strange music.  The man in red overalls vanished and left darkness behind the glass of the TV.

The generator had run out of gas.  I should have expected it.  We hadn't filled it up for almost two days now.  

"Great," Irving said.  

"We need to get more gas," I said.  "Our food will spoil if we don't."

"We don't have much left," Irving said.  "Father's supposed to bring more."

I thought about Annie again.  Maybe that hadn't been her knocking, but Father had been gone a long time.  We had never waited this long before.

My head started to pound with the stress.  I wished we had one of those devices that were like tiny TV's, but you could put in a series of numbers and talk to someone far away.  This world had lots of things like that, but Father hadn't gotten those for us.  He said he didn't have an ID here to start a bank account, whatever that was. 

And the sun was getting low and the light orange.  After nightfall, it got so dark out there that you couldn't see a thing except for the stars overhead.  None of us wanted to dare exit the cabin at night.  If we didn't get the generator started again, we'd be in pure dark.  This cabin had no candles or torches.

"Okay," I said.  "Irving, go get the gas.  The rest of us will clean the cabin a little and then you can play your video games.  I might even play them with you."

Isaac grinned and started picking up the bottles.  It was amazing.  They were cleaning up after themselves.  The boys scrambled around and picked up garbage, and I could actually see the tables and chairs again.  Irving stepped outside to go to the shed.

I opened a garbage bag and went from brother to brother, letting them throw in bottles and trash.  The cabin started to look a lot better and I could breathe in here.  

But then Irving shouted.

"Father!  You're back!"

It was like a stampede.  All five of the remaining boys dropped whatever trash they held and they ran for the back door.  Isaac pushed into the lead and the door opened, then all the boys ran across the deck in the direction of the shed.

There was something wrong with Irving's voice.

He almost sounded like he was screaming, not happy.

I ran to the back door and peeked out after the boys, but it was too late.  

They were gathered around Irving.  

And Irving stood there by the shed with Annie’s knife very close to his throat.  

Annie stood where the red flower had been growing against the shed only seconds ago.  She wore a long, red and black dress of the same shade and she held Irving’s arm with one hand.  Irving tried to lift his legs, but they seemed glued to the ground.  

The red of her dress was the same shade as that flower.  

The flower.  It had looked strange.  Why hadn't I stepped on it?  

The six boys stood around her, not knowing what to do.  I died inside.  She had found us after all.  Tricked us into thinking it was safe to go outside.  I swore that, if I got the boys free again, I would never yell at them the way I had today.

“Let him go!” Isaac shouted.  

Annie smiled.  Irving breathed heavily and I expected to see blood dripping down his throat, but none came.  She was holding the boys back with the threat of his life.  

I started to open the door, slowly so that I wouldn’t alert her, but Annie stared right at me.

“Oh, so the six of you also have a sister!" she said.  "Your father lied to me.  I might have to talk to him about that.  I've been wondering where he has gone off to so many times in the past several months."

“How did you find us?” I asked.  I should step out there and confront her.  I was the oldest.  But I couldn’t.  My legs felt frozen, and not just from fear.  I couldn’t pull my feet from the carpet of the living room and step onto the deck, no matter how hard I tried.  Cold enveloped me.

Annie was using dark magic.

Father had always warned me that it felt cold and vile like this.

Annie smiled again.  She still held Irving’s arm and the knife.  My stepmother nodded down to the ground and looked back at me again.  All around her, the boys remained still.  She was enchanting them, too.

Something wooly and purple sat there in the tall grass next to her.

It was Father’s magic ball of yarn.  She had stolen it and used it to get to us.

“Do you need more explanation?” she asked.  “I can’t believe your father raised children like you.  He hasn’t taught you anything.”

“You forced my father to marry you,” I said.  “You’re a witch and you told him you would do something awful to him if he didn’t.”  She was here now.  I couldn’t hold my tongue.  The was no point.  Annie wouldn't let us go free.  She wanted Father all to herself and maybe even the entire kingdom.  

“I didn’t force your father to do anything,” Annie said, raising the knife a little higher on Irving’s throat.  “Would you like to see your brother’s blood?”

“No,” I said.  My heart raced.  I couldn’t watch Irving die even if he annoyed me most of the time.  “Don’t hurt them.  Take me instead.”

Irving didn’t protest.  His eyes darted back and forth like he was trying to find an escape.  The other boys glanced back at me.  Their expressions were pleading.  Terrified.  I was the only one who was going to speak here.

“I’m afraid I didn’t accommodate you in my plans,” Annie said.  "It would have been nice to know you existed a bit ahead of time."  She didn’t take her gaze off me.  Her dark brown hair blew in the breeze as if she were summoning some power.  Her eyes looked very, very black.  I thought about the dark wizard who was trying to take over all of Fable, Alric.  If he were a girl, he might look like this.  “I was only able to sew six of my creations before I found your father’s magic ball of yarn.  I had to take the opportunity while he is off meeting with the other royals.”

Meeting.  Father wouldn’t have left Annie alone in the castle unless something important was going on in Fable.

He might still be alive.

"But don't think I won't take care of you."

The boys remained frozen.  We were all a bunch of statues.  Annie lowered the knife, and I studied Irving's throat to see that it was unblemished.  It was.

Annie pocketed the knife.  She reached for something else on the ground, a sack that I hadn't noticed before.  Until now, the knife had taken up everything.  

Irving didn't move.  He couldn't.

"What are you going to do?" I asked.  "We've never done a thing to you!"

Annie glared at me, the sack in her hand.  It drooped with something inside.  White cloth, shimmering like a pond reflecting the moon.  If it wasn't for Annie being here, it would be beautiful.

"What are you going to do?" I repeated.

"My children will rule the Swan Kingdom," Annie said.  "I don't need the seven of you getting in the way of that.  Welcome to the world of royalty."

"You aren't even royalty," I said.  If I distracted her enough and she lost focus of her magic, perhaps the boys could run.  They could survive.  As their protector, I needed to do anything I could to ensure that.

But Isaac tried to peel his feet from the ground and he couldn't.  Tears rimmed his eyes and he gave me another stare.  We all might die today.  Annie would make sure of that.

Annie reached into the bag.

And she pulled out the strangest shirt I had ever seen.

It was fairly large, about Irving's size, and shimmering in the dying light.  There was a strange pattern inside the fabric, almost like feathers had melted into the silk and become part of it.  She glared at Irving and motioned him closer to her.  Even though I could only see the side of his face from here, the glaze over his expression was obvious.  He was now entranced, mind and body.  

"Irving!" I shouted, over and over, but he couldn't hear me.

Annie waved him closer and handed him the shirt.  He took slow, shambling step after step and reached out for the garment.  The shirt hung limp in his grasp, but continued to shimmer with some kind of power.

She motioned to Ike next, my thirteen year old, imitate Irving brother.  He, too, took a shirt from Annie, one that was just a little smaller and perfectly his size.  Annie had taken time on these.

"All of you!" I shouted.  "Snap out of it!  She's trying to kill you!"

Ike stepped back, holding his strange prize.  He waited.

Immanuel went next, and then Isiah, Ivan and at last Isaac.  Little Isaac, the only boy that didn't grate on my nerves, took the tiny shirt from Annie, a woman he swore he would never go near again and the woman he was afraid would appear in his closet and snatch him in the middle of the night.  

"Stop it!" I shouted.  I yelled profanities at Annie.  Terrible insults, but still the boys stood there, entranced.  They were sinking and I couldn't save them.  I wanted to die.  

I tried to pry my feet off the deck again, but the air around me stayed as cold as ever and Annie grinned at me.  It was a mockery.  I was helpless here.

"And now," Annie said, stepping back from the boys.  "Put on my gifts."

"No!" I shouted.  "Don't listen to her.  She's trying to put some curse on you.  Those shirts are dangerous."  I imagined them wrapping around the boys and constricting them to death.  I would have to watch.  I couldn't.  "Snap out of it.  Please."  I sucked in a breath and caught my composure.  I opened my mouth to shout something else, but Annie stared at me and my jaw snapped shut.  I couldn't speak.  All I could do was make muffled sounds.  She was freezing me here.  I wondered if she could turn me into ice.

I felt like ice.

Cold and useless.  

And all at once, my brothers slid those shirts over their heads.

The temperature dropped so much that my fingers went numb in a heartbeat.  An explosion of white feathers burst around my brothers, blocking them from view, and when the feathers fell, large, white birds flew away from each other in a panic.  

Swans.  They cried out in fear and feathers fell in all directions as a pair of them crashed into each other, went down to the ground, and took flight again.  Annie watched them scramble around in terror.  At last, the birds took off above the trees, flying away as fast as they could.  I could do nothing but watch them vanish over the forest canopy, their cries getting fainter and fainter.

The ground was bare where my brothers had stood before.

All except for the pure white feathers.

Feathers the color of their shirts.

I stood there for what felt like eternity, staring at those.  Annie did the same.  

Annie said nothing until the sounds of their cries vanished completely.  And then she bent over and seized the knife.  

And walked towards me.  

"Well," she said.  "It's just you and me now.  You can die knowing that none of you will ever see your father again.  That none of you will ever take my glory away from me."

I struggled to pry my feet from the carpet again.  I managed to lift my toes, but I was still stuck.  Still frozen.  Annie's magic was weaker now that she had cursed my brothers, but it was still strong enough to hold me here.

"I never wanted to take anything away from you," I said.  I wanted to cry now that my brothers were gone and they couldn't see, but I still had to be strong for them.  

Even if they were--

"You expect me to believe your lies?" Annie asked.  She was climbing the deck steps now, only feet away, and she stopped in the middle step with the knife in hand.  "Do you expect to marry a prince and become a Queen?  I'm going to be the only Queen of the Swan Kingdom now.  I hoped you enjoyed my homage to your brothers."

"Who are you?" I asked.  "What are you going to do to the kingdom?"

She had—

My brothers were—

The cold around me wavered.  Annie climbed the steps of the deck, running her finger down the blade of the knife.  Her presence was vile, giving the air a sharp edge.  A bit of blood ran down her finger where she had cut herself.  It stained the knife.  It would be even bloodier in a minute.

“I’ll make this slow for you,” she said, walking around me and into the house.    

The cold wavered again, and I managed to uproot my feet from the carpet.

I bolted down the steps of the deck.  Invisible cold hands tried to grab me and slow me down, but I pushed through them, raw instinct taking over.  Annie’s power was weaker now.  I had to take advantage before it grew again.  

I ran into the trees, in the direction they had run.

No.  Flown.

Annie cursed behind me and pounded down the steps.  I didn’t look back.  Tall grass slapped at my pants—my jeans—as I ran towards the shed.  I caught a flash of purple.  The magical yarn.  I dove down and scooped it up.  It was the only thing I had left.

And ran into the trees.

"Girl!" Annie shouted.  

Green surrounded me and leaves hit me from every angle. Loud breathing followed with more crashing of underbrush.  I was running into the dark forest and Annie was following, bent on destroying me for the crime of existing.

I might die out here.

She had a knife and dark magic and I had a ball of yarn.  It tingled and got warm in my grasp as I gulped down breath after breath of air, begging me to use it.  My sides felt ready to split open and my legs protested.  I had never run like this before.  Princesses weren’t supposed to run.  Ever.

“You can’t survive out here," Annie told me.  She breathed heavily but not as bad as I.  Cold wrapped around me again but I broke its hold.  The forest thickened up ahead.  I wanted to scream for my brothers, but they wouldn’t hear me.  They were gone.  Perhaps their human memories were too.

Annie’s hand scraped the back of my shirt.

Terror shot through me and I pumped my legs harder.  

I held up the ball of yarn.  I didn’t know what else to do.  

“Show me an escape!”

The ball trembled in my grasp and the world seemed to slow, but I ran fast as ever.  The yarn rose from my grasp, flying through the air to keep pace with me, and unraveled.

String flew in front of me, curving through the trees and making a sharp turn to the right.  I slid on the leaves and followed as Annie swung her knife down and impaled it on a tree trunk.  I couldn’t stop.  My throat burned and my breath came in ragged gasps.  I followed the purple yarn as it floated through the air, weaving through the trees, and made another turn downhill through weeds and bushes.

I followed, crashing through the plants, not caring about the webs and the bugs flying into my face.  It was so dark no I could barely see.  The hill went down so steep that I slid and went down to my bottom, then slid the rest of the way down.  Rocks jabbed into me and left what would be bruises later.  

The underbrush cleared and the yarn ended.  I left it behind me as I slid, but not before I saw it rolling back up again on its own, snapping back together and forming the ball once again.  

Water.  

Tons and tons of water flowed downhill ahead of me.  White blades formed on top and reflected the last of the day’s light.

A river.  A raging river.  I was going to fall in.  The only alternative was to let Annie stab me to death.  

“Ignacia!” Annie shouted from the top of the hill.  Cold hit me again and the shrubs around me bent in my direction, reaching for me with their wooden fingers, but I went splashing into the river.  

Water gushed up my nose.  It was the worst feeling.  I paddled with my arms, unsure which way was up or down.  There was no fighting the water.  It was like liquid stone sweeping me away.  My lungs burned and I kicked my legs, trying to rise, and at last I broke the surface and sucked in the precious air I ever had.  The gloom of dusk surrounded me and I spotted the red flash of Annie standing at the bank of the river, knife in hand and looking after me.  The ball of yarn floated after me, rolling around on the water and riding all the choppy blades.  

A rock brushed past my legs, and then another.  I kicked my legs, trying to stay afloat, but then my ankle struck another rock and pain shot up my shin.  I pulled my legs up and hugged them as I floated.  I went under again and then came back up as the river got shallower.  The water roared in my ears.  I was helpless, as helpless as a leaf.  The river pulled me around a corner and Annie disappeared from view.

This was like the south end of the river at home, the one we the boys weren't allowed to swim in.

The one Immanuel had almost--

I took another breath.  The yarn ball stayed with me.  I flailed and splashed and tried to grab it, but it was just out of my grasp.  I went under a third time and came back up.  Keeping my legs up to my chest was keeping me from hitting the rocks.  The water rushed and surged over them.  No one sane would dare dive into this river if they had a choice about it.

I might die in here.

Even Annie's magic couldn't pluck me out of this water.

Nothing could.


Chapter Two

 

 

My body had gone numb by time the river slowed and I was able to spread my arms and legs without fear of breaking them on hidden boulders.  The trees around me had grown even thicker and the sky much darker.  Stars winked down at me as the water around me turned to a gentle flow and I was able to stand for the first time in about fifteen minutes.

I felt like I had traveled miles.

Miles away from Annie.

My shoes sank into mud and I waded towards shore.  My limbs trembled.  A round, purple form moved with me, floating on the water and almost glowing.  The ball of magical yarn.  It was following me like a faithful dog as if it, too, wanted away from my stepmother.

She was back there in the dark.  

And she would no doubt come down the bank of the river, searching for me.  Annie wouldn't rest until I was dead and my brothers were doomed to be swans forever.  Until we were all out of the way and she could take our kingdom for herself.  Our kingdom was in the light part of Fable.  

Annie must have come from the dark part, where Alric the wizard ruled, and if she took the kingdom, she might be able to turn it dark for him.  

She might even try to murder my father as soon as she had a couple of heirs with him.

The thought made me wade to shore faster.  My shirt and jeans hung like a second skin on my body as I climbed out and the ball of yarn stopped on the edge of the shore, unable to go any further without a command.  

I picked it up.

It was dry, as if the yarn had never gone into the river in the first place.

But out in this forest, it was all I had.  

I stood there.  It was so dark I couldn't see into the trees or what was lurking there.  More terror rose inside me like an icy mountain.  I could never return to the cabin again, but Father had warned us never to venture into the forest unless it was an emergency.  

If he returned to the cabin, he'd only find the feathers near the deck and us gone.  

I was alone out here.

I sat down on the shore, too exhausted from staying afloat to move.  Insects buzzed around me.  I cradled the ball of yarn, relishing its warmth.  It tingled, giving off a friendly energy that was unlike what Annie had.  This yarn must be full of light magic.  Father had said that a wise woman had given it to him when he was younger but he had no idea how it was made.  

But it could always show you wherever you wanted to go.

It had saved my life.  

And perhaps I could find my brothers again.

My stomach rumbled.  I'd been getting ready to make dinner for the boys and I from our dwindling food supply right before Annie had knocked on the door.  I thought about the red flower by the shed, the one that had sat there patiently for over and hour for one of us to go out and get the gas.  Annie must be able to change her form more easily than she had changed the boys'.  She could be any tree, any animal, any rock or plant around me.  I would have to be careful.  If she was smart, she wouldn't try disguising herself as a flower again.

Heat returned to my body.  It was getting cool in the forest and the yarn was helping.  I wrung out my shirt the best I could and tried to make out some color around me.  It was all dark tree trunks and a deep purple sky with stars.  The stars in this world looked just like the ones in Fable, spread across the middle of the sky in a bright ribbon.  The same moon rose and fell here.  There was a rumor in my kingdom that Fable had been born from the imaginations of the people in this place.  For the first time, I wondered if it was true.

Enough thinking.

My brothers were out there in the dark, too, transformed into birds.  

I might never see them again if I didn't do something.

The yarn would take me to them.  I wasn't lost.  I could ask it to help me find food, to help me find a place to hide from Annie.  I had an advantage here.  The yarn was the only thing keeping me from crying and breaking down.  

I had to keep going and save them at all costs.  As annoying as they were, I couldn't imagine life without my brothers, or how heartbroken my father would be when he found out about this, or how Annie would turn on him once she didn't need him anymore.  

I held up the yarn and the tingling sensation got stronger in my hands.  

"Show me a place to hide from Annie tonight," I said.

The yarn obeyed and floated above my hand, then unraveled and hung in the air like purple spider silk on the wind.

This time, I had to grab onto the yarn itself and follow it with touch as it had gotten too dark to see.  The yarn didn't seem to mind.  It remained warm and I grasped it like a tether as I walked deeper into the forest, through tree trunks and down another small hill.  If it wasn't for the yarn, I would have broken down with fear.  There were animals out in these woods.  I had never seen any bears, but they existed in this world, too--and the bears here wouldn't talk to you.  None of the animals would.  This world was a strange place.

I followed the string a lot more slowly this time, brushing past trunks and through underbrush.  I felt I had walked another mile or two before I reached the end of the string.  A large, square form stood in front of me and made me jump, but it wasn't moving.  I reached out and touched it.  Wooden planks.  One moved inward and creaked.  A door.  I had found a shed.

I stepped inside and more boards creaked underneath.  My eyes adjusted a bit as the moon was coming up.  I was surrounded by shelves and a musty smell that told me no one had kept this place up in a long time.  I closed the door behind me and felt a lot safer.  Something snapped outside and I made sure it was shut tight.  This might be a shelter for hunters and it was tiny, but it might work at keeping me safe for the night.

Outside, there was a soft rustling as the yarn rolled itself up again.  A soft thump followed as it fell to the ground.  I dared to open the door and snatch it before closing it again.  After feeling around to make sure there were no holes for animals to get in, I settled on the floor, curled up, and tried to go to sleep.

But all I could think of were my brothers, flying away and forgetting about me.

And Annie, approaching with her knife.  

I wasn't sure how much I slept on the floor of that old shed, but the musty smell seemed to fade after a few minutes.  I had never slept in anything but a bed before and this must be the way the poorest peasants had to do it.  If I ever got back to the Swan Kingdom, I would help them.  Poverty existed in Fable and sometimes people even starved to death.

At last, I drifted off to sleep.

 

* * * * *

 

“Ignacia!  Ignacia!” 

I drew my gaze up from the book I was reading, a story about a brave boy who explored Fable’s underworld.  Our head maid, Bernice, ran towards me, her skirts swishing around her.  She had a strange look on her face.  

I dropped the book on the boulder I had been sitting on.  Nearby, the river gurgled and several ducks and swans swam around in the sun, grooming themselves and ducking their heads underwater to catch fish.  Ike surfaced, catching a breath, while Isaac dipped his toes into the cold river and drew them out again.  The other boys splashed each other in the river and ignored Bernice like they always did.  I checked for Immanuel.  He was okay, having fun with the others.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.  I wasn’t sure I liked the redness on the maid’s face or the way she was breathing heavily.  “Did the dark spot get any bigger?”

“No,” she said.  “It’s your father.  The king has returned from his hunt.  With a bride.”

“What?”  I stood up from the boulder, leaving my book upside down.  “He said he would never marry again.”  Father had always sworn up and down that he would never love another woman.  

“I’m surprised,” Bernice said.  “Her name is Annie.  He won’t say where he found her or how they met, but I can’t see how this happened.  Your father’s only been gone since yesterday.”

I caught my breath.  Father went out on hunts every once in a while like any king, but he had been going less and less lately with the darkness in Fable getting worse.  “He promised he would never do this.  He promised.”

“I know he did,” Bernice said.  “And this lady…I don’t think I like her.  There’s something about her that sends a shiver down my spine.”

“I have to see.”  Hope rose inside me that this was some lie, that Bernice was pulling one over on me.  But she grabbed my arm and led me over to the castle, which stood in the distance on our hill with its white waving flags.  After glancing at the boys again to make sure they were safe, I followed Bernice.  Irving was here.  He was almost fifteen and he could make sure the younger brothers stayed in line.  

Irving swung on his rope and jumped away from the tree, landing in the river with a giant splash.

He had to.  Just this once.  

They might not even notice me gone.  

It was a long walk to the castle, up the hill and through the gardens.  I spotted Father’s favorite horse, Lightning, tied by the stables.  Lightning had a pack on his back.  My heart sank.  Father hadn’t left with any luggage.  

“You might not want her to spot you,” Bernice said.  “Let’s go through the kitchens.”

Bernice held the door open for me and the two of us went through the steamy kitchen, where servants kept their hands in scalding water and chopped vegetables for dinner later.  None of them gave us any notice as we walked across the brick floor and through intoxicating food smells.  They were busy, much busier than normal, almost as if they were getting ready for a big occasion.

A thought formed, but I wouldn't finish it.  Bernice guided me through the dining hall and then to the entrance hall.  She waved me behind one of our large potted shrubs and motioned for me to look.

I did.

Father stood there under the chandelier in his green hunting clothes and next to his advisor, Larry.  He was covered in leaf bits as if he had run through the forest for some time.  He was talking, but he was too far away for me to hear.  He motioned around the entrance hall and faced away from where the portraits of my brothers hung, fresh and new.  The seventh space was still empty.  The artist hadn’t done my portrait yet.  There was still an empty space on the wall, waiting for it to go up.

“How many children?” a woman asked with a booming voice.

And then I saw her.  

The woman in the red and black dress, with hair almost as dark and eyes that were sharp and piercing.  She faced the paintings with disapproval.  

“My sons will not be a bother,” Father said, raising his own voice.  Fear made his words jumpy.  “I promise.  I was married once.”

The woman stepped closer to the paintings.  She put her hands on her hips and surveyed my brothers.  “How old is your eldest?”

Father paused.  He cleared his throat.  “Almost fifteen,” he said.

He was hiding my existence.  He could--for now.

“Sir, do you really wish to be married tonight?” Larry asked, leaning closer to my father.

“Yes,” he said.  “It must be tonight.”  There was no smile.  “She saved me from being lost forever.  I must do what’s right.”

The woman smiled and drew closer to Father.  She slung her arm over his shoulders and he cringed.  

Something had happened.

Something was forcing Father into this.  He must have entered into some deal.  

Bernice pulled me back from the plant.  “This woman doesn’t know you’re here,” she whispered to me as we walked back down the hall towards the kitchens.  “I have no doubt she’s dangerous.  She knows about your brothers.  You need to blend in with the servants until we can figure out what’s going on.”

I glanced down at my white-blue dress, my one that shimmered in the sun, and as much as I loved it, I knew it would mark me as a target the moment Annie saw me.  Servants didn't wear this.  I let Bernice lead me up to the servants' quarters, to a place I had been only a handful of times.  The narrow hallway was lined with wooden doors and lit with candles.  I was shocked at how small the rooms were now that I was older.  Bernice opened a door and pushed me inside.

"What about my brothers?" I asked.  "We can't let that woman get near them."  Terror squeezed my heart as Bernice opened her cabinet to reveal lots of plain gray and blue dresses with white lace.  

I had almost lost one of them once.

I swore up and down I'd never do it again.

The older woman waved me closer.  

"I'll have Edward tell them to stay away from the castle," Bernice said.  "They won't come in until night is approaching.  We have time to figure out what to do.  I think they'll be safe out in the stables.  I'll tell your father's bride that they are out visiting a royal cousin."

I was glad that the river was so far away from the castle.  The boys would have fun all day, not knowing that our lives had been upended like this.  I'd let them have this last day of no worry.  The river was far and Immanuel wouldn't try anything with the five others there.  

At least, I hoped.  And that had been almost five years ago.  

Bernice helped me to get out of my dress and change into the servant one, a plain blue one with white lace and an apron.  I felt more safe, but very plain.  She also removed the silvery swan clip from my hair and hid everything in the dresser.  I felt so strange.  Our servants were well treated, but I hadn't realized what it was like to be ordinary.

I followed Bernice back out into the kitchens, determined to blend in.  I was out of my element here.  Bernice found a closet and handed me a broom.  "Just sweep," she told me.  "All you have to do is sweep the floors.  Listen to that woman as much as you can.  Try to see what her plans are.  I'll be staying close to you."

I felt better, knowing that Bernice was looking out for me.  I had always liked her.  She had stepped in when Mother passed, absorbing my tears and showing me how to take the place of Mother for the boys.  She'd been my rock when Father couldn't be there, when he was too busy running the kingdom.  

And now I needed to watch out for them again.  I'd do whatever it took.

I grabbed the broom and swept at the floors, but Bernice had to correct me and show me how to sweep all the dust and crumbs and pebbles into a pile before putting them into the dustpan and dumping them in the ash piles outside.  I got the hang of it after some practice and went around the castle, sweeping up any messes and dirt I could find.  I hadn't realized the servants led such boring lives until now.  I wondered when they got time to read.

I swept around the castle for some time.  I hadn't appreciated how large it was, with its four stories and long hallways until now.  I swept under our stained glass swan windows in the upper hallway.  I cleaned up the path around our enclosed garden and our fruit trees.  I even swept up around my large bedroom, around my blue canopy bed and around my wardrobe.  But then Bernice appeared in the doorway, eyeing my room and frowning.

I didn't have time to ask her what was wrong.  Footsteps came up the stairs behind her.  

"This is where the boys sleep," Father was saying.

"I would like to see the chambers," the woman said.

"Annie, you will see them in time.  It is the boys' rooms.  Why are you so concerned?"

Then I realized.

If Annie saw this room, she would know I existed.  Father was trying to stop her.

Bernice burst into the room.  "Tell her this used to belong to the old Queen," she whispered.  "And we are cleaning it out."

The two of us went to work tearing the sheets off my bed just as a flash of red appeared in the doorway.  

"What is this?" Annie asked, full of suspicion.

Bernice faced her.  "The former Queen's room," she said. 

Father glanced at me, then quickly looked away.  He stood behind Annie as if he'd become a shadow of her.  "My former wife passed away not too long ago," he said, picking a leaf bit off his hunting tunic.  "I kept her room tidy for a while, but since you are here, it is time to get rid of her old things, I suppose.  I'm having my servants clean it out."

Annie faced him.  Even from the side, I could spot the darkness in her eyes and her soul.  The air felt cold as if she were sucking the life out of it.  "The two of you slept on opposite sides of the castle?"

My heart raced.  She would see how much I looked like Father soon.  I went to work tearing the second sheet off the bed and folding it, putting my back to Annie.  Bernice remained quiet and we folded the sheet.

"Our marriage," Father supplied, "was not happy in its last few years."

"I see," Annie said.  She stepped into the room as if trying to survey her competition.  "Are you sure she is dead?"  

I didn't like the way she asked that.

"Positive," I said before Father could.  The air felt sharper.  It was something I'd never felt, but it reminded me of the dark spot that was slowly growing in the forest.  My brothers and I had only ventured close to it a few times, but even Irving hadn't been brave enough to step into it.  The knights didn't even want to go in.  This woman seemed to contain some of its essence.  Father shifted in the doorway and whispered something to Larry as she drew closer and inspected the sheet.  Annie passed very close to me, then opened the wardrobe to look at all of my dresses.  I didn't dare give her any attention.

"Annie," Father said.  "We need to prepare for the wedding.  Our servants are busy getting ready and I don't want to be late."

She smiled.  "Of course," she said.  "We wouldn't want to miss it."

She followed Father out of the room, taking the cold and dread with her.  The two of them spoke in low voices as they walked back down the stairs, Larry following.

Bernice put her hand on my back.  "I didn't think she would be that intrusive," she told me.  "She suspects your existence.  You and your brothers need to leave this place as soon as you can.  That woman is powerful.  I have no doubt she'll make that dark spot outside grow faster.  We'll have you hide in the stables.  Annie won't look there."

I thought about that section of thick, dark forest and shuddered.  I had always wondered what would happen if it spread to the castle grounds and turned everything sad and gloomy.  This woman wasn't going to help matters.  She was up to something and Father couldn't even use his authority to do anything about it.

We abandoned the room and headed back to the lower level.  I took one last look at my bed and followed Bernice through the back entrance and to the stables.  Edward was already there, dressed in his finest, and standing at the entrance.  The horse smell hit me and I dreaded having to stay in there for the night.  

Edward opened the door for me in silence.  I stepped in.  

My brothers sat together in a clean stall, one that none of the horses had ever used.  All of them were still shirtless and Isaac was still wet from swimming in the river.  Irving stood against the stable as if nothing were wrong and Isiah cried silent tears.  Our lives had been okay up until now.  One of the servants had gone and gotten them for me.  I was relieved.  Annie might have seen me running down the hills towards the river.

"Ignacia," Isaac said.  He was skinny for an eight year old boy.  "What's happening?  Who's this lady?"

"She's no lady," I said.  "We need to stay quiet in here."

"But what are we going to do?" Ike asked.  

I had to have an answer for them.  "We will need to hide, I suppose," I said.  "This is the way of royalty sometimes."  I said that to remind myself more than anything.  The seven of us had been lucky until now.  I'd heard tales of queens killing kings, of siblings warring against each other for the throne.  It happened even in the light region of Fable.  Unwanted marriages happened and power struggles played out behind the scenes.  

"Why is that woman making us leave?" Ike asked.  "We haven't even had time to gross her out yet."

I ruffled his hair, which made him grimace and push me away.  "I don't know where she came from," I told him.  "But she's mean and she's very strong.  I think she's making Father marry her.  Father doesn't want us to leave, but I think he's going to give the order.  The servants will recommend that to him."

Isiah burst into full crying now.  Edward closed the door, casting us in semi-darkness as if to hide the sound.  I hoped that Annie wouldn't come out here and demand to inspect the stable.  Maybe the smell would chase her away.

Bernice left us.  She had to.  

I kept an eye on Immanuel.  Even though that night had happened almost five years ago, I couldn't shake it.  Immanuel, running out of the castle after Mother's funeral.  Me following him to the south side of the river, where rapids roared over rocks.  Immanuel standing there with an eerie calm, edging closer and closer. 

"I want to see Mother again," he'd said, taking a step.  "The river will take me to her."

"No," I'd shouted, grabbing his arm and pulling my then eight year old brother back.  "I love you.  Don't leave us.  I'll be your mom."

Immanuel had struggled against me, but at eleven I was bigger.  I managed to pull him back and we both fell together.  I had wrapped my arms around my little brother and didn't let go for what felt like ages.  Immanuel had sobbed into my shoulder, letting out tears a prince wasn't allowed to shed in public.  

"I promise," I told him.  "I'll be your mom the best I can.  Don't jump into the rapids."

I shook my head, trying to clear away the memory, but it was always there, reminding me of the words I'd said.  We waited in the stable for a long time.  The light got long and tired, and I dared to stand on a stool and peek through one of the cracks in the wall.  

The wedding was outside.  The servants had gathered and streamers hung everywhere from the trees in the courtyard.  A white arch had been set up and it glistened in the dying light.  Knights guarded the perimeter, facing away from us, and Father stood under the arch as the priest pulled at his collar and prepared to read.  He had changed into his finery and his crown along with his pale blue cape, but even from this distance I could see the worry and the shame on his face.  

"What do you see?" Ike asked.  "Is it horrible?"

"It's not great," I said.  

"Is Father really getting married?" Isaac asked.

"Let me see," Ivan said, tugging at my shirt.

"Leave her alone," Irving said, pulling him away.  

Behind the hastily assembled wedding, the dark spot loomed worse than ever.  

It had been there for years, just one of thousands here in Fable, growing a few inches each month.  But the size of it now made me gasp.  It had reached the edge of the forest and was touching the courtyard now, ready to take over.  

And still the wedding went on.

"No," I muttered.  "Father.  Don't do it."

And then Annie appeared.

She emerged from the castle and marched up the split crowd of servants and knights, holding a bouquet of very red flowers, flowers the color of blood.  I wondered where she found them.  We had none in our gardens, only blue and white flowers like the neighboring Fox Kingdom had.

And then she stood next to my father.

Behind them, the dark spot grew.  

I had never seen it grow before, but it was leaking across the grass and towards us like a spreading puddle of darkness.  The knights shifted, but remained in place.  The grass turned almost black and any dandelions growing out of it shriveled and died.  The evil marched forward, one inch at a time, but it was unmistakable.  The longer the wedding went on, the worse it got.

I wondered if it would overtake the entire kingdom.

"I can't stand here," I said.  I had to stop the wedding.  Annie had to be a powerful dark being.  Only they could make dark spots grow that fast.  I climbed down from the stool and pushed past my brothers, who were waiting for my word on whatever was happening.  

"Where are you going?" Irving asked.

"To stop this."

"Wait," he said, trying to reach for me.  "You can't.  That Annie wants to kill us.  That's what Edward told me."

"The dark spot is getting bigger."  I stormed for the door.  I couldn't let it reach my brothers.  That might kill them just as much as Annie would.  I pushed the door open, only to find Edward and Bernice standing there, blocking my way.

And both of them wore the most grave expressions I had ever seen.

"Stop," Bernice said.  "Your father has ordered us to take you away now.  He's given us a way to reach the other world."

"The other world?" I asked, fear blossoming.  I'd only heard rumors of the other world, a place where there were far more people than here and where there were strange inventions everywhere you turned.  There was even a theory that the imaginations of the other world kept this one alive, even though many skeptics in the kingdom, some of the servants included, thought that was nothing more than a story.  "How are we supposed to get there?"

"Your father has an artifact given to him by a wise woman a few years ago," Edward said, maintaining his stiff composure.  "A ball of yarn.  It can show you the way to any place you desire."

Bernice reached into her pocket and pulled out the ball of yarn.  It was purple and glowing in the dim light.  I could feel the warmth radiating from it.  This artifact was full of light magic.  It reminded me of the rampion that had grown at the site of a fallen star a few years ago over in one of our villages.  Bernice had taken me to go see it.  I still dreamt about the gorgeous purple flower that glowed and sparkled with light.  

"Your father's orders are to take you to a safe house in the other world," Edward continued.  "It is deep in the forest and very difficult to find without this yarn.  There is a portal to the other world miles from here and we will have to walk through the dark.  We need to hurry."

My legs trembled, but I turned to my brothers and kept my face calm.  "Come on," I said.  "We're going to go for a long walk."  At least they were getting out of here.  

I left the stable.  The dark spot had nearly reached the wedding by now.  Despair and gloom had spread almost to the altar.  Annie clutched my father's hands while the nervous priest read.  

Bernice and Larry led us around the back of the castle, uphill, away from where the wedding was being celebrated.  We entered the forest and Bernice held the ball of yarn in front of her.  "To the nearest portal," she ordered.

I watched as the yarn unraveled itself, floating off her hand and shooting into the trees.  The purple line remained floating, a beacon for us to follow, as the nine of us walked in silence.  We walked for a long time and the yarn never seemed to end, as if it were infinite.  The forest got darker and darker and Isiah whimpered.  I reached out and held him close to me.  

"We'll make it," I told him.

"We're never going to see Father again," he said.

"Yes, we will.  Until we do, I'll take care of you."

We walked in a single file line through thickening trees, up terrible hills and around armies of boulders.  The farther from the castle we got, the worse it got.  Twigs snapped around us.  Edward had a sword hanging from his belt, but I wasn't sure how much well the stableman could fight if bandits were out here.  It was full night by time we reached the portal, a perfectly round pond which seemed to have an inner glow.  It sat in the middle of a field with nothing but dark tree surrounding it.  

I felt warm just standing near it.  I had never seen a portal before, but I had heard they were very rare.  Bernice always said it was easier to cross into Fable than out of it.  

"We need to wait," Bernice said.  "I've heard that portals only work at midnight."

The nine of us sat around the pond for what felt like forever.  This place was magic.  The glow got stronger as the night got older.  The air filled with a tingling sensation.  

"Something's happening," Isaac said.  "It really is a portal.  We're going to see the other world!"

And then an image formed inside, little by little.  It was so faint at first that I wasn't sure what I was seeing.  But soon it became more clear.  Another forest, one lit in full day, waited inside the water.  I was staring into another world.

That place was real after all.  

"How did I never know about this place?" I asked, standing.

"Your father knows about it," Bernice said, drawing close to me.  "He's kept it a guarded secret in case something like this were to ever happen.  He also owns a cabin on the other side, but we will need to walk several more miles to reach it."

Tears tried to force their way out of me, but I held them back.  Father loved us.  He had gone an extra league to make sure we'd always be safe.  Alric the dark wizard was trying to expand his territory, after all.  

I couldn't let my brothers see my tears.  I had promised Father that I would take care of my brothers when Mother died.  They were my responsibility now, as much as the servants around the castle tried to help.  They needed someone to look up to when Father was gone or busy running the kingdom.  I had to be strong.

The woods on the other side became as clear as reality.  

The portal was open.

"Now," Edward ordered.  "Jump now.  We don't have much time."

I held Isiah's hand as the boys jumped into the water, one by one, leaving only tiny ripples instead of a splash.  None of them surfaced.  The image on the pond remained as strong as ever.  And with Bernice and Edward waiting behind me, I told Isiah to close his eyes and we both jumped together.

 

* * * * * 

 

I opened my eyes and faint morning light cast a square on the wall of the shed.  My joints ached.  An old pair of boots sat there on the top shelf and a bag of ancient, shriveled carrots rested by my feet, forgotten.  The purple ball of yarn sat next to me like a faithful friend.

The old hunters' shed.  

I'd been dreaming.

I sat up.  I was stiff all over and my stomach rumbled with hunger.  I was leagues and leagues from the cabin and Annie was still out there.  She'd find this shed eventually and look through the tiny, cloudy glass window and find me here.

I had to move.  I'd feed myself later.  I wished I had grabbed some food from the cabin, but it was no use thinking about that now.

I was in charge of my brothers and it was my responsibility to get them back.  Father might not ever forgive me for letting this happen.  I couldn't forgive myself.  I should have known that red flower was bad news.  

I wouldn't rest until I got my brothers back.  

Isiah crying.

It was all I could think about as I studied the ball of yarn.  Only he couldn't cry now.  He could only do whatever it was that swans did when they were scared.

I opened the door.  The forest spread out around me and I gulped.  The ball of yarn was just as warm as it had been the night before.  It was wound tight in a perfect ball of purple that gave off the magical radiance.  I turned in a circle.  My limbs felt weak.  I needed to eat first.  The carrots in the shed were so old they would sicken me.  

"Show me food," I ordered the yarn.

It obeyed.  The yarn rose from my hands and unraveled.  The purple string curved into the forest on my left and I followed.

Without it, I would die out here.

I followed through trees that remained as tall and thick as ever.  Pines creaked in the wind and I watched the skies, waiting for any pure white birds to fly over.  None came.  I wondered if my brothers had headed for water, if they had only swan instincts now or if they had retained their memories.  The yarn floated next to me, a tether to survival, and I walked for what felt like hours.  The purple line never seemed to end and I wondered if it could stretch to the moon if I asked it to take me there.  The terrain remained hilly and I found myself climbing more than one.  

My head felt ready to split open with hunger and thirst when I saw it.

Several low buildings through the trees along with a clearing.

I picked up my pace.  The yarn continued to point there and I searched the grounds for any sign of people.  The buildings were low and brown and reminded me of stables, but they were better built and covered in tan paint.  I stepped out into the clearing.

This almost looked like a village, but unlike one I had ever seen before.

The low buildings looked like our cabin, only longer, and were arranged in a circle around a central campfire area that looked abandoned, with charred logs in the middle of a wire cage.  A dirt road stretched into the forest and there were tracks on it like many carriages had come and gone.  No one moved.  No one was even here.  A large sign stood by the road, but it was facing away from me so I couldn't tell what it said.  

The yarn was pointing me to a low building behind the others, one that was bigger and painted a bright yellow color.  There, it ended.

I followed it and found that the front double doors were unlocked.  A padlock hung broken as if someone had already broken in.  

I pushed the doors open.  No one was here, either.  The place was so quiet that it was making me nervous.  This was a room full of long tables, like a dining hall.  A couple more doors were open at the other side of the room.

If this was a dining hall, there would be a kitchen attached.

And food.

The yarn had been right.

I stepped inside and my shoes made tapping noises against the floor.  It was made of something that looked like stone, but was polished and came in whitish gray tiles.  Picrures of boys in brown uniforms and hats and sashes with buttons hung on the walls, and they looked better than any portraits I had seen back in Fable.  My heart ached.  These boys were the same age as my brothers, ranging from five all the way up to Irving's age.  They all smiled out at me, happy and carefree, as they stood in front of campfires and forests and cabins.  This was a place for boys.  Maybe a training place for knights.  I shook my head.  That couldn't be it.  This world didn't have knights.  It had, once, according to Father, but those days had been gone for hundreds of years.

Behind me, there was a soft rustling as the yarn rolled back up.  

The kitchen.

I opened the back door all the way to be met with another room, this one much smaller and filled with metal chests.  I opened one and cold air floated over me from below, soothing my headache.

There were boxes here.  And ice clinging to the inside of the chest.

Boxes with pictures of brown sandwiches with white filling, and cones with that same kind of filling in a ball on top.  

I didn't care what it was.  I grabbed a box and pulled out the freezing cold sandwiches.  They were in white wrappers, which I had learned to take off of everything in this world before eating.  The sandwiches were amazing, like sweet frozen milk, and I devoured four or five of them before my headache began to vanish.  This was something Father hadn't brought us before.  I sat down on the floor, not caring if I wasn't supposed to be here.  I was feeling better and I could survive long enough to find my brothers.

The yarn rolled into the tiny room and stopped.  

I wondered if it could think. 

"Thank you," I told it, just in case.

I sat there for a long time, planning what to do next.  Father wouldn’t know about my brothers for a while—unless he came to visit the cabin today or sometime in the next few days.  I could only think about how I had let my brothers down.  I shouldn’t have let Irving go out to get the gas.  I should have said no.

The remaining sandwiches got soft in the box, so I put them back in the giant icy chest.  Annie no longer had the yarn.  I had that on my side.  I took inventory of the food I had, opening all the refrigerators and even a room that was cold inside and packed with hot dogs, lettuce and hamburger meat.  This place was used to feeding lots of people.

Lots of hungry boys.

Boys like my brothers.

I left the dining hall and the pictures behind.  The other small cabins were all locked as well as another large building that might be for the trainer or the master around here, because it was surrounded with white and yellow flowers and had deer antlers hanging over the door.  Maybe this was a place to train young huntsmen.  Hunting wasn’t dead in this world yet.  It was one thing it still had in common with Fable.

But one cabin in the very back was unlocked.  In fact, the doorknob hung loose on it as if someone had broken in.  A bandit, maybe.  This world had those, too, from what Father told me, and they were just as dangerous in this world.  They might even carry these things called guns, which worked just as well as any killing spell.  

But when I opened the door to the cabin, it was empty.

There were a dozen beds, set up in two rows, and a walkway that went in between them.  I stepped in, resisting the urge to flop down on the green sheets and fall asleep.  I needed the rest.  I had barely slept at all in the shed overnight and I’d need a clear head to find my brothers.  The yarn would take me to them when I was ready.

But what would I do when I found them again?

I didn’t have any magic myself.

I opened one of the glass windows and let the air blow in.  It was cool fall air, but not too cool.  Winter would come soon in this world and faster than I would like.  

I couldn’t resist.  I laid down on one of the beds and closed my eyes, letting the breeze wash over me.  I started to drift as soon as my head hit the pillow.  Rest was needed.  I couldn’t go much longer without it.

Strange images floated in front of my eyes.  Isiah crying.  A swan with a black tear running down the side of its face.  I tried to swim to it, but it turned away and made it to the other side of the river.  The water closed around my head and rushed me away, and as much as I kicked my feet, I couldn’t reach the surface.  I was drowning.

And I had no way to get out.

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Wings fluttered and beat against glass.  Wind blew against my face and the fluttering noise got so loud that I had to open my eyes, as much as I hated to.

And I screamed.

White feathers beat everywhere and fell to the floor, to the bed, to me.  I sat up and the giant birds surrounded me on all sides.  The strength of their wings shocked me like the strength of the river.  I shielded my face with my hand, expecting a blow, but it never came.  Feathers brushed me and the beating noise calmed, then stopped.  

I sucked in a breath.

And opened my eyes. 

My purple ball of yarn rolled to the floor. 

Six beautiful swans stood around my bed, all staring at me with their black eyes and pointing at me with their equally black beaks.  They were much larger than I expected and all about the same size.  

It was them.

My brothers.

“Irving?” I asked.  “Ike?  Isiah?”

Feathers exploded in a storm of white and the air filled with a warm, tingly feeling.  When the feathers fell, covering my bed, all six of my brothers stood there, in order of height.  Behind them, the sun got low in the sky, turning everything orange.

“Immanuel?” I continued.  

Irving took a breath as if relieved that he was out of the swan shape.  All six of them were there, as good as ever and as human as ever.  I eyed the ball of yarn on the floor.  Maybe it had lifted their curse.  They were back.  I was so relieved that I had to hold back tears.

“Ignacia!” Isiah said, jumping into my arms.

I hugged him tight, so glad that he was back.  He was so happy that I couldn’t help but smile along with him.  “How did you guys find me?” I asked.

“We watched you moving through the forest and following the yarn here,” Irving told me.  He kept his I-Don’t-Care tone all the way through.  I loved it now.  I loved my brothers just the way they were and as long as Annie didn’t find us, they could be as obnoxious as they wanted.  “Annie wasn’t far behind you for a while, so we didn’t dare fly down to you because she might have noticed that.  We saw you jump in the river and everything.  I have to admit, that was pretty bold.”  He grinned with pride.

“Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t jump into a river,” I said.

Irving smiled.  “You never swam in the one at home.”

“That’s because it wasn’t proper for a princess to do.”  I was getting the idea that things were different in this world.  “Princes get to do whatever they want.”

“That’s great,” Irving said.  Then he faced Immanuel and Ivan.  “Should we tell her now?”

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“About our curse,” Irving said.  

“It’s bad,” Isiah said.  “I don’t like being a swan.  It feels strange.”

“You have feathers in places,” Ike said.

“That’s enough.  I get it,” I said, afraid I was in for another gross boy conversation.

Immanuel wasn’t going to show any mercy.  “But the whole world is your outhouse.  You don’t have to find one anymore.”

“I said that’s enough,” I said.  “Tell me about this curse.  And tell me that Annie went in another direction.”  I eyed the forest outside the window to make sure no one in a red dress was coming.  It was clear.

“When Annie cursed us,” Irving said, “the knowledge of the curse came to us.  It must have been inside those shirts she made us wear.  We only get to take a break from being swans for fifteen minutes each day.  After that, it’s feathers in places all over again.”

“And going to the bathroom everywhere,” Immanuel reminded me.

“What?” I asked.  “The curse is still on you?”

Irving shook his head and leaned against a bed post.  “Afraid so.  But good news.  We haven't seen Annie."

I couldn't breathe a sigh of relief.  “What if she finds this place?"

Irving spoke again.  He’d clearly been elected the spokesperson by my other brothers.  “She must be gone,” he said.  “And this is a big forest.  We’ve flown around all day.  I think this is a camp that people only use during the summer, so no one will be here for a long time.  But we did see this carriage without any horses coming and going earlier this morning before you got here.  A man and a woman got out and broke into a couple of buildings, including this one.  I don’t know who they were, but you might want to watch out for them.  They could be dangerous.”

I hadn’t yet met any of this world’s people and didn’t know how to act if I did.  But breaking into places sounded like something that robbers did.  I shuddered.  “Maybe they just needed some food.”

“Maybe,” Irving said.

“But they looked mean,” Ike added.  “Like bandits.”

“As long as they or Annie don’t come back, I’ll be fine out here for a bit,” I said, not meaning it at all.  I didn’t like the thought of being out here with Annie around or any dangerous people from this world, even if they didn’t have any magic.  My brothers couldn’t be here all the time.  “Is there a way to remove this curse?  If you have knowledge of it, you should be able to tell me.”

Irving frowned.  He was losing his composure.  Isiah’s tears began to flow again.  Ike shrunk back against the wall to join Immanuel, who was no longer smiling and wanting to gross me out.  Ivan stayed very quiet and Isaac did the same.  The boy hadn’t spoken at all since he got here.  The hope had gone right out of him.

“You can tell me,” I repeated.  Curses in Fable were not easy to remove, but I steeled myself, waiting for what was to come.

Irving swallowed.  “You don’t want to do it.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes.”  And I would.  

"You shouldn't have to," Immanuel said.  

"Just tell me how to lift your curse."

Immanuel gulped.  "You have to weave us shirts.  Shirts out of starwort.  And then they need some touch of magic."

I thought of the purplish flowers that grew in the forest back in Fable.  They weren't very common, but not rare, either.  "Out of the blossoms?"

"Yes," Irving said.  "As much as I'm not thrilled about putting on a shirt made of flowers, I'll do it to lift this curse.  You'll have to make six of them."

"But that'll--" I started.

"Take a long time," Irving finished.  

I imagined trying to weave six shirts out of those and I had to struggle not to let the hopelessness come over me.  It would take forever and I wasn't sure how it would work.  I gulped.  "I'll get to work," I said.  

"There's something else," Immanuel said.

"You can't talk to anyone but us," Ivan added.  "At all.  Not until you're done."

"I can't talk?" I asked.  "How do I get around in this world?"

Irving shrugged.  "I'm not sure, but we'll watch out for you.  Once you start working, you have to stop speaking to anyone but us, or the magic won't work."

I thought of never being able to speak to anyone I encountered out here.  "What about writing?" I asked.

"You can't do that, either."  Irving shrugged.  "I wouldn't even risk drawing pictures."  The mood in the room dropped as the sun sank lower and the light dimmed.  

Despair set over me.  

This was a long, long sentence.

But I had to do it.  My brothers were relying on me.  

And I wouldn't let them down.  I'd make them these shirts if it killed me.

 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

We embraced, and with another explosion of feathers, my brothers had become swans again.  

They turned away from me as if too embarrassed to be seen in those forms and flew out the window, one by one.  I watched them go and listened to the sounds of their wings beating as they flew away.  A single white feather fell to the floor.  I leaned over and picked it up, turning it over again and again.

It was my brothers' prison.

Six shirts.

From flowers.

I could never weave them quickly.  It would take months, if not years and I was all alone out in this world.  

I waited until all the fluttering had vanished before I let the tears fall out.  Now that no one could see me, I was free to feel.  Free to wish I had someone to lean on right now.

I lay on the bed next to the ball of yarn.  With horror, I wondered if it would still follow my commands if I couldn't speak a word.  I grabbed onto it, unable to wait for the answer.  

Take me to some starwort, I thought.

And to my amazement, the ball of yarn rose from my hands.  It was still working.  I still had something on my side here.

The string unraveled and headed for the door, then stopped.  I rushed over and opened it onto the evening and watched the yarn extend out into the dark forest, not stopping.  The ball next to me stayed the same size as more fiber came off, forming a long line into the dusk.  The yarn moved fast, even faster than a carriage with galloping horses.  The starwort was a ways away.  I counted the minutes it took.  Two.  Three.  Five.  Ten.  

Quite far away.

Maybe even tens of miles away or even more.

I'd never reach it by time night fell and get back in time.  And Annie was still out there, hunched in a meadow.  

Come back, I thought.  There were some blossoms back in Fable.  More flowers grew in Fable than they did here, and in Fable it was always the warm season.  At least, in the lighter region it was.  I'd have better luck crossing back over, finding it there, and bringing it back.

It would just be a matter of finding another portal.

And I couldn't do that in the middle of the night with Annie lurking around.

The yarn continued to move, heading out into the wilderness to the distant starwort, but after more silent begging, it slowed and returned.  I watched as the yarn rolled back up into a ball as the last of the day faded away.  I opened the door to the cabin, found my bed, and lay down among the feathers.

It was all that was left of my brothers.

But then I remembered that most portals only opened at midnight.  Father would always leave in the evening to find one whenever he came to visit us out at the cabin.  There was something magic about that hour, even here in this world.  If I was going to find a better way to find the starwort, it was going to be that.

I forced myself back off the bed.  I’d have to take the risk, the risk that Annie might be trying to get back to Fable as well.  I lifted the ball of yarn, went back outside, and closed the cabin door behind me.  

And a low, rumbling sound met my ears.

I froze.  I had never heard a sound like that before, but it was coming from the direction of the road.  It sounded like some monstrous carriage…only, not quite.  I stood there, watching the road, and a pair of distant lights peeked through the trees as the sound got louder.  Those lights were getting closer.  I thought of those people the boys had warned me about, the ones breaking into the buildings here, and I faced the yarn.  I had to get out of here.

Take me to Fable, I thought.

The yarn unraveled as if urging me forward and I followed.  

The yarn straightened out.  It hadn't taken nearly as long as the starwort journey.  The season was wrong here and right in Fable, so I followed the almost-glowing yarn into the forest once again, taking as much comfort as I could knowing that it would lead me back to my brothers when the time came.

The noise got louder.  I glanced back.  The lights were closer and then peeked out from behind the trees.  The pair of them was coming up the road like two giant, glowing eyes, so bright that they lit the trees around them.  I broke into a run, following the yarn, hoping it would roll up behind me so whoever or whatever was coming wouldn’t be able to follow me.

The yarn was easy to see in the dark.  That could be a bad thing.  I ran away from the tiny camp and into the underbrush.  The trees surrounded me and the rumbling noise stopped along with a final crunch of gravel.  Something that sounded like a door opening and closing followed along with shouts.

I’d been detected.

Whoever was in that invention had seen me.

I ran faster.  Getting into Fable sounded even better now.  My life could depend on it.  The yarn wove deeper into the forest, through thicker and thicker trees, and down several hills.  Footsteps were distant behind me, not giving up.  

Shrubs slapped at me.  The yarn provided a glow but not enough to light the way.  I followed a purple line into a dark void filled with wooden hands and leafy fingers.  I scraped a tree trunk and kept going.  Ravel up behind me, I begged the yarn.  Please.  Don’t show them how to find me.

But a glance told me that that yarn wasn’t obeying.  It remained a floating tether behind me.  Anyone could find this.

I was going farther and farther downhill.  Even the leaves felt different down here, more broad and soft.  The shrubs got more dense and slowed me down.  The yarn wasn’t showing me an easy way.  It might even be taking me to the clearing where we first came out when we got here from Fable.  It might be the same one Annie was using.  I’d have to take the risk.

“Is someone out there?” A man called behind me.

I didn’t answer.  I was sure the noise of me fleeing was enough to alert them.

“Come on back up.  We won’t hurt you.”

I detected a lie and pumped my legs harder.  They would hurt me.  If those people weren’t supposed to be in the camp and they knew I’d caught them, they might even take me prisoner.  Bandits showed no mercy.  They might even be trying to hide from the law.  There was law in this world, right?

But then the forest cleared.

And next to me, the yarn rolled back up with its faint rustle.

I was here.  Moonlight spilled into a small meadow filled with waving flowers.  This wasn’t the portal we had used, but the scene was magical, filled with life.  This place reminded me of the fields back in Fable.  Of home.  Father had said on his last visit that portals should always make you think of Fable.  

I crouched in the tall grass.

The man and woman shouted again, then grew more distant.  They had missed me.  

I had no way to check the time.  There were no clocks out here.  One of the video game boxes the brothers had back at the cabin would tell you the time, but we had nothing else.  Even Father didn’t know everything about how this world worked.  The moon was a crescent, low in the sky.

I waited.  And waited, holding the ball of yarn.  No sounds came up behind me.  The bandits seemed to have lost my trail.  That was good.  I didn’t need them finding me out here.  There was nowhere to hide.

But twigs still snapped in the distance.  I sat down in the tall grass, trying to make myself smaller and hide in case any bears were roaming through the woods nearby.  There didn’t seem to be as many of them as there were in Fable, but I wasn’t going to take any chances.  And there might be wolves.  Wolves could be either neutral or dangerous, depending on whether you were in the light region or the dark one.

I watched the moon drift overhead, getting higher in the sky.  It was almost full, maybe a few nights from reaching full brightness.  I felt more protected in the grass the longer the silence dragged on.  The bandits had lost the ball of yarn.  They could be lost in the dark.  I could hope.

Maybe they’d run into Annie and she’d turn them into swans, too.

Wait.  No.  Father had said never to mess with swans, that they were the one creature he would never interfere with.  One of his hunting pals had his arm broken by a swan's wing once.  

After a long time, after the moon had almost reached the top of the sky, the air began to feel electric.

It reminded me so much of the circular pond back in Fable that for a second, I was sure I was near it.  I stood up, looking around.  No water, but the field had grown brighter.  Even in the dark, I could make out the colors of the flowers around me.  Purple.  Yellow daisies.  Even a few tiny blue ones that I had never seen before.  But no starwort.  That was still too far away.

The electric feeling grew as the minutes passed.  I walked closer to the middle of the field and the sensation got stronger until my hair about stood on end.  

“There she is.”

I jumped in panic.  A gruff woman’s voice rang out on the edge of the forest.  I turned in a circle and couldn’t see anyone at first, but then two moving shadows drew closer.  The bandits.  A man, and a woman.  I could make out their shapes across the field and they crashed through grass.  I had seconds before they reached me.  I backed away, tripping on a stone and getting up again, as I ran closer to the center of the field.  The electric feeling was almost screaming now.  The portal was ready to open.  

And then a flash of golden-white light flared around me.

I fell through a void of brightness for what felt like an eternity.  I landed and blinked away the sunlight stabbing at my eyes.  I breathed fresh air and kept running.  Green grass stretched under my feet and blue sky stretched over me.  Two people grunted behind me and I pumped my legs and clutched the yarn, not stopping.  The bandits had come through to Fable with me.  

Home.

And I might die here.

The man yelled profanities behind me.  He had no idea why he was here.  I didn’t look back.  There must be people in that village.  I ran faster.  An older woman in a black dress and white apron swept up outside her house.  She didn't notice me coming.

The man shouted something vulgar at me, something I had never been called before.  They were going to kill me.  I glanced back to see the man and woman bolting after me.  They were gruff, like my brothers said, with scraggly faces and scowls.  The man wore a black T-shirt with a picture of a skull and the woman an ugly blue blouse that had seen better days.

And the man held something metal with a handle and a short tube.

It might even be a gun.

I went to shout for help, but remembered my brothers.  I couldn't speak.  These people might be just as dangerous as Annie and I had to warn this village.  

At last, the old woman looked up.

And ran inside her house, dress swishing.

I darted in and closed the door behind her.  I might die here.  The door had a wooden crossbar that went over it, something that was odd for a village.  I slid it over just as the door started to rattle as the two bandits pounded on it.

"Who are they?" the old woman asked.  She backed towards the corner, to where a trapdoor waited.  She had an escape hatch like she expected danger.  And she was a very old woman, at least in her eighties.  She had books everywhere, including a leather-bound one with gold leaf on the table.  

"Open the damn door!" the man shouted, throwing a blow.  "What just happened?"

My senses sharpened and I caught every detail around me.  The dust flying from the door as they pounded on it from the other side.  The sunlight filtering through the straw roof above me.  

"Are they with Alric?" the woman asked.

I shrugged.  I wasn't sure.  I rushed over and opened the trapdoor for the old woman.  It opened on darkness and stairs that went right into the earth.  

"Down," she ordered me.  "Stay quiet."

I eyed her.  They already knew I was here.  What good would that do us?

But I didn't protest.  I scrambled down the steps, clutching my ball of yarn.  Maybe the bandits wanted that.  They'd seen what it could do.

I couldn't give it up.

If I did, I would give up on my brothers.  Without it I'd never find a portal back to the other world.

We reached the bottom of the stairwell and the woman pulled the door shut above me.  The smell of dirt was overbearing.  I hoped it blended in long enough to throw the bandits off.  "Walk," the woman ordered.  She had more energy than I expected.  "Quickly.  They will find the passage."

I pushed forward, feeling along the wall with my elbows.  It was slow at first, but then the sound of the door breaking down echoed through the house behind us.  I'd never heard so many horrible words uttered from one man and woman.  They talked about how they were going to shoot me and take whatever I had, and how I wasn't going to tell the police--whoever they were--that I'd seen them.  

"They're from the other world," the old woman whispered.  She pushed up behind me and I was already going as fast as I could into pure darkness.  I felt like I was walking through a long grave.  Plant roots tickled at me skin and my cheeks.  It was like the old wine cellar at the castle, the one no one used any more because it was about to collapse.  The yarn glowed in my grasp.  I was holding a purple ball that was floating through a void.  I wanted to ask her how much longer this would take, but remembered my vow to help my brothers.  I could speak to no one.  I kept my lips pursed shut and kept going.  

"This is a maze," the old woman explained.  "You need to make a left about here."  She grabbed my arm and yanked me to that side.

I obeyed, biting in a cry.  The yarn warmed in my grasp like it was begging to be used.  We were moving slowly.  The bandits stomped around back in the old woman's house.  Something fell over, but the woman kept her calm.  She was brave.  Most of the older ladies in my kingdom would have fainted by now.

"There's a trapdoor," the bandit woman shouted.  "Over here."

We didn't have time to wander around down here.  I faced the yarn in my hands and thought a command.

Show us the fastest escape.

And then it floated and unraveled at a speed it had never reached before.

"Your yarn," the woman breathed.  

The glowing lifeline shot into the dark and made a right up ahead.  I flailed around, grabbed the old woman's arm and yanked her after the floating purple line.  I could run through the dark without the risk of running into a wall and making all this earth collapse on us.  I breathed heavily as the trapdoor creaked open some distance back and footsteps thudded down the stairs.

They were relentless.  These bandits wanted us dead.  

They might even go after the rest of the village.

Chickens clucked above us as I pulled the old woman along the floating yarn.  It glowed more as if urging us to hurry.  Roll up behind us, I thought.  

This time it obeyed as if ashamed of its past mistake.  The yarn rolled up beside me, forming a growing ball again.  The old woman muttered something but we kept going.

“Where are you?” the man shouted, far behind.  He called us some terrible things.  “Where did you go?”

A corner.  Another corner.  I felt like the yarn was taking us in circles.  But then the string sloped upward and sunlight filtered down.  The old woman panted next to me.  I hated dragging her through this place, but I had no choice.

We climbed out of the underground.  The two of us had run some distance.  Trees and daylight greeted us as we ascended from the tunnel.    

The female bandit shouted again, but her voice was muffled and far back.  The two of us stood there in the cover of the forest, panting.  The old woman bent over and grabbed her chest.  I reached out to steady her.

“I’m okay,” she said.  “I just haven’t run that fast since Alric’s flock of crows landed on this village a few months back.  I’m not exactly a spring chicken anymore.”

Alric.  She knew about him.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  All of Fable knew about him by now.  Months ago, the whole Fox Kingdom next to us went dark for a short time because of him.  The Stone Kingdom went through the same thing and I’d heard a rumor from Bernice that the Tree Kingdom had been shrunken and imprisoned in Alric’s lair all because he was hunting for someone.  This woman must suspect these bandits had been sent by him.

The shouts from the underground maze got louder for a second, then faded as the old woman recovered and breathed normally again.  She faced me.  Her face was kind, but her eyes hard like she had seen a lot, like she was filled with stories.  Some of them were dark.  “You came here from the other world.  And so did those criminals, I’m afraid.  You must have stumbled into a portal.”  She studied my clothes and took a step closer like she was about to share some horrible news.  “A lot of people appear at this village when they come through.  You’ve landed in a world called Fable, where the fairy tales you knew as a child are real.”

It was my clothes.  She didn’t realize that I was from Fable.  I couldn’t speak.  Fable was just the normal world.  The other world was the strange one.  

"Do you understand?" the old woman asked.  

For the first time, I realized how hard breaking my brothers’ curse was going to be.  

I couldn’t utter a word.  To anyone.  So I nodded.  

I waved the woman away from the tunnel that sloped into the ground.  We’d traveled some distance from the village, so far that the houses looked like they could fit tiny dolls.  The darkness underground had thrown off my sense of direction and distance.  The bandits were under the field and the trees somewhere.  I hated the thought.

“Don’t worry,” the old woman told me.  “They will be lost down there for a while.  We have a little bit of time.  They may even fall into one of the pit traps we’ve dug down there.  But just in case, I’ll post a huntsman out here who can shoot them before he’s detected.”  

I opened my eyes wide.  This old woman wasn’t capable of murder.  

But she was capable of protecting herself.  “The village here has dug these escape tunnels in case Alric ever decides to invade.”  She took my arm and walked me around the huge field that held the village in the middle.  She was also strong.  We stayed in the trees, under cover.  I could barely see the field, but I felt better the more distance we put between us and the tunnel exit.  

The trees were stained with bird droppings like the biggest flock in the world had landed here at one point.  “And I’m afraid Alric will, with me here.”

I wanted to ask her who she was and why Alric wanted her so much, but I couldn’t.  She was just an ordinary village woman, maybe even a wise woman.  Alric went after bigger prey.  Kingdoms.  

“You don’t speak much, do you?  Or can you speak?”

I shook my head.  This was frustrating.

The woman frowned at me.  “I’m Mary,” she said.  “I’m from the other world, the one you just came from.  I came to Fable by mistake thirty years ago.  A portal opened in my library after I had decorated it for a fairy tale reading.  I’ve been here ever since, with no way out.  But I’ve made a life here.”  We found a small trail through thick trees and I felt safer.  If the bandits came out of the tunnels, we were hidden.  “Alric does not want me here.  I know things about the stories that bind this world together.  You aren’t with Alric, are you?”

I shook my head so hard that my neck went into spasm and I had to grab it.  And here was this story stuff again, the whole creepy idea that we were characters in the other world's collective imagination.  Stories.  Legends, almost.  This woman must be in the believer camp.  

Or maybe she was right.  

“Those criminals that followed you?  Are they?”

I shrugged. 

“Do you even know who Alric is?”  Mary wasn’t wasting her time.  I could sense she was normally a nice woman, but stress had turned her inside out and brought out thorns.  I knew how that felt, to have to bring out parts of yourself that you never wanted to.  I’d had to show my brothers tough love many, many times.  

I nodded.  And frowned.

“Are you from Fable?  That yarn you carry.  It’s magical.  I believe it’s in at least one story, though I can't remember it off the top of my head.  There are so many."

I nodded and checked to make sure the bandits weren't coming through the forest at us.  We remained hidden.  At least she knew what questions to ask.  Maybe Mary had seen people appear by her village before.  I'd heard from Bernice that they tended to drop people in the same places.  

"So you've gone to the other world and back," she said.  "I see.  Are you on the run from Alric?  Have you figured out which story is yours?"  She kept her voice low and asked me the question like it was the most important thing in the world.  As if the world depended on it.  

Somewhere, a bug buzzed.  

I shook my head again.

Mary might know something about swan curses.  About easier ways to remove them.  Wise women knew things and Bernice had told me stories about Hilda, the wise woman from her village.  Hilda used to predict the future and she always had magical artifacts around her hut. 

And I had no way to ask her.  I couldn’t mime out my story too well, let alone six flying swans and Annie herself.  And if Irving was right, I couldn't even draw pictures.  

Mary turned her head.  “Check the field.  I don’t see too well.  Make sure those criminals aren’t out.  If they’re not, just nod at me.”

She wasn’t asking me to speak, at least.  Perhaps she knew something about this after all.

I checked the field.  Flowers waved in the breeze and a few sheep grazed way across on the other side, but there was nothing else.  I shook my head and Mary smiled.

"Then I will send someone over to deal with them.  They will be lost forever in the maze.  Let's walk back to my house."

We exited the forest and the village spread out in the distance.  The grass came up to my knees.  We stood near a huge clump of blossoms that were shaped like little white stars.

My heart rose.

Starwort.

So.  Much.  Starwort.  

Fable’s lighter part was never short on flowers.  I had made the right decision to come here and search.  It would cut down the time needed to travel to wherever it was in the other world.  I'd just need a sack.

And a way to weave flower stems into shirts.  

And a touch of magic, wherever that was.  Maybe this wise woman had some flowing through her.  

And no bandits had emerged.

I gave Mary a thumbs up.  She smiled, wrinkles crinkling together.

The two of us walked across the field as fast as we could.  The old woman panted for breath again, careful not to break into a run.  I couldn’t just leave her.  I studied the field the whole time, waiting for the man’s face to pop up through the grass like some troll from the underworld.  But it never came.  We entered the village and passed several chickens pecking at some fresh seeds.  An old man leaned against the house, glaring at me.  The smells of fresh hay and packed dirt surrounded me.  There weren't many people here at all.  The sounds of children playing were absent.  We passed two women working in a garden, but no one else.  

Then I remembered.

The trapdoor in Mary's house.  

She seemed to remember the same time I did.  Mary stopped in front of her house and motioned for me to peek in.  Her door hung open and the crossbeam lay broken on the floor in two pieces.  No one had noticed yet.  The bandits had knocked over the table and books lay strewn everywhere along with papers, some of which looked like drawn maps of the village and the surrounding forest.  A clay pot lay broken on the floor along with dirt and a fallen lily.  They had ransacked this place and probably taken some of Mary’s things.

If my father’s knights were here, they would find the bandits and finish them off.  

I nodded to Mary.  She swept into the house.

“Block the trapdoor,” she said.

She got on one side of the table, glanced at it, and back to me.  I got on the other end and we stood the table back up and slid it across the planks to the trapdoor, which lay open.  I closed it and with one lift, we set the heavy table over the door.

I felt a lot safer.  I hoped the bandits wouldn’t expect us to come back here.

“Good,” Mary said.  “We need to go get the huntsman.  Come with me.”

It was obvious these people didn’t have knights.  I didn’t know which kingdom this was.  All of them had villages like this.  I followed Mary between the houses.  The old man leaned on his pitchfork and glared after me.  I walked past him quickly in case he decided to stab me with it.  It seemed like every village had a guy like that.

Some of the doors to the houses were open.  Many of them were empty, but a few had people.  I thought I saw a girl with very long hair curled up on her lap sitting in one along with another girl in yellow dress, but I couldn’t stop to stare at any of them.  A freckled young man stood behind them and watched Mary like he wanted to speak to her, but she leaned close.  “Shut your door, Henry.  There are people with guns around here.”

“Guns?” Henry asked.  “What are those?”

“Close your door,” Mary repeated.

Henry obeyed.  I followed Mary through the town square, where chickens pecked at some seed another woman had just thrown on the ground.  I’d seen lots of villages.  Bernice had taken me to some markets back in the Swan Kingdom.  This one was different, more empty, like many of the people had fled.  And there were no children.  I hadn’t seen anyone under my age yet.

Maybe the adults had sent them away.

A small hut waited on the other side of the village.  Mary knocked on the door with three loud bangs.  A young man in green answered.  

“Macon, is your father here?” Mary asked, squinting at him.

“I’m afraid he’s not, ma’am,” Macon said.  He had a long face and dark hair and the most serious expression I’d ever seen.

Mary sighed.  She hadn’t been hoping for this.  “Then you need to go and watch the north exit of the tunnels,” Mary ordered.  “Take your bow.   There are two bandits from the other world inside, trying to find their way out, and they might be carrying guns.  You know, those death sticks from the other world?  You will need to hide and shoot them when they come out.”

“Actually, it will be better to watch the exit from the hill directly behind it,” Macon explained, holding up a finger.  “I’ve been shooting this bow for years.  You need to have a clear shot.  When you try to shoot through thick underbrush, your arrow might get stuck and—“

“Macon!” Mary shouted with so much force that I jumped.  “Go and guard the exit.  Now.  This is an emergency!”

Macon jumped and his eyebrows rose as he stared at Mary in shock.  But then he turned away, sighed, and picked up a bunch of arrows that he had scattered all over his table.  He stuffed them into a quiver and slung it over his back.  Grabbing a bow, he stormed past Mary and towards the other side of the village.  

Mary faced me, her hands on her hips.  “I cannot stand that young man.  Come on.  We can safely go back to the house.  I need to check something.”

She sounded so afraid that I couldn’t help but follow her.  Mary broke into a run the last several feet to her house as if she were rushing to put a fire out inside of it.  But nothing was ablaze.  I followed her in and let my eyes adjust to the darkness.  Mary knelt down in the papers and sifted through the books, holding each one up to her face and throwing them down one by one.  Her movements got more desperate the longer she worked.

"Where is it?" she asked.  "Where is the book?"

I couldn't answer her.  I remembered something about a big leather one with gold lettering.  And that one wasn't here among the maps and notes.

Mary felt around and I joined her because I wasn't sure what else to do.  There was no book.  The old woman sat up and frowned.  She let out a breath and let her face fall to her hands.

I dropped the yarn, which rolled away and settled on the map of this village.  It waited there and its glow seemed to die as if mourning the loss of the book.

What book? I thought, but of course Mary couldn't hear my thoughts.  Only some of the animals in Fable could, especially those who had once been human like my brothers.  

Mary took her face from her hands at last.  She leveled her gaze at me and studied me for a long time, but I couldn't defend myself.  What if she thought I had brought the bandits here to steal her book?

But at last she sighed and motioned for me to help her up.  I gave her my hand and she pulled on my arm and came to standing with the pop of a joint.  

"That book," Mary said, "Was Grimm's Complete Fairy Tales.  It was written in the other world and it contains every story that has ever happened or will happen in Fable.  Including yours, whatever it is.  That volume contains your fate, and if we can't get it back, we will never have a chance at stopping Alric."

 


Chapter Five

 

 

I couldn't say anything.

Literally.

Mary stood, silent.  The bandits had just taken off with something very, very valuable.  Maybe they thought it was some kind of treasure with the gold leaf on it.  Books were expensive in Fable, especially ones as well made as that.  And I couldn't be sure that they weren't working for Alric.  They were the type of people he would hire.

If it was true that Fable was a collection of stories told in the other world, and Mary was some keeper of those stories...then losing that book would be a disaster.  I wondered  if there was a written tale of a girl whose brothers became swans.  

"The fate of Fable," Mary said, turning away.  "It's all in that book.  Those stories are the glue that hold this world together."

And now the answer was own in the passages.  Lost.

Unless Macon could shoot the bandits, but I wasn't very confident in that.

But wait.

I had the yarn.  Of course we could find it.

I tapped Mary on the arm.  She turned and I held up the yarn ball.  She stared at it, not comprehending, so I grabbed a book off the floor and pointed to it, then the yarn again.  

Mary's eyes widened in understanding.  "Your yarn.  It can show us where the book is?"

I nodded.  We were getting somewhere.

Mary smiled.  "I knew there was something going on with that.  Let me assemble a force and then we're going to go down after it."

 

* * * * *

 

I could only wait in Mary's house while she went out and gathered whoever was going to go down into the tunnels.  I turned the ball of yarn over and over in my hands as I sat in a stiff wooden chair and waited.  The table remained still on the trapdoor and no shouts came out.  I thought of Macon out there, perched and waiting for them to emerge from the tunnels.  It was the only way out, their only option.  If he could shoot them dead, we could get the book back.  The yarn might not even take anyone underground.  That would be best.

I seemed to wait forever, even though it was only a few minutes.  Mary came back into the cottage with the freckled guy named Henry and another young man in tow, one about my age or a little older.  He had a broad chest and dark hair that spilled down the sides of his face and he had a sword hanging from his belt, one that had a jeweled handle.  One of the orange gems shone in the light for a second.  The young man glanced at me and back to Mary, confused.  Heat rushed to my face.  

“The book is missing,” Mary said like she was briefing them.  “It is down in the tunnels.  We need to get it back in case those thieves down there are allied with Alric.  There are underground ponds down there they could even use to speak to him or hand him the book.”

A shudder raced across me.  Henry stood there and frowned.  I’d heard rumors that Alric could walk through mirrors and that he had a magic one at his castle.  If Mary was right and the book really held our stories, and Alric could find a way to control them, then darkness could spread over all of Fable.  

“Who’s she?” Henry asked.

“For some reason, she cannot speak,” Mary explained for me.  “She just got here from the other world but she's been in Fable before.  This girl has a magical ball of yarn that can show you how to get to whatever you want to get to.  She will lead you to the thieves.”

I gulped and terror spread through me.  The insults the man had shouted at me reverberated through my mind and I still had to gather the starwort and find another way back to the other world.  I could do that, but the longer I waited, the longer my brothers had to remain swans.

And the longer Annie had to find me.

But I would do this.  My story could very well be in that book--and so could the solution.  I'd have to assume that Mary was right that Fable was born from the imaginations of the other world.

I nodded and the two young men moved the table from the trapdoor.  There was no time for introductions.  The second young man had a square shaped mole above his eye.  He grimaced at me and then managed a smile.  This is going to be fun, he was trying to say.  I appreciated his sarcasm.

We might not come out of the tunnels alive.

The two guys went down the ladder first.  I paused and followed.  The earthy smell surrounded me again as I stood in the square of light, staring into infinite darkness.  The bandits were in here somewhere.  

Death was waiting.  

The dark-haired guy leaned close.  “I’m sorry you have to be down here with us.  A lady shouldn’t have to do this.”  

I agreed, but it was necessary.  Who was this young man?  He wore a leather tunic and leggings along with shiny, black boots.  The gems on his sword reminded me of the color of the Sun Kingdom, which was two kingdoms away from ours.  

He had a weapon and I had a yarn ball.

I held up the yarn as the two boys watched.  Show us where Mary's book of stories is, I thought.

And the yarn spiraled apart and formed a line deeper into the tunnel.

It was down here.  Great.

Henry faced the other guy.  "Looks like we get to feel along the walls, Mica.  I hope no one's relieved themselves recently right above us."

I wanted to laugh.  He reminded me of Immanuel and Ike and their gross humor.  

I motioned for them to follow.  Once again I followed the purple line into darkness.  Now that there was no one dangerous behind me, the dark was a lot scarier.  I'd be spending some time down here now.  The yarn floated beside us, hovering like the world's longest and thinnest snake, and every time my forearm brushed against it my skin tingled.

"This is some kind of light magic," Henry said.  "It reminds me of Rae's hair."

"You're obsessed with Rae's hair," Mica said, his breath blowing on my neck.  "That isn't normal for a man.  We have better things to love."

"Don't mind my cousin," Henry told me.  "He's a bit coarse sometimes."

I wanted to say that I'd grown up with six boys and was used to it, but I couldn't.  I held my finger up to my mouth to shush them, but they couldn't see me.  I could only feel a tiny draft blowing against me, born somewhere in the distance.  We were sticking close together.  The bandits could be anywhere down here and I was walking in the lead.

I listened.  Every little drip of water and footstep of the guys stuck out to me.  It was hard to continue walking where the yarn led, around every corner and through every narrow tunnel.  My heart raced the deeper we went.  The tunnel sloped down, then to the side, and then up again.  We were heading in a different direction Mary and I had gone before.  The bandits had gone very deep into the tunnel network.  

The yarn wouldn't lead us into any traps--would it?  If it was full of light magic, it might not.  

But I didn't know that.

Just then, dirt crumbled at my feet and I stepped back, gasping.

"What's wrong?" Mica asked, catching me from behind.  

I leaned into him, so glad he was there.  His fingers curled into my upper arms.  I couldn't answer him.  All I could think about was the fall I had almost taken into some hidden pit and the fact that Mica was holding my arms.  His chest was so broad, so strong.  He'd make a good knight if he wasn't one already.  

"She can't speak," Henry said.  Another hand landed on my shoulder.  "Shrug if it's a trap."

I shrugged so much that Henry let go of me and Mica whistled.

"Maybe we should have me walk in the lead," Mica said.  "Can this yarn show us another way around and avoid killing us?"

I didn't even have to think anything.  The yarn retracted, rolling into a ball next to me, and led us back in the other direction.  

I went to cut ahead of the guys, to walk away from the pit, but Mica squeezed past me.  "You don't have to do this," he said.  "Let someone else take the lead for a while."

Sighing, I let him cut ahead.  It was my fault the bandits were here and they had taken Mary's book.  I should walk in the front and not let someone else get hurt or worse.  But Mica wouldn't have it.  His footsteps went ahead, following the new glowing trail that the yarn blazed through the dark.  The longer I stayed down here, the brighter it seemed to get.  Or maybe my eyes were adjusting.

The bandits would see this a mile away if they were anywhere close.

I reached out and scraped the back of someone's vest.  "I'll walk behind you," Henry said.  "You should stay in the middle."

I didn't understand why these two were so willing to get hurt for me.  This was my responsibility.  I'd brought the bandits here, but the three of us walked, single file, and Mica never screamed from a surprise fall down a pit.  I made a note to myself to always tell the yarn to find a safe way to whatever I needed next.

The yarn seemed to go on forever and the tunnel sloped down again.  A stronger draft blew against my skin.  I hoped we were close to where Macon was waiting for the bandits to emerge.  I hated the thought of getting too far under the ground.  Horrible things lived in Fable's underworld.

"Shhh," Mica said, and stopped.

I ran right into him and let out a grunt.  I sounded so unladylike in front of him and I hated that.  

But then I heard the voices.

"Gerald, I swear, if we almost fall in one more pit, I'm going to shoot you right now."

"Would you shut up?"  The man followed with another insult.

"This place is a death trap.  That girl did something.  She sent us back in time."

The man said more that was lost in echoes, but then more words came out clear.  "We didn't go back through time, Emily.  Stop being such an idiot.  That flash was something else.  And what good is that book going to do us?"

She paused.  "It might be worth something.  And fine.  We wound up in a parallel dimension."

The voices faded a bit.  Ahead, the yarn made a left turn into another tunnel--in the direction the voices had come.  This tunnel system was huge.  The yarn vibrated as if urging us to hurry.

"No more pit traps," Mica said.  Judging from the way the yarn jerked, he'd seized it in anger.

He might be angry that I'd almost gotten hurt.

No.  He should be angry at me.  I was the reason this had happened.  I'd disrupted this quiet village and now I might be ending the lives of these two young men.

We followed and the voices stayed quiet, but then burst out loud again.

"Another pit!"  The man shouted so loud it sounded like he was only feet ahead of us, just beyond another turn of the yarn.

"Hold on," Emily said.  "I've got you.  Drop the book and take my hand.  Step towards me!"

Dirt scraped and something fell to the dirt ahead with a soft thud.  

That was it.  

The man cursed and panted for breath.  She had pulled him away from the mouth of it.  They were distracted.  We had to move now.

But Mica was already running.  His faint shadow ran past the yarn, blocking some of it from view, and the man cursed again.  "Someone's coming!"

I ran after him.  

I couldn't let Mica get hurt because of me.  

A deafening boom sounded through the air and the tunnel lit with a second of light.  Sparks flew and the stench of smoke filled the air.  But Mica let out a war cry and the sound of metal scraping leather followed.  Men grunted.  Dirt scraped.  The two men scuffled and another boom went off.  Sparks flew.  

"Mica!" Henry shouted.  He pushed past me.  "Let me go!"

Was this what guns sounded like?  

Every instinct warned me against following the men into the tunnel.  But I had to grab the book.  Grab Mica.  I followed Henry and ran past the end of the yarn just as it started to roll up.  I reached out and felt around on the dirt and someone's hands hit me on the shoulders, pushing me down.  My face hit dirt as someone stepped on my legs, trying to flee the fight.  Pain surged through my knee and something popped.  I coughed and spat out soil.  Grainy gravel.  Bodies hit the wall next to me and scuffled.  

Something whizzed through the air and hit someone's flesh with a wet thunk.

An eerie silence fell and someone backed right into me.  

The bandit man cursed again, just a few feet in front of us.  

And screamed.

It was a horrible sound, full of more pain than I could imagine.  Something metallic filled the air and invaded my lungs.  The smell of blood.

The bandit was bleeding.

Mica had used his sword on the man.

"Push him over," Henry said behind me.  "End his misery.  Please."

Sickness welled up inside of me.  I had been around swords all my life, but I'd never seen them used on someone.  My brothers used to fight with wooden swords and they made each other bleed all the time, but this was different.  This man might die.

Mica grunted and a blow rang out.

"Gerald!" Emily shouted from behind me.  "No!"  Another body pushed past me.  The other bandit.  

I reached out to stop her.  Mica and the man scuffled again and another scream rang out as Gerald plummeted.  The woman shoved me away and I flailed, but found the wall and steadied myself.  

A faint and a sound like shattering glass thud ended the man's pain.  

And then silence fell except for the woman's breathing.

The book.  

The thought popped up like a desperate reminder.  I had to find that.

I'd focus on that and not think about what happened.  I dropped to the floor and brushed someone's leg as I felt around, and at last I rubbed my hand across something smooth and flat, with pages that I could ruffle.  

Mary's book of stories.

Perhaps even my story.  

The woman sobbed next to me and called Gerald's name over and over.  It echoed out of the pit as if mocking her.  I held onto the book tight, running my hand over the title, which was sunken into the cover and smoother than the rest of it.  

"We need to leave," Henry said, quiet in my ear.

"Gerald!" Emily shouted.  

I stood. 

Emily fumbled with something and there was a click.  Something about it was dangerous.

And her footsteps shuffled. 

"I don't know who you are or how valuable that book is," she said, her voice filled with hate.  "But I'll kill every last one of you."

And another boom rang out along with another flash of sparks.

Something zipped past my ear and found its mark in the wall behind us with a small explosion.  Mica muttered something.  Henry cursed.  Whatever this woman had could kill better than any sword.  Mica had the element of surprise before.  He didn't now.

"Retreat!" Mica shouted.

I held the book tight and the glowing ball of purple floated next to me, keeping pace.  It had stayed.  I'd forgotten about it until now.  

Show us a safe way out!

The yarn obeyed, casting a winding path.

Another boom rang out.  Light flashed, revealing brown earth, and died.  

Whatever she was doing could kill us.

And then we’d end up on the bottom of a pit.

We had to trust the yarn now.  I ran as fast as I could in the lead, pumping my legs.  The woman could follow us too.  The yarn was just as visible to her.  Mica and Henry ran behind me, panting.  They’d take the blow first.  

Another shot rang out and the woman cursed.  She was just as vile as the man.  But her curses got farther and farther away the more we ran.  The yarn rolled up next to me as we went, leaving her no way to follow.  

“Go go go,” Henry said.  He was in the back.

Mica pushed me forward.  I followed the purple string and it sloped upward.  We ran around corner after corner.  Light stabbed into my eyes at last.  I ran uphill and stumbled.  Henry bolted past me, but Mica paused and helped me up.  I gave him a silent thank you as the two of us climbed the hill and towards daylight.  Henry burst out into the open space as the yarn rolled up next to me again.

A horrible thunk followed.

Henry cried out in pain above us.

My heart withered and I remembered.

Macon.  

He was waiting for the bandits to emerge.

“Henry!” Mica shouted.  He let go of me.  “Henry!”

I followed Mica up and out of the tunnel.  Macon was running towards us, his face very pale and his mouth falling open.  He dropped his bow as he knelt next to Henry, who lay on the ground and had an arrow sticking right through his upper leg.  Henry seethed as blood blossomed on his leggings.  I wanted to throw up.  I'd seen plenty of arrows, too, but never in a person.  

He might bleed out or get an infection.

I dropped the book in the grass and ran over, feeling useless.  

“My leg,” Henry managed.

“It’s going to be all right,” Mica told him.  “We’ll get it out.”  Then he glared at Macon.  “Why did you do that?”

Macon steeled his features.  “I thought he was one of the bandits.”

“You could have looked before you let loose,” Mica said.  "And watch the exit.  There's still one alive in there!  We lost her but you can't leave it unguarded."

I eyed the tunnel.  The bandit didn't emerge.

Macon stared him down.  “You should not have come out through the tunnel where you knew I was waiting.”

Henry seethed again.  I bristled.  No.  Just no.  Macon was not going to make this our fault.  But before I could slap him, Mica beat me to it.  He grabbed Macon by the shirt with one hand and hit him across the nose with the other.  Shoving Macon down to the grass, he towered over him.  “If you're not going to be useful, get out of here,” he said, going for his sword.

Macon obeyed.  He didn’t even grab his bow as he got up and stalked towards the village.  Mica grabbed it and faced the exit again.  

And then Mica faced me.  “We need Rae,” he said, calmer than he should be.  “I can’t pull the arrow out until we get her here.  She has very long hair.”

I thought of the girl I had seen and I broke into a run back to the village.

It didn’t take long to find her.  She was in the same house Henry had been standing in, at the table with a lit candle and reading a book.  She looked up at me as I stood in her doorway.  She did have long hair, so long her braid formed a pile on the floor.  

I waved her out.  Come on, I wanted to shout.

“Who are you?” she asked.

I waved again, more desperate.  I pointed to my leg and grimaced, then pointed in the direction Henry was in.  

“Is someone hurt?” she asked.  

I had no idea why I was doing this.  How was a girl with long hair going to help Henry?  He might bleed out once Mica pulled the arrow out.  That happened sometimes.  I’d heard stories from my brothers, who had heard stories from the knights.  I nodded and the girl got up from her chair.  She had a dress on almost the color of grass, with white lace around her collar.  

We ran back through the village, passing Macon, who rolled his eyes at me as if we had done all the wrong.  I ignored him and led the girl—Rae—onto the hill that overlooked the tunnel’s exit.

And stopped.

The bandit woman stood there in her white shirt and jeans, holding the metal weapon.  The gun.  She pointed it at Mica and Henry, who didn’t see her.

Before I could shout a warning and doom my brothers to the lives of swans, she pulled something on the handle and a click followed.

And another.

The woman scowled and tried again and again, but nothing happened.  The weapon wasn’t working for some reason.  The woman threw it down, which landed next to the book we had rescued.

And then she grabbed the book, turned, and ran into the trees.

“Who’s that?” Rae asked.  “She’s taking Mary’s book!” 

The woman vanished into the trees.  Mica looked up at us and waved us down.  He hadn't noticed.  “He’s losing blood!” Mica shouted.  “I need you now!”

Next to him, Henry lay there, going pale.

“Henry!” Rae shouted.  

I followed her as she knelt beside him.  The blood was worse now.  The entire front of Henry's trousers had turned crimson and dark and wet.  Henry was very pale and he'd given up grasping his leg.  Weakness had set in.  His eyes fluttered up to the sky and back to us again.  

I'd never seen anything this bad, even with six brothers who got hurt all the time.  We had to get the arrow out.  

I grasped onto the shaft and nodded to Mica.  

"I can do this," Mica said.  "You shouldn't have to."

I glared at him.  The arrow had gone through Henry from the back.  Macon had shot him from behind.  We should break it before pulling it out.  Taking the point back through his leg would do more damage than was already done.

"Hurry," Rae said, tears choking her words.  "I can't do anything while it's still in his leg."  She scooted closer and her hair fell against my shin.  It was warm.  Tingling, like the yarn.  Light magic.  This girl must be full of it.  

I bent and bent and the arrow snapped, cutting into my palm a bit.  I didn't know what Rae had planned, but it might have something to do with her hair.  I motioned for Mica to roll Henry over.  He obeyed, jaw falling open in shock that I was in charge here.  

There was even more blood on the other side of his leg.  The arrow's tail stuck out of it.  It had punctured an artery.  Blood leaked out around it, more with each heartbeat.  We were losing Henry.  

I pulled the arrow out with a disgusting wet sound.

And he screamed.  

I waved Rae over, but she already moved.  She took her long braid and wrapped it over his leg the best she could and lay over him.  Mica pulled me back and I stood, heart pounding.  Henry groaned in agony and I couldn't bear to watch.  Blood, I could deal with.  Injuries, I could deal with.

But not seeing someone suffer like this.

It was too much like seeing Isiah cry.

But as Rae lay over Henry, his cries of agony got to be less and less.  His breathing became steadier and calmer.  At last, she got up.

The blood was still there on his trousers, coating them from front to back, but the spot was no longer growing.  The sparkle in Rae's hair was a little duller now and fatigue made shadows under her eyes, but her shoulders slumped with relief.  She managed a smile.  "He's healed."

I sighed in relief.  I could still do that, at least.  

Henry lay there for a minute as if trying to recover his energy, and then he stood.  He legs trembled like he was a newborn calf.  

"Where is the man who shot me?" he asked, turning to look and almost tripping.  "I was coming out of the tunnel, and then there's an arrow going through my leg.  Did the coward leave?"

"He did," Mica said.  "If this were my kingdom, I would imprison him.  Not so much for the accident, but for his shifting the blame over to us."

I looked around for Macon.  He stood there at the edge of the village, watching.  I hoped the guilt was eating him.  

I had to go.  The starwort was still growing in the field on the other side of the village.  There was none over here.  I turned and walked away from Henry, Mica and Rae.  I picked up my yarn, which lay forgotten in a clump of weeds next to the tunnel.  I'd dropped it along with the book when Henry got shot.

The book.

The bandit woman had it now.  We'd rescued it and then I'd let it go, only to have it taken away again.

I turned back to Mica, but he was already putting his hand on the handle of his sword and facing the trees.  He'd made the same realization.  Macon had slowed us down, had let the woman get away with Mary's secrets and all of our stories.  Mica faced Rae and Henry.  "Go get some rest," he said.  "I'll get the huntsman over there and we'll go find her.  He owes us that."  Mica turned and waved Macon closer.  

The huntsman obeyed, dragging his feet.  Mica tossed his bow down onto the grass and Macon claimed it again.  He was very, very silent.  

"You and I will go find the bandit woman," he ordered.  "She has the book.  We need to have it back."

Macon nodded.  The two of them ran into the trees in the direction she had gone.

Rae slung her arm over Henry's shoulders and the two of them walked towards the village, leaning on each other for support.  Everyone was leaving me.  That was fine.  I had my own work to do now.  Mica was the best person to go out and find Mary's book.  I had to help my brothers.  That was my mission.  

I ran back through the village, trying to leave the blood and the booming sound of the bandit's weapon and the wet pulling sound behind.  I peeked into buildings until I found one with some grain sacks.  I'd seen the servants at my father's castle hauling them all the time, but I'd never used one myself.  I would now.  I grabbed one off the floor and stepped over crushed wheat, heading back out into the field.  I was thirsty and hungry and weak from the run through the tunnels, but I couldn't let that stop me.  My brothers were all that mattered right now.  I couldn't see if my story was in that book.  Not right now, anyway.  I might as well do everything I could.

The starwort grew in a bigger patch than I remembered.  I kneeled down and set to work, picking the flowers by the stems and stuffing them into the bag.  The sun beat down on me and I got warm.  My head pounded and my hands began to blister as a small pile of the starwort blossoms piled up inside the bag.  This was going to take a very long time and I still had no idea how I would weave these into shirts.  This would be almost impossible.  

Hopelessness crushed down on me by time I had filled half the bag a couple of hours later.  I sat back, studying my hands.  They were red, covered in angry welts.  Patches of skin rose on my fingers like tiny domes and I poked at one, which popped.  

Blood came out.  

I'd never had hands like this before.

"Why are you picking all these flowers?"

I jumped.  Mica stood there, covered in leaf bits from running through the woods.  He sheathed his sword and the orange gem glowed in the setting sun.  I'd been out here for hours.

I went back to picking.  I'd been slowed down enough.

I thought of Immanuel ready to throw himself in the raging river back home.  Of his terror that we would lose Father, too.  

What if, during his fifteen minutes free from his swan form, he decided he was that miserable again?  

"Hey," Mica said, kneeling down next to me.  "Why do you have to pick all these flowers?"

I shook my head and kept working.  Fire spread through my palms with each new stem I severed.  There were so many more of these flowers.  So many more that I'd need.  

"Are you under a curse?"

I shook my head again.  And remembered the book.

Had he and Macon saved it?

If I could look at it and find a story like mine--and there could be one--I could show it to Mica.  I could tell him what was happening and he and everyone else in this village would understand without breaking the rules.  

"That was brave, what you did back there," he said.  "I've never met a girl as brave as you.  Most of them would faint at the sight of so much blood."

Heat rushed to my face.  I liked the compliment, but I needed to get this done.  I didn't have time for my own happiness.  

"I don't know why you can't talk," Mica continued.  "Alric is doing a lot of horrible things in Fable lately.  The dark spots around us are growing bigger.  There's one only a mile away and it's doubled in size since I got out here to meet Mary a few weeks ago.  I needed to know if anything or anyone in my kingdom had a story in that book, so I've been asking her.  If I have stories in my kingdom, Alric could use them to turn the entire place dark."  He stood and sighed.  "I wasn't able to find Mary's book.  The bandit woman escaped with it.  Macon and I got split up for a while and then we had to give up and come back before it gets too dark.  We can hope that a bear gets to the bandit and we can find the book later."

I stared at him, dropping the flower I had picked.  

"She might only be someone lost from the other world," Mica said.  "Or she might be someone dangerous who is only appears that way.  Either way, there's a chance the book could fall into the wrong hands.  Alric already has a copy and he knows all the stories, but we need the book if we're going to figure out how the stories need to end.  If stories don't end the way they should, darkness follows."

My heart fell.

Without the book, I couldn't tell anyone the truth.

I had led the bandits here and now I had ruined everything.

I looked down at the sack of flowers.  The blossoms remained alive and fresh even taken from their roots, as if waiting for me to begin weaving.  All I had were my brothers' words that this would work.  

"Let me help you with that," Mica said.  "You helped us.  I don't know why you have to do that, but it looks important."

I wanted to tell him that no, I hadn't helped them, but he kneeled beside me and pulled flowers from the ground three or four at a time.  I accepted the help.  My brothers hadn't told me I couldn't have any.  

"The book Mary had," Mica said as we picked.  "Grimm's Fairy Tales.  It's very rare in Fable.  She and Alric have the only known copies.  I've heard there are more in the other world.  You just came from there, right?"

I nodded.  

"And you have that yarn."

I searched and snatched it out of the grass.  

"Can you show us how to get there?  Mary would love another copy.  We need another copy.  And we may have to...change our location if that woman is somehow connected to Alric or his family."

I had to get back to the other world anyway.  My brothers were still there.  I didn't know where the heck to find another copy of that book in the other world, but we had to try it.  Until we found it, I was silenced.

I dropped another couple of flowers into the bag.  

"Take a break," Mica said.  "Let your hands heal a bit.  I can finish this for you."

More heat rushed to my face.  I let my burning hands fall to my jeans.  I wasn't dressed properly for a lady in Fable.  Why was I attracting Mica's attention?

He picked.  "Can I ask you some yes or no questions?  I'd like to know your name.  When I get to the letter your name starts with, just hold up your hand."

I nodded.  

And Mica recited each letter slowly, giving me time to react.  I raised my hand when he got to I.

"That helps," he said, smiling.  It was a perfect smile.  A strong smile.  "There aren't a lot of 'I' names out there.  Nod when I get to the right one.  Isabel?  Ilonka?"  He thought.  "Irma?  Ignacia?"

I held up my hand and nodded, looking stupid.

"I got it!" Mica said, ripping a few more starwort blossoms from the ground.  "Ignacia.  I like that name.  Almost reminds me of--"

"Mica."

I jumped.  He stood.  

A woman in a shimmering orange dress, one the color of the setting sun, approached us with a stiff walk and a scowl.  Her hair was tied with a golden thread that spilled down over her shoulder.  I hadn't seen her before, but she had the same dark hair as Mica and she appeared about twenty years older.

"What are you doing out here?" she asked.  "We are supposed to be meeting with Mary about the missing book.  I fear you're not fit for your station, Mica."

"Mother," he said, rising.  The look on his face reminded me of my brothers when I had to order them around.  "I am the King of the Sun Kingdom now.  I am working on getting the book back as we speak.  Do you think I don't know the gravity of this situation?"

I sucked in a breath.

Mica--the King?  

The last Father had said, an older man named Duncan was the king of the Sun Kingdom.  He must have died and Mica had taken his place--and it must have happened while I was holed in the cabin with my brothers.  Mica was only about my age and he had the responsibility of an entire kingdom on his shoulders.  I couldn't imagine.

"I was Queen for nineteen years," Mica's mother said.  She stepped between me and him and shot me a little glare.  "I still should be.  Why are you speaking to this peasant girl?  You know that darkness is spreading across this land."

"You are no longer Queen," Mica said, trying to get between her and me.  I was glad.  "This girl may be the answer to getting another one."

This girl.  I hated the way he said that.  My hope that he really fancied me withered like the flowers in the sack should be.  

I grabbed the ball of yarn, which had rolled into another clump of grass, and held it close to me.  Mica's mother leaned to look around him at me and I couldn't help but shrink back.  She was sizing me up.  "She is a mute girl with a ball of yarn," she said at last.  "How is she going to help us?"

Mica stepped closer to his mother.  "You were once a peasant yourself," he told her.  "I'm not going to discuss this with you now.  Just remember who is King now, Mother."

The woman stood there for a moment with a look of disbelief.  

Then she turned and stalked away.

Mica watched her go and extended his hand to me.  "I'm sorry about that," he said.  "My mother and I have never gotten along.  You can't imagine what that's like."

I could.  Oh, I could.  

I took Mica's hand.  It was warm and tingling, almost like the yarn was.  I wondered if Mica was full of magic, like Rae, and what went on in his life behind closed doors.  Mica's eyes were serious, mature beyond his years.  

They were also hurt and filled with burden.  

I gathered the sack with my free hand, but Mica shook his head and took it instead.  And together, we walked back to the village.

 


Chapter Six

 

 

When I woke the next morning, the village seemed empty.

I sat up out of the bed of the abandoned house that Mica had showed me the evening before.  At first, I thought I might be in the cabin or even that little village in the other world, but I saw the flowers scattered all over the wooden floor of the hut and the beginnings of a shirt collar woven from blossoms and stems at the foot of my bed.  I struggled to remember.  I had stayed up late, working on the first shirt last night, and had spent hours making only the collar.  It had been hard work, work I wasn't able to tell Mica that I still needed to do.  

Making one entire shirt would take days unless I learned quickly.  

And meanwhile, my brothers were still swans and trapped far from home.  

I got up, changed into a black dress with an apron that one of the village women had donated, and got on the floor to do more work.  My hands were covered in blisters.  Mica had brought me cloth bandages to wrap around my palms last night, but he hadn't been able to stay.  Mica needed to plan how to get another copy of the book.  I was sure he was telling Mary about my yarn and how I could get us into the other world.  

It was that important.  She was that important.  Mica had mentioned that most of the royals in the lighter region met with her, though not all at once.  

"Only Henry and I are here right now," he'd told me.  "If all the royals met in once place at once, Alric would have an easy target.  We need to keep them separated.  But that's easy with the Fox Kingdom.  The Queen there is a little angry at Mary right now for not liking her spoiled son."

I flexed my fingers.  They hurt.  They had never hurt like this before.  But I thought of my brothers and Isiah's tears and what might happen if I didn't finish this in time.  I was the only hope.  

I went to work. 

That was all there was now.

Some chickens clucked outside, but no one walked past the closed door of my little hut.  It felt too quiet.  No servants walked around, cleaning up.  Of course.  Villages didn't have servants.  Everyone did their own work.

The collar got larger.  It was difficult--very difficult--to tie the stems of the flowers together and keep them woven.  I had never weaved anything before, but I had figured out that doing a grid pattern helped keep them together.  I wasn't sure how these shirts were going to hold when it came time to let the boys wear them.  This collar looked more like collection of flowering vines.  Or a circlet made of blossoms.  

I tied the next blossom on the collar.

And then the entire thing fell apart in my hands, falling to the floor in a flower heap.

I sat there for a moment, staring at the mess.  The completely unraveled mess.  

Biting in a scream, I picked up the worthless heap of flowers and threw them.

White blossoms fell everywhere, landing on the bed, on the floor, over by the iron stove.  They remained as green and white as if I had picked them minutes ago, not yesterday.  I got up and stormed out of the house.  I couldn't take this.  I couldn't do this.  My brothers would remain swans forever unless I developed some magical weaving abilities.

Or if I slowed down so much that this took years.

And with Annie out there, I didn't have years.

The village was empty.  No one was out feeding the chickens or working in the surrounding fields.  I caught a glimpse of something strange in the forest as I walked around the periphery, trying to calm down and think.  

Darkness.

It was so much like the dark spot that overtook my castle that I stopped.

Most of the forest was green and pleasant, but there was a small section on the edge of it--a section about as wide as a river--that had gone black and gray and dark green.  Bernice had told me once that dark spots formed when powerful dark beings stood in one place for too long.  Beings like Alric or even Annie.  They got worse when such beings were close by.  I remembered how the one at home had spread when Annie and Father were exchanging their marriage vows.

This dark spot hadn't been visible from the village yesterday.  It was close to where I had been kneeling the day before, picking the stubborn flowers which refused to work for me.  This must be the one Mica had spoken of.  It had grown.  

The things that lived in dark spots weren't pleasant.

I had to find where everyone was meeting.  I checked Mary's house, but no one was there.  Books were still on the floor and the table still sat over the trapdoor.  Mary hadn't wanted anyone to get back in through that way.  I had the feeling any dark beings like Alric wouldn't mind some tunnels.  

I heard voices from a horse stable.  I peeked in through the crack between the doors and the building.  Everyone was sitting cross-legged on straw and gathered in a rough oval.  The whole village seemed to be here.  Mica and Henry sat near each other and his mother hovered over him as if she was trying to make sure a king behaved.  Mica's sword lay over his lap as if he were scared Alric would come in any moment.  Mary sat close to him, shifting like her back was uncomfortable.  The old woman looked as if she had aged ten more years since yesterday.  Rae sat on the other side of Henry and I even spotted an elf sitting behind Mary as if he, too, were guarding her.  Another girl around my age stood next to him as if she were afraid to sit.  The younger people seemed to be Mary's favorite crowd, or at least the one she was closest to.  I wondered if they looked up to her like a grandmother.

The grumpy old man sat there too, complete with his pitchfork, and several other townspeople were gathered around.  There were no children.  I was right that they must have been sent away.

And Macon.

He stood closest to the doors and he looked very annoyed.  He rolled his eyes again and leaned back on the straw.  He didn’t have his bow with him.  I wondered if Mary had taken it away from him.  She seemed to be the leader of this village and just as important as the royalty here.

I hadn't been invited to this meeting.  I was the only one.

“The yarn,” Henry said.  “Where do you think it came from?”

Mary spoke.  “I know there was magical yarn somewhere in Grimm’s Fairy Tales.  It must be part of a story.  I cannot remember which one.  It must have been one of the more obscure stories.  There are two hundred in that volume alone and my memory isn’t as good as it used to be.”

Henry continued.  “Do you think the new girl is part of a story?”

“I don’t know,” Mary said.  “She may be.  Or maybe she’s not.  She is in plain clothes from the other world, but she claims she’s from Fable.  It is hard to question her when she can’t speak.”

This meeting was about me.

And maybe, what danger I brought.

“She clearly knows how to get between worlds,” the old man said. 

“Here’s the thing,” Macon said.  “None of us is able to find a way into the other world.  This girl could, if she wanted.  All she would have to do is ask that yarn of hers.  And if she’s working for Alric, he could use her to find us.  He might have already met that goal now that she's here."

My stomach lurched.  

“Macon—“ Mary started.

But he wouldn’t give her a chance to speak.  

“She led Henry and Mica right out in front of me where she knew I was stationed, ready to shoot,” he said.  “Alric would love it if Henry would have died.  It would make Rae’s and his story fall and darkness would go back over the Stone Kingdom.”

I bristled.  Macon was against me.  Anything to take the blame off himself, I supposed.  But this could be bad for me and my brothers.

“Macon!” Mary shouted.  “You are assuming too much.  An artifact like hers is likely filled with light magic and not from the dark region.”

“She stole it, then,” Macon said. 

“The huntsman is making some sense,” said the old man.  “You know any newcomer to the village could be bad news.  I’ve been saying this for years.  Those portals always seem to dump them right around here.”

Mica stood up, which shut down Macon and the old man instantly.  “This new girl is clearly in trouble,” he said.  “She wouldn’t have been picking all those flowers if something wasn’t wrong.  We need to give her a chance.  She’s not someone I would expect to be working for Alric, especially if something’s at stake.  I know a burden when I see one.”

Behind him, his mother turned away and let her face drop to her hands.  It was clear she wasn’t on my side, either.

I could only watch in horror.  These people were deciding my fate.

“She’s trying to weave something,” Mica continued.  “It looks like she’s trying to make clothing out of those flowers.  I think she used the yarn to find that patch of flowers, not us.  If we could find that book again, or another copy, we might be able to tell which story she’s from, if she is from a story.”  He turned to Mary.  “Are you sure you don’t remember which one she’s from?”

Mary shook her head.  “I’ve read them all, but I’ve spent my focus on the more important ones.”

Mica took a step towards her, but she still didn’t stand.  “Every story in that volume is important, and I have the feeling she is a part of one.”

Macon continued to glare.  What was his problem?  Even some of the villagers shifted.  The seeds of suspicion were planted.

I ran back to the cottage I’d been staying in, stepped over the fallen flowers, and grabbed the yarn off the nightstand where I had left it the night before.  I had to get back to the meeting.  If I went in there, waved this, and used it to warn them about the dark spot, I might win some points.  I needed them.  Letting this fester would be a disaster.

But when I exited the cottage, I stopped. 

The dark spot was worse now.  Much worse.

On the edge of the village worse.

A huge river of darkness had made it up to the village’s edge, right next to the dirt road that led into the forest.  The grass it had crossed was blackening and dying and the ground cracking.  The darkness was still growing, moving a good foot per second and spreading like a dark bloodstain from the world had torn open and was bleeding.  It was angled towards the meeting as if seeking out the people within.  

My heart raced.  I stood there for a second, then broke into a run.  

I ran back to the stable as fast as I could, almost tripping over a chicken.

Not wasting time, I shoved the doors open and everyone stopped.  

And stared at me.  Even Macon stopped talking.  Now what?

I pointed outside and frowned.  Macon glared at me but I ignored him.  Then I held up my yarn and pointed in the opposite direction.  We need to move, I was trying to say.  

“Is there danger?” Mica asked, getting up and running over to join me. 

I nodded.

He unsheathed his sword and I motioned for him to follow.

Everyone poured out of the stable behind us.  I ignored another glare from Macon and I led Mica back through the village square.

Mica stopped and held out his arm to keep me from going further.

"Oh, no," he said.

The grass around a couple of houses had turned almost black, like burnt plant life, and the flowers growing between them had turned the color of the night sky.  Even as we watched, the dark spot grew, flowing over the grass and towards us.  Ten feet away.  Five.

Mica put his hand on my back.  "We have to get everyone out of here.  Alric might be close."

We ran back to the stable.  Thankfully, Mica could talk now.

"Everyone out," he ordered.  "The dark spot's coming.  We need to evacuate the village.  Alric or another dark being is nearby and willing this to happen.  Or a story could be falling."

I realized what was happening too late.

The old man and Macon turned their glares on me again and I shrunk back.  I'd come here yesterday.  Now the dark spot was growing.  It was obvious who was responsible to them.  

Mica took my arm.  "Go and get your flowers," he said.  "Then you need to show us the way to the other world.  Meet me here."

He let go and I broke into a run.  I'd left the door to my cottage open and I gathered armloads of the flowers, stuffing them into the bag.  Once I'd gathered most of them, I tucked the yarn under my armpit and dragged the bag back to the stable.  Mica was waiting there and everyone else was running around between houses.  Ladies in black dresses carried baskets full of clothing.  Mary stood between the elf and the girl who'd been sitting next to him.  They were supporting her under both arms.  The woman was exhausted and might not have slept all night.  She wasn't the energetic woman I had met yesterday. 

"I'm not sure I'm ready for a run," Mary said.  "But I am ready to see my old world again."

"You will," the elf told her.  "And it won't be through Alric's mirror."

The yarn grew warm under my armpit and I wanted to say something, anything.  Mica appeared at my side and the women in black gathered around.  The dark spot was leaking between another couple of houses now, trying to reach for us.

"Everyone!" Mary shouted.  She had a voice for an old woman.  "This girl will show us how to escape."

I was shocked at how organized everyone was, as if they had rehearsed the escape.  No one spoke or screamed.  The women were all calm, holding baskets of supplies.  The men did the same, holding farm tools and leather packs.  I stood before two dozen people who were ready to go.  

The elf whispered something to the girl he was with and more people gathered around.  Macon kept his distance, though I had the feeling that was more because of Mica than me.  Mica's punch hadn't even left a mark.  I was disappointed.  The king had hit him pretty hard.

Darkness spread towards us.  The ground under my feet turned dry and very cracked as if it had never rained here since the beginning of the world.  A sense of dread hit me in the stomach and Mica shuddered next to me.  I felt less weak seeing him have the same reaction.  I'd felt this before when my brothers and I stood next to the dark spot back home.

He grimaced at me.  "It's here," he said.

And then I heard the distant sound of cawing.

Lots of it.

Mica reached out and took my arm.  "Ravens," he said.  "Alric's ravens.  If they find us they will peck us apart.  Show us safety.  Now."

Next to us, the glass shattered in one of the windows as ruin spread around us.  The ground cracked more with an eerie groan.  The ravens remained distant, but I had no doubt they were coming this way.  I held up the yarn, which glowed in defiance of the darkness.

Macon cleared his throat.  "Actually, we can hide in the tunnels."

"Shut up," Mica told him.  "They can get into those or leave us trapped.  Ravens are smart."  Then he turned back to me while the women all muttered amongst themsevles.  Some of the men had joined in, too.  Everyone was scared and panic was coming if I didn't do something.

Show us how to hide, I thought, holding up the yarn.

It obeyed, unraveling and shooting towards the forest so fast I could barely follow it.  It kept moving while everyone watched.

The cawing got louder but no flock had appeared over the trees yet.  I waved everyone forward and we all broke into a run.  The yarn was leading us right into thickened trees which were darker and scarier than they were before.  That was great.  It was making me look really good.

Mica ran beside me.  Macon trailed behind us and I could almost feel his breath on the back of my neck.  We cleared the village and the houses which were cracking and growing old.  The darkness had spread out as well as forward.  The entire field stretched out, with yellow grass and cracked earth.  

No birds had appeared over the trees yet, but it wouldn't take long.  The forest on the edge of the village looked very dark now.  The spot had grown and given the ravens free reign to come wherever they wanted out here.  Evil creatures didn't stay evil for long if they left the dark region, but with this spot overtaking the village...Alric could send his forces out here all he wanted.  

I remembered the bird droppings on all the trees.

The ravens had been here before.

The yarn shook next to us as if someone were holding the other end and urging us to hurry.  I grabbed Mica's arm and we ran faster, leaving Macon behind.  Dead grass crashed as everyone fled, leaving their lives behind.  

Someone had told Alric that Mary and her remembered stories was out here.  

We reached the cover of the trees and the dread feeling only grew.  The trees had gotten much thicker and dark as night.  Others had died, turning into wooden skeletons.  I could barely see in the gloom.  The cawing got louder and the yarn glowed again in the darkness.  It seemed to be getting stronger, more powerful.  The bag of flowers got heavier and I forced myself to drag it along, but Mica took the burden off me and slung it over his shoulder.  

“Will they see us?” a girl asked from behind.  I looked back to see the one girl talking to the elf.

“Brie, we did this before,” the elf said.  “We can do it again.”

I didn’t know what we meant, but the yarn didn’t end up ahead.  It snaked deeper and deeper into a forest that had been beautiful before.  Now it was all grays and dark greens and blacks.  I spotted something far to our left that was a scary bright green with red flowers and a rat scavenging through dead leaves.  It glared at us with red eyes as we all slowed and walked in single file.  A whole line moved behind us and I could barely see the buildings of the village by now.  We were refugees.  

"I don't think the ravens will see us in here," Mica said.  "I can't even see the sky."

I looked up.  The canopy was thick with almost-black leaves.  Only faint light from a gray sky peeked through.  I checked to see if everyone had vacated the field.  Beside me, the yarn rolled up.  We had reached where it wanted us to go.  

Mary was in the back, arms supported by Rae and Henry now, and everyone had left the field behind.  Rae had placed her braid over Mary’s shoulder, which sparkled despite the gloom.  Mary walked faster as if it were invigorating her.  

But Macon walked right behind us again.  

“Macon,” Mica said.  “Go to the back and guard Mary.”

Macon sighed, turned, and headed back through the trail.  I was glad to have him away from me.

“Better?” Mica asked me.

I nodded.  

And managed a smile, even though the dread in my stomach was worse than ever.

My brothers and I used to stand at the edge of that dark spot back home, daring each other to step on it.  We all tried it and jumped back off again as soon as the fear hit.  But this time, I had jumped in and there was no way out.  I couldn't see anything light and happy anymore.  The dark had overtaken this entire area in a short time.  Something had happened.  A powerful spell, maybe.  Was anyone in the village a dark magic user?

The cawing got so loud overhead that I almost reached up to cover my ears.

“We’re safe in here,” Mica said, whispering in my ear as if the birds could hear.

Wings turned to thunder.  There must be thousands of them up there, all ready to peck the flesh from our bones.  No one spoke, but the rustle of people huddling together followed.  I looked up at the trees.  The leaves were thick, like night.  Wings flapped and the noise reached a peak, then calmed again as the ravens left us behind.  

The village.

I couldn’t see it behind me anymore through the thick trunks and the underbrush.  The thunder of the wings stopped as they must have landed.  Then the cawing got louder again as if the birds were angry they hadn’t found anyone left in the village.  I thought of the chickens and the sheep grazing in the field.  I wondered if the animals would survive.

“Ravens are stubborn, too,” Mica said, drawing closer to me.  I could feel his body heat.  Maybe it was because this dark forest was chilly, but it made tingles rush over my skin.  “They’ll figure out that we fled and then they’ll start their search again."

I grabbed onto the yarn ball, which floated next to me.  I had to be ready to use it again.  It was our lifeline.

Literally.

Get us farther from the ravens, I ordered.

Once again, the yarn unraveled and shot forward.  

"What did she ask it?" Macon called from behind.

"She can't talk," Brie told him.

I could see some light up ahead, some forest that was still untouched by the despair, but the yarn curved away from it, keeping us under the thick canopy.  It was protecting us from getting seen from the air.  This magical artifact was smart.

"She might be taking us to Alric," Macon shouted from the back.  "She's making us go deeper into the dark forest.  The exit is right there."

"The ravens could see us if we go that way," the elf told him.

"Shut up, Stilt."

"Sorry.  I forgot that you know everything."  There was something dark in the elf's voice and I remembered what Bernice told me once about elves.  They were okay if they were in the light region, but once you put them in a dark area like this, they turned bad.  

Mica drew up closer behind me.  I imagined Macon aiming his bow at me, but bit my lip and kept going.  Mica dragged the flowers on the ground.  I caught a glimpse of them.  They remained as white as ever, untouched by the darkness.  There was magic in them, all right.

The noise of the ravens got less and less...and then got louder again.  

And then the canopy above us opened to a dark gray sky.  

Safety! I thought.  The yarn wavered next to me and changed course.

Right into a swamp.  

Black water and green scum reflected the purple line right above it and huge trees grew from the water, their roots forming caves above the muck. 

"Oh, no," Rae said.  

I had to follow it.  

We had to follow it.

I grabbed Mica's hand and pulled him forward.  He dropped the bag of flowers on shore.  We plodded into the water and it splashed around us, cold and lifeless.  Others followed.  It rose as we waded further in and it was cold.  Deathly cold.  Nothing could live in this.  

"Mica!" his mother shouted.  

I kept pulling.  The water rose to my hips.  My waist.  Two of the women in black followed along with the elf and the one girl.   Rae made a face before joining us.  We were all pouring into the water like a terrified herd and people got under tree roots.  Sludge wrapped around my shoes and tried to pull me down.  I fought down terror as the yarn rolled up next to me head, right under the biggest tree.  All around us, people disappeared into darkness.  I got under roots with Mica and held my breath.  The yarn rolled up again and landed in the water next to me.  We had left our things on the shore, right under the clearing.  

And the ravens' wings turned to thunder again.  They must have seen the trail we had blazed through the field and followed.  

Feathers rained from the sky.  The black rain landed on the water, making ripples that masked our dying ones and peppering the green scum on the surface.  The air got darker under the shadow of the birds.  I waited for them to see the luggage and land, but ravens must not be that smart.  They might only detect movement.

I focused on my floating ball of yarn, trying to drown out the cold of the water.  Trying not to think about my feet sinking into the mire.  Mica breathed next to me.  It was so dark I couldn't see him well, but his smell stood out over the swamp.  He reminded me of a cool, breezy day in the fall.  The opposite of this.  Anything but this.

The thunder faded as the ravens left, leaving one final feather fluttering to the ground.  I let out a sigh of relief, even with the water rising to my chin.  

"Deja vu," the elf said, right behind me.  I hadn't realized he was under this same tree with me.  The girl, Brie, had hidden here too.  I looked back and could barely see her making a grimace.

"It's a long story," she said.

"And not one I want to repeat," Stilt finished.  "Brie.  Let's get out of here.  The ravens are gone.  I've seen them before in the dark region and they like to circle around a big area while they're out searching.  And by the way, I'll need Rae's hair soon.  I can feel the darkness working on me."

My flowers still stood there, untouched.  A single feather had landed on the sack.  But then the sack fell to the side and some of the blossoms fell out.  The ones on the bottom curled up and turned black.

I rushed out of the water, fighting the mud the whole way, and I climbed out, dripping, and stuffed the good flowers back into the sack.  Mica joined me and we got on our hands and knees, trying to save as many of them as we could.  

"Great," Mica said as everyone climbed out of the water.  "We're all going to smell good."  

I sniffed.  The swamp smell would stay with us until we found cleaner water.  The dress stuck to my legs.  It would take forever to dry.  

Poor Mary was shaking and leaning on Henry and Rae more than ever.  Her eyes were still strong but her body weak.  Mica tied up the sack with a piece of twine, sealing the good flowers inside.  The unfortunate ones lay black and dead on the ground.  The darkness had corrupted them.

The cawing got further away.  

"That was close," Mica said, leaning closer to me and grinning.  Behind him, everyone else slogged out of the water, dripping with scum.  Two of the women hugged each other and cried with relief.  Baskets had been left on the ground under trees and next to the pond's edge.  It was amazing the ravens hadn't cared about them.

"Her," Macon said, drawing closer.  He pointed at me and nodded, his face serious and stony.  "She tried to drown us in the swamp."

I couldn't believe this.  I opened my mouth to speak, but it was no use.  

Mica got in front of me.  "She went into the swamp with us.  If we hadn't, we would all be getting pecked to death right now.  Trust me, that's not a pleasant way to die."

"Actually, there are worse ways to die," Macon said.

"My point is, Ignacia had nothing to do with this!"

"I think she's leading us towards something bad," Macon said.  "We should take the yarn and go find safety ourselves.  Or better yet, another copy of that book.  Or even the same one that you failed to get back from us."

"You went after that woman with me!  And we went the way you said you wanted to go."  Redness rose into Mica's cheeks.  "At least I did not fire an arrow at a friend."

Something purple caught my eye.  The yarn.  It was rolling on the swamp water, getting closer like it was begging me not to abandon it.

I ran over and seized it.  But Macon saw.  He rushed me and with a shove, I went down on the ground.  I dropped the yarn and it rolled back towards the water.

"Macon!" Mica shouted, drawing his sword.  "Stop that nonsense, right now!"

Macon was reaching for the yarn, but he stopped mid-reach.  "We need it," he said.  "Before she kills us."

I stood.  No one had ever shoved me before.  I slogged back into the water and took the yarn, rescuing it.  

"Mica's right," Brie said, stepping in between the huntsman and me.  "She can't speak for herself.  Leave her alone.  Go...lecture somebody, or something."

Macon turned his stare on her.  "Here's the thing," he said.  "This girl shows up and our resident dark spot suddenly gets a lot bigger.  Either another story is falling, or she's the cause."

I backed up.  His glare was so intense it reminded me of Annie.  Macon hated me on principle.  I was the newcomer.  Therefore, I was suspect.

Around us, everyone watched.  Two of the women whispered to each other and Mary muttered something.  The woman was losing her strength.  Her fire.  It had all started when she lost the book and her purpose.  

I might end up like that if I failed my brothers.  

"Mica," his mother said.  "It is not the time to argue.  I believe Macon might have a good point."

Macon puffed out his chest at the fact that someone was stoking his ego.  "Thank you, Ma'am," he said.  "She has something to do with this for sure."  He backed towards the water, tripped over a branch, and fell in.

I had to hold down a laugh.  I wasn't sure if that would undo the magic needed to save my brothers, but I wasn't taking any risks.

But Mica didn't.  He snickered, drawing a glare from his mother.  Apparently, she hated any sense of fun and kings weren't supposed to have a sense of humor.  

Even Father laughed and told jokes.

The villagers finished gathering their fallen baskets and scattered supplies.  The cawing became so faint that it vanished altogether.  The elf was right that ravens made huge circles.  

But that meant they might come back around.

I held up the yarn.  The girl, Brie, grimaced at it for a second.  I didn't know what that meant.  Maybe she had an aversion to yarn.  

I had to think.  I stared at it while everyone watched.  Rae and Henry had gone back still supported Mary, who panted and dripped with swamp water.  The old woman couldn't handle much more of this.  I had to get us to a place where these people could rest, or she was going to drop dead.  Eyes stared at me from every angle.  Worried faces.  Feet shifted, ready to move.  People slung packs up higher on their backs.  I had a few dozen people here, all waiting for me to lead the way.  

All Macon had to do was take this yarn from me, and I would never find a way back to the other world.  I would never get to my brothers again.  

I held up the purple ball.

Show us a way back to that camp, I thought.  The one in the other world.

The yarn rose.

And unwound so fast that I could barely make out the motion.  It pointed into the trees, into the brighter part of the forest where they didn't grow as close together.  Where there was less cover, but more light.

People sighed in relief.  "I'm glad we're not going into that swamp again," Rae said.  "That was too many bad memories."

Macon muttered something under his breath.  

And then he nodded at me.  It wasn't friendly.  It was the most threatening gesture anyone had given me since Annie and I had spoken.

"Are we going to a place to rest?" Mica asked.

I nodded and he told the others.

"In this world?"

I shook my head.  

"To the other world?"

I gave him another yes, and he told the others.  Mutters floated up and down the crowd.  I was taking these people to a place they had never been before.  To a place they had only heard of in stories.  

I waved everyone forward.  I was taking them all on this journey with me, but we all needed another copy of that book.  There might be one waiting for us.  

But so might Annie.

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

"Do you have any idea where this girl is taking us?"

The voice rang out behind me.  Around us, the light got long and tired.  We'd been walking the entire day through the woods, only once stopping to munch on jerky and fill up our canteens and wash up at a clean, bubbling stream.

It was Mary.

Mica turned to her.  She was walking on her own now, between Brie and Stilt.  The two of them seemed to hang around her like she was a matriarch.  When I thought about it, she was.  Mary ruled the village she lived in.  Or had.  She might as well be a queen herself.

"Exactly," Macon said from behind her.  "She's taking us straight to Alric and pretending not to be able to speak."

He walked right behind Mary.  Two of the women behind him rolled their eyes.  Macon clearly grated on a lot of nerves here.  Even Mica's mother sighed with impatience.

"Macon, stop being such a know-it-all," Mary said.  "This girl helped go after the bandits that stole our book.  She went into danger.  She helped Henry when you shot him.   Mica and Henry trust her and I trust them.  She could have always told her magic yarn to lead them into a trap instead."

Macon opened his mouth to speak, but Mary glared at him.  That shut him up.  

"I was only asking where this girl is taking us," she continued.  

"To the other world.  We told you already.  Alric isn't there.  Fable is in trouble and we need to get you out of here before he finds you."

I nodded again, feeling stupid.  If only I could just talk...

"But where in the other world?" Mary asked.  "It's just that...I haven't seen my family in thirty years."

"I don't know.  She can't tell us."  Mica stepped closer to me and waved to the sack of flowers that he had set on the ground.  "She needs help.  It's obvious.  Something's wrong.  Besides, why would a dark being have an artifact like that ball of yarn?"

I glanced at it.  The purple lifeline still stretched into the trees.  I couldn't see the end of it.  We'd been following for hours.  The way back to the other world was a long way away, but not as far as finding the starwort in the other world would have been.  My feet quivered.  I'd done so much walking in the last few days that I knew I was losing weight.

"Come on," Mica said.  "We need to find wherever we need to go before it gets too dark."

We started walking faster again.  At least Mica was a king and people listened to him.  But this wasn't the Sun Kingdom.  He was out of his league here.  

We all started moving again, heading along the line.  It glowed more and more the darker it got.  Rae and Henry caught up with us and the four of us walked together.  None of us spoke for a long time, but Rae would give me a sympathetic look every once in a while.

The dusk turned to black and we were left following the pale purple line into the night.  Mica had suggested that none of us speak very loud so we wouldn't attract any attention.  My heart raced as the last light faded and the stars came out.  At least we were out of the dark part of the woods.  The dark spot hadn't expanded out this far, but I thought of the village left behind.

Mica had said a story might be falling.

Mine?

I was here and my brothers were still in the other world.

It was my story to save them.  I could feel it.  I wanted to ask Mica how it all worked, but there was nothing I could do.  Writing to him was out.  

And I still had the shirts to create.

"Is this the front of the line?" someone asked next to us.

It was Brie.  I reached out and tapped her on the arm.

"I guess that's a yes," she said.  "Why are you hauling that sack of flowers?"

"This girl needs them," Mica said.  "Something's wrong and I have the feeling it's in the other world."

I tapped him on the arm.  Yes, I wanted to say.  We hadn't had much time to talk.  Not with Macon breathing down our backs.  I wasn't sure how close he was behind us.

Or how dangerous he was.

Brie drew closer.  "Do you have a curse?"

I nodded, forgetting that she couldn't see me.  So instead I tapped her arm again.  Why was she so concerned?  This girl didn't know me at all.  We'd only met while hiding under that tree in the swamp.  

"We need a signal for no," Brie said.  "How about a slap on the back?"

"Good idea," Stilt said.  I jumped.  He moved so quietly.  I hadn't realized he was walking beside us.  

I'd never been this close to an elf before.  Father had spoken to a few who came to the castle to offer services one time, but Father preferred to pay his servants.  Elves were strange and sometimes worked for free.  At least, the light ones were.

Brie went on to ask me if I really had come from the other world.  I tapped her on the arm.  Then she asked me if I'd been in Fable before.  I tapped her on the arm again.  

"Really?" she asked.  "So have I.  But as far as we know, Alric's magic mirror is the only way back."

I cringed, but she hadn't said that too loud.  I didn't need these people thinking I was taking them to Alric's lair.  Father's yarn had taken us to a magical pond.  If ways to the other world were that rare, we might be in for a long walk.  

"Or is it?" Stilt asked.  "In the last month of so, no one's seen him appearing in reflective things like we usually do.  I'm surprised he didn't appear in that swamp water back there.  Maybe something's happened to him or the mirror."

"That would be nice," Mica said.  "Maybe Macon can join him."

Brie laughed a bit.  

"Did you ever get a chance to look at Mary's book?" Brie asked me.

I slapped her on the back and stepped over a shrub, which grabbed at my skirt.  The yarn was taking us through the forest the best it could, but in these woods, there wasn't much space at times.

Somewhere distant, a wolf howled.  

My hair stood on end.  Night was something you didn't normally walk around in.  Not in Fable, anyway.

"So you don't know what story you're in," she said.  "I wish I could tell you.  I've been asking Mary all day if she knows any stories about a girl who can't speak.  She thinks there's one, but she can't remember what it was.  I'm worried her memory is starting to fail her.  But as soon as we get back to the other world, I'll find another book like the one she had.  There are a lot of copies there."

I wondered how this Brie had gotten to the other world and back.  I just wished I could ask questions.  

And then I ran right into a tree trunk.

I had to bite in a cry as I went headfirst into rough bark.  I stumbled around the trunk, going down to my hands and knees.

"Whoa!" Mica said.  He was there, kneeling and taking my arms.  He rubbed his thumbs up and down them like he was checking for wounds.  I could barely see him in the pale moonlight.  The crowd pushed up behind us, not caring that I'd fallen.  I was glad it was dark, because heat was rushing to my cheeks.  Mica was...touching me.  

"Are you okay?" he asked.  

I tapped him on the arm.  He wasn't laughing at me, at least.  I had to get things together and focus on my brothers.  I didn't have time for a man right now.

He helped me up.  My leg brushed the side of the flower bag.  They were still here.  He was still hauling them for me.

"You don't have to thank me," he said.  "Come on.  It looks like the yarn slopes downward up ahead.  We might be headed into a valley."

He was right.  The purple line sloped down and out of sight.

"What now?" a man asked.

"We need to rest," Mary said.  She'd drawn closer.  "I need to sit.  My hips are killing me.  I might need your healing again, Rae."

Henry and Rae must have been the ones with her.  "I don't know how much more I can do," Rae said.  "I'm getting tired.  But I'll try."

"Someone start a fire," Macon said.  "We need to rest.  We can't go on a death march like this."  I could hear the anger in his voice.

It might even be directed at me.

Luggage dropped and someone threw what sounded like sticks down on the ground.  The villagers had had enough.  Mica shifted next to me and let go of my arms.  "We need to stay quiet," he said, pleading more than anything.  "If we light a fire any of Alric's forces could find us.  It's clear he knows Mary is out here.  We can rest, but no fire.  It might even tell the wolves where we're at."

"This is not your kingdom, boy," a man said.  A spark flew.  "If we cross into yours, it will be different.  So remain silent."

"No," Mica said.  "You will not light a fire."

"Yes, we are," Macon said.  

I had to help him.  He didn't have much control here.  Mica was my age and trying to order around people who were much older.  I followed Mica towards the crowd, following his footsteps over dry leaves and dirt.  

A wolf howled again.

And it wasn't that far away.  

My hair rose and I froze, tempted to let the man light the fire.  Several of the women muttered with fear.  

Macon spoke up.  "The fire will hold back any wolves.  You never know how they're going to act."

"We are in a crowd," Mica argued.  "Wolves don't usually bother us unless they're in the dark region.  You're a huntsman.  You should know that.  You're always going on about how good of one you are."

"Those are dangerous wolves," Macon said with authority.  "People with dark magic can affect them."

Mica sucked in a breath.  Right ahead, another spark went off, illuminating a pile of sticks and a pair of green trousers behind them.  Macon was trying to light them.  

The sticks caught and the scent of smoke filled the air.  Light flickered against tree trunks and skirts and legs.  Something popped as a small fire burst to life.

The wolves howled louder and closer as if excited they had figured out where we were.  We'd been detected.  Macon had done a great job. 

"Are you trying to get us killed?" Mica asked, storming towards the fire.  "The wind is going away from the wolves.  They wouldn't have smelled us.  And now they can see us."

"Oh my god," a woman said. 

"Get behind the fire."

"Mary, over here."

Panic was breaking out.  Mica and Macon scuffled just outside the firelight, their dark forms twisting and turning.  I rushed around Mica and kicked at the pile of sticks.  Embers flew and the fire struggled, then went out when I stomped on it with my shoes.  Darkness fell and I could see nothing.  Macon and Mica stopped fighting.  

“Who did that?” Macon shouted.

And then the wolves howled, much louder this time.

They were getting close.

“Huddle together!” Mica shouted.  “Follow the yarn.  They won’t attack a group.”

“Leave me,” Mary said.  She was close by.  Bodies pushed against me as I stood over the sticks.  

“We’re not leaving you,” the elf said.  

“I insist.  Leave me and go,” Mary shouted.

A growl came from out of the underbrush, somwhere to my right.  People pushed against me and ran, moving along the yarn.  I was caught in a river all over again.  

This one was made of panic.

“Go!” Mica shouted.  Metal scraped leather as he unsheathed his sword.  “Go, go, go!”

Dread filled me as we ran.  More howls came, but they got farther and farther apart as we made our way downhill.  Mica ran next to me.  Mary huffed behind us as someone pulled her along.  Minutes stretched into what felt like an hour before we slowed.  

The howling had grown more distant again.  I panted for breath.  Mica drew closer to me and put his sword back.  

"I think we got away from them," he said just as another distant howl filled the air.  "Macon is such an idiot."

I tapped his arm to agree.  

The yarn sloped down again and curved.  It hadn’t curved much since the entire trip.  We might be close to the portal.  I hoped so.  It would be midnight soon and we had to get there at the right time, or we would all be waiting for another full day out in the wilderness.  

“I think we left the wolves behind,” Brie said.  

“Brave Macon protected us,” said the elf.  "He didn't even arm his bow."

Mica tapped my shoulder and I jumped.  “Do you think we’re getting close?”

I did the same to him.  Yes.

“I think we’re getting close,” Mica shouted down the line.  Dark forms walked along the yarn behind us.  People muttered and picked up the pace.  

“I told you to leave me,” Mary said.  She sounded very weak.  “You should.”

Her words hung heavy with despair.  It was the kind that matched mine.  

The feeling of utter failure.

"You're going to see home soon," Rae told her.  "I'll heal you again once we get there and I can eat."

But at least someone was making her come along.  I couldn’t bear to leave an old woman behind, alone in the forest at night.

And then I spotted it.

A pale glow, poking through the trees.  I swatted Mica again and pointed, even though it was no good in the dark.  We were walking through a void with some occasional stars peeking through.

“Is that it?” Mica asked.  We stepped closer and the air got electric.  “That’s it!”

Next to me, the yarn rolled up.  Mica and I broke into a run as the trees around us cleared.  Another meadow, one that reminded me of the one by the camp, spread out.  And in the center of this one was another perfectly round pond.

It might even be the same one Father had ordered my brothers and I through.  We might be closer to the Swan Kingdom than I thought.  If Mary’s village had been in the Fox Kingdom or the Tree Kingdom, it just might be.

I couldn’t help but search the open field for Father.  There was no one but us as Mica and I crossed the meadow and crashed through tall grass.  The water was glowing with a faint silver.  I’d seen this before.  

I reached out and took Mica’s hand.

“So this is what a portal to the other world looks like,” he said, amazed.  

I nodded.  My brothers were on the other side of that.  When I went through, I might see them again.

The electric feeling got stronger and I drew closer to the water, heart pounding.  I was almost sure this was the same one Father had sent us to and the same one he used when he came to visit us.  He might have even gone to the other world already and found the cabin empty.  He would be heartbroken right now.  

Maybe he wouldn’t even want to live anymore, especially with Annie.

Or he could be dead already.

No.  Annie said she wanted to have children with him, children who would rule the Swan Kingdom.  Annie wouldn’t kill him without an heir first.

“Midnight, right?” Mica asked.  “It must be close.”  

“Portals always open at midnight,” the elf said.  “I’ve used them before.  Many times.”

“When taking me from world to world,” Brie said.  “My first portal was a pumpkin patch.”

The light was better out here.  I could see the figures of everyone standing around me.  The pond itself was giving it off, casting faces in a pale silver glow.  Mica’s dark hair hung in his face and he brushed it away.  His eyes were conflicted.  Deep.  He had a lot on his mind.

“The other world might be dangerous,” Macon said, cutting over everyone.  I swear you could hear the guy a mile away.  “It’s not a good idea to go through this portal.  We don’t know where we’re going to come out.”

Mary staggered forward, her jaw dropping with longing.  She stood on the very edge of the water.  "I wonder what's happened in my world since I left," she said.

An image began to form on the water, like an upside down reflection.  Trees.  Lots and lots of pine trees.  It was the same area my brothers and I had jumped into six months ago.  We'd come out in a forest and it would be day on the other side.  This was the same portal Father had ordered us to.  We would come out only a few leagues from the cabin and from the camp.

And possibly, where Annie waited.  

I stepped away from Mica and eyed the dark tree line.  Home was around here.  If I wanted, I could order the yarn to show me the way.  I could reach it in hours.  I longed to sleep in my own bed, but Annie had probably destroyed all my things.  

“Ignacia?” Mica asked.

I faced him. 

“Do you live around here?”

I swore the guy could read my mind.  I nodded and made the shape of a roof over my head.  

“Which kingdom?” he asked, pulling me closer to the water.  The image was getting clearer on the other side of him, so much that there was no doubt that I was seeing things.  We’d be able to go through in only a few  minutes.  I was certain.  Macon kept arguing about how untrustworthy I was, that I had kicked out the fire, over and over to anyone who would listen.  But right now it was just me and Macon.  “Stone?  Sun?  Swan?”

I nodded.

“Swan,” he said.  “There’s been some trouble there.”

I nodded again, thinking of that spreading darkness that would have overtaken the castle.  Father had to live in it now.

“Did you have to flee home?” 

Yes.  I nodded.

Mica frowned and held his boot above the water, right above the image of a baby pine tree.  The image still grew stronger.  It wasn't quite time yet.  “The new Queen is terrible.  She treats the servants awfully and she’s hard to get along with.  I think she’s dark, myself.  Her castle is in a dark spot like the one we just left.  I visited a couple of months ago, to try to seal some kind of diplomatic relation.  It was right after my father died.”

Mica’s grief went down through the pond and into the underworld.  

I wondered how it had happened.  And what it was like to inherit a kingdom at such a young age.  Father himself was thirty-two when he had taken the throne.  

Mica might be a little over half that.

Macon stopped arguing and all around us, people pushed closer to the portal.  The forest wavered a bit, then snapped back into full focus.  It was almost there.  Almost clear enough to jump through.  

Wolves howled again.

And this time they were very close, as if they had sneaked up behind us.  

That explained it, then.

“Not yet!” Stilt shouted.  “Wait a few more seconds!  If we ruin the reflection, it won’t work.”

Someone shoved me forward from behind.  Panic was breaking out.  The wolves howled, louder this time.  They had followed us.  Normal wolves wouldn't have done that.

“I see them!” a man shouted.

I turned.  We were all standing around the pond in a ring of terror.  My heart raced and Macon yelled something over the shouts of the crowd, something that got lost.  Mica grabbed my hand and squeezed.  Next to me, Brie smiled like she was trying to make everything all right.  Everyone was running to the other side of the pond, farthest away from the forest we had come from.  But I turned and stood on my toes to see over the tall grass.  

Red eyes.

That was my first thought, was that there were several pairs of red eyes floating towards us in the dark like disembodied spirits from the dark region.  Wolves.  These weren’t normal wolves like I sometimes saw in the forest around the castle, the ones that glanced at you and left you alone.  These might be ones Alric had enslaved.  Or ones unfortunate enough to linger in that dark spot for too long.

I joined everyone else on the other side of the pond.  

“Almost,” the elf shouted.  The forest got stronger.  It was almost real enough to touch now.  My hair stood on end and for a second, I was with my brothers again.  

And then light filled the open meadow, spilling out from the pond.  

“Now!” Mica shouted.

Hand in hand, we jumped.  A whitish yellow glow surrounded us and we were falling through a void, through worlds and into the unknown.  People screamed beside us.  Wolves growled and snapped.  I held onto Mica and closed my eyes.  It was just us now.

We had left the sack of flowers next to the pond.  

My brothers’ salvation behind.

I let go of Mica and flailed through the void, trying to find them.  He reached out for me but his arm was a blur in the light.  I couldn’t leave without them.  

Something snapped and grabbed my pant leg.  

I bit in a scream and shook my foot.  A wolf fell with me, hackles flying in the air.  It pulled at my skirt and ripped the fabric with its canines.  It came free and the wolf spiraled into the void.

Trees snapped into my vision, I hit ground, and the world stilled.

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

“Ignacia.  Get up.” 

Mica stood over me.  I squinted in the daylight, eyes adjusting to the change in time.  Behind him, people milled around, dazed as if they had no idea how they got here.  Village women in black dresses talked quietly to each other and the men leaned on their pitchforks, surveying the tall pine trees and the hills around us.

The other world.

I’d made it back.

But my brothers—

“We’re okay,” Mica said.  “Why did you let go of me?”

I couldn’t answer.  I stood up and we faced each other.

“You could have been bitten by that wolf,” he said.  “Some of them are shifters.  If one of them bites you…you share their fate.”

My heart leapt and I eyed my skirt where the wolf had grabbed on.  I held the black fabric against my leg but no blood marked my flesh.  The teeth had missed me.  Shifter or no, a bite would have been bad news.  Sicknesses could come from bites.    

“I was keeping you away from the wolves,” Mica said.  “Some of them came through the portal with us.  I waved my sword at them and the old man swung his pitchfork.  They ran into the woods, but we need to be careful.  I’m not sure that being in this world will rid them of their evil.”

“Actually,” Macon said from behind me.  “You can remove a curse with certain artifacts.  There's a magic dagger out there that can do the trick.  The last I knew, though, it was stolen and the owner hasn't been able to find it since.”

I whirled on Macon.  The guy stood there, all important.  Stilt walked up right behind him and shook his head.  Why couldn't I have found this out before?  Something like that would help my brothers.  It might even be able to cut them out of their swan forms and we could skip the shirts.

"Do you have any clue where it could be?" Mica asked.  "Ignacia might need it so she can talk again."

Macon shrugged and faced Mica like he didn’t want to look at me.  “So this is the other world.  It doesn’t look too special to me.”

“I’m from here,” Brie told him.  “You have no clue.  Not all of it looks like Fable.  There are cities and a lot more people here than there could ever be in Fable."

“I’ve heard, though,” Macon said to her.  “This world has kinds of magic we can’t even think of in Fable.  It was these people who created us, if what the wise people say is true.”

“You don’t know about something for once,” Brie said.  “That's a first."

“Can you please stop arguing?”

Mary stood there, leaning on Rae.  People were taking turns helping her along.  She looked even older than she had back in the village and she’d been ancient to begin with.  Mary’s hair had thinned, turning into a faint white halo around her head.  She’d lost her bonnet and she had bruises going up and down the thin skin of her arms.  The walk through the forest hadn't been kind to her.

She might even be the oldest person I’d seen.

“I need to sit,” she said.

Stilt rushed over and helped Rae sit her down.  Mary leaned against the trunk of a tree.  They all looked the same here but at least pines weren't a close together as other trees were.  A huge pile of pinecones rested up against a trunk.  I remembered seeing those.  My brothers and I had spotted them when we first came into this world.

The cabin was just a few league's walk away, then.

And we didn’t have a pond on this side to go back through.

“Macon,” Mary said.  “Let me set you straight.  This is my world.  You have no right to say a thing about it.”

“But I have a right to say something about something else,” he said.  Then he did a fake cough made to sound like my name.  “She kicked out that fire.  Ignacia wanted those wolves to attack us.”

I stepped forward, glared at Macon, and pointed down to my ripped skirt.  

“The wolves attacked her, too” Mica added for me.  “Why would she put herself in danger?  Answer that, huntsman.”

Macon stood there like he wasn’t sure what to think.  “Wolves are unpredictable.  Even Alric can’t control them all of the time.  I’m sure they were just as confused as we were in the portal.”

I still held the ball of yarn.  My stomach ached as I remembered the flowers.  They were still sitting there on the edge of that pond.  Alric might have even found them.  And I needed them if my brothers’ story was to end the way it should.

I sat down and eyed the dirt, heavier than I had ever been.

I’d failed them.  I might not survive another trip into Fable and back.  I wished the wolf had bitten me, that I had lost my human form so I could at least suffer with my brothers.  

“Ignacia,” Mica said, kneeling next to me while Macon grumbled and walked off.  “Don’t beat yourself up.  You don’t have to keep the world on your shoulders.”

I shrugged and shook my head.

“Or do you?”

Mica’s gaze met my own and I nodded.  

I had my brothers’ world on my shoulders.  

His eyes were very brown, deep, and troubled.  He, a king, had been forced to leave his kingdom and people behind to whatever Alric might do to them.  He was placing them in jeapardy by not being there.  Far back, by another tree, his mother stood in her orange dress, watching us with disapproval.  

Mica would never be good enough.

Could be good enough.

And neither would I.

I put my hand on Mica’s shoulder and squeezed.  If I couldn’t help my brothers…I had to help someone.  Mica was a crumbling tower and he needed my support.

“Thanks,” he said, leaning close to me.  

We embraced.  I leaned on Mica.  I wasn’t sure who was doing the supporting.  My heart raced against his and warmth spread through me.  I liked hugging Mica.  

But he was heavy with the loss of his father and the weight of a whole kingdom.

And perhaps even more.

“Come on,” Mary ordered.  “Ignacia will show us where there is some shelter around here.  Unless we’re very deep in the wilderness, we should find one by nightfall.”

Mica and I released each other and I forced myself to stand.  I scanned the ground for the sack of flowers, but it had vanished.  None of the villagers had brought them along and Mica had been too worried about getting us through the portal and away from the wolves to bring it.

I had to start all over again.

We gathered and I held up my ball of yarn just as six beautiful swans flew overhead.

 

* * * * *

 

The spot the portal had dropped us in turned out to be the same distance from the cabin as it was from the camp.

“This is a boy scout camp,” Brie said after going and reading the sign by the road.  “It looks like it’s empty for the rest of the year, so we should be able to stay here for the night.”  She faced me.  “Have you been here before?”

I nodded, and made a motion like I was eating.  Then I pointed to the dining hall.

“Excellent,” Stilt said.  Then he turned and cupped his hands over his mouth.  “Food!”

Everyone surged forward and into the dining hall.  Hunger was high.  

“Well,” Mica said to Macon as we headed into the hall and out of the sun.  “Funny, isn’t it?  Ignacia hasn’t killed us yet.”

I had to smile at Macon.  He gave me a disgusted look and kept walking, only to get replaced with Mica’s mother.  That was almost as bad.  The woman hovered over her son as if he were still in a nursery.

“Mica,” she said as we sat down at a long table.  “You need to get back to the Sun Kingdom.  You are the most irresponsible son I have.”

“I’m your only son,” he said.  “In case you were unaware, we were chased into this world by some of Alric’s wolves and we need to get another copy of Mary’s book in order to proceed with our fight against Alric.  I think that’s just a little more important than solving property matters or disputes between farmers.”

His mother tried to glare him into the floor as we sat at one of the long tables.  Stilt brought out boxes of the frozen sandwiches and passed them out.  A light turned on in the kitchen and someone mentioned a stove.  We were going to cook.  

And have a warm meal.

I got up, stretched, and sat between Mica and his mother.  She backed away a bit and muttered something else about irresponsibility, then stalked off.  

“Thanks,” Mica said.  “She thinks she has an invisible leash on me.  I swear, she wants to control the Sun Kingdom through me."

I shrugged at him.  Why can’t she?  I wanted to ask.

But Mica seemed to sense my question.  “In my kingdom, only the first born of a king or queen may rule,” he said.  “It goes by blood instead of marriage.  Mother used to be a peasant girl who Father met on one of his hunting trips.  A very poor peasant girl, I might add.”

I nodded.  Stilt dropped a couple of the frozen sandwiches on our table and I unwrapped one.  It tasted like sadness.  Sweet sadness.  The portraits of the boys hung all around us, all happy and normal and free of curses.  People didn’t have to worry about curses in this world so long as they had no connection to Fable.

The light remained bright and happy outside the windows.  I watched for any flash of white feathers, but there was none.  The six swans hadn’t returned.  I wondered if the crowd had scared them off.

Or perhaps Macon had.  

Voices echoed off the walls as everyone sat and ate.  Brie was in the kitchen, trying to figure out the stove.  I knew I should help her, but I was too exhausted to get up.  Mica’s mother was over talking to Macon.  What a great pair they made, but at least neither of them were over here.  I couldn’t help but notice glances stealing in my direction every so often—mostly from the villagers.  

“There are a lot of poor people in my kingdom,” Mica continued.  He bit into his sandwich and then rubbed his head as if it were making it ache.  “We need to help them, but Father never did much.  I want to change that, but with Alric aiming to take over all of Fable, there’s just not enough resources.  I think Mother resents that.”  Mica let his face fall to one outstretched hand.  He rubbed it through his hair.

I ached for him.  I reached out, wrapped my arm around him, and pulled him close.

“No,” he said, straightening up.  

I withered, burned.  

“I can’t be seen like this,” he continued, brushing himself off.  “I am a King.”  Then he whispered from the corner of his mouth.  “Maybe later.”

My heart did a little happy dance and I turned away from Mica.  

My frozen sandwich tasted so much better after that.

 

* * * * * 

 

After everyone had eaten, we turned the long tables the best we could so that they faced each other.  Brie stood in the middle of the room along with Mica, with Mary sitting the closest at one of the long tables.  She looked better now that she had rested.  More color had returned to her face and she’d put her bonnet back on.  I wasn’t sure why.  I’d been told by Father that they weren’t worn often in this world.

“Okay,” Brie said.  Color rushed to her face.  “Welcome to the other world.  I hope you enjoyed the ice cream sandwiches and the pizza.”

“So that’s what those are called,” Mica said.  

“We have beds here and food to last us a few weeks,” she continued.  “This camp is for boys, but the boys won’t be back for months.  It’s fall and we should be able to stay here without anyone finding us for a long time.  Hopefully, Alric will have no clue where we are.  It will give us time to make a plan.”

Brie kept glancing at Mary as she spoke, maybe hoping she’d take over.  But Mary nodded to her.  Brie didn’t know how lucky she was.  At least she could speak.

"We can use Ignacia's yarn to find another copy of her book and help her," Brie said, gesturing to me.  "I think she's part of a story and it's ready to fall.  We need to figure out what story that is and stop the darkness from spreading any further.  Helping Ignacia means helping all of us."

Macon grumbled in the corner.  He sat next to Mica's mother.  I was sure they were talking about us.

I handed Brie the yarn.  She knew this world if she'd been here before.  She would know how to obtain another one of those books.  And then that would help me.  I could speak in one form, at least.

Mica walked me over to the same longhouse with all the beds that I had stayed in a few nights before.  The door still hung open a bit and there were still feathers everywhere, littering the floor and the beds.  

A clue.  I could give Mica a clue.  

He stopped at the front of the house.  "What happened in here?" he asked.  "Did a bunch of chickens fight to the death?"

I saw my opportunity.  I picked up a feather and held it up to him.  I shook my head.  

"So...no chickens.  And you've been here before."

I nodded.

Mica took the feather and turned it over and over, studying it.  "It's nothing like I've seen before," he said.  "Does this have to do with the flowers you need?"

I nodded again. 

Mica stepped closer.  "You're not the one who's cursed.  Someone else is, right?"

He was getting so close in more ways than one.  I opened my mouth, but caught myself and closed it again.  

"Someone you care about?"

I could only give him another nod.

Mica drew closer.  "I'll find you more of those flowers," he said.  "I don't care how long it takes.  You shouldn't have to sacrifice yourself to do whatever it is you're doing."

He didn't understand.  I had to.  I shook my head and went to move around him, but Mica blocked my way.  

"Lie down," he said.  "Get some rest.  I'll go out and find more of them.  I can't imagine that there isn't any starwort growing in this world somewhere."  He eyed the dying light outside.  "Brie and Stilt are going to go get the book tomorrow.  I'm sure it won't take them too long.  Once they're back, we'll go out and find more starwort together."

The thought made my heart race.  Mica turned back to me and leaned closer.

It was a quick kiss, just a brush of the lips, but stars exploded behind my eyes.  

 

* * * * *

 

Something tapped at my window.

I sat up, forgetting where I was.  Then I saw the pale moonlight coming in through the glass.  

The memory surged back.  I had managed to get back to the camp and I'd brought all these people with me.  All around me, girls and women slept in the rows of beds meant for boys.  One woman's legs hung off the end.  And at the very back of the longhouse, Mary slept, swaddled up in her own covers.  She had left her bonnet on the floor and made a sound like she was snoring.  I knew that, across the camp, the men were sleeping in their own house.

The tapping came again.  

I sat up and faced the window.

A white form fluttered on the other side and I jumped back, almost tripping over the backpack Mica had found for me earlier.  

A swan.

Right outside the window. 

I rushed through the longhouse and opened the door.  My brothers had returned.  I wanted more than anything than to talk to them again.  I considered waking up Mica, but he was on the other side of the camp and I might not have time.  I didn't want to wake Macon by mistake.  He might shoot them or something.  

I rounded the building to find a single swan there, stretching its wings.  Its black beak rose as it took me in and it plodded closer.  I searched around for the other five, but they weren't here.  This swan had come alone.

"Irving?" I asked, relieved that I could speak.  My brothers were still my only reprieve from silence.  

The swan nodded and turned away.  

Follow me, he seemed to be saying.

I did.  

And realized that I didn't have the yarn.  I didn't know where Brie had hidden it.  

But Irving wouldn't let me get lost, so I followed.

The swan plodded along, taking me deeper and deeper into the surrounding woods.  I walked faster and faster as he urged me along and swatted branches and pine needles out of the way.  I kept looking back to see if the camp was still in sight, but it was useless.  After only a few minutes of following, the swan had taken me too far for me to know the way back.

I shouldn't be doing this, but I kept following the white form in the dark.  At last, the trees cleared and I had to let my eyes adjust.

I sighed in relief.

Five more swans stood in the dark, their feathers almost shimmering in the moonlight.

And in the middle of them all sat a large bag.  

The first swan nodded and poked at it with his head.  

"Is that--" I started.

I grabbed the bag and felt inside.  

Stems.  And blossoms.  I plucked one out and the flower almost shone, a pale star in the dark.  

It was the starwort.  All of it.  My brothers had somehow found it and brought it here.  The meadow portal.  Midnight.  

"How did you know I was missing this?" I asked, seizing the bag.  I wanted to cry with relief.  I could get going on their shirts again.

Of course, none of them could tell me.  I wondered if they had overhead anything.   There were more flowers on the ground, scattered like they'd had a hard time moving the bag.  Of course.  Beaks and wings weren't made for hauling things.  It had been a struggle for the six of them to get this from whatever portal and then all the way here.

Their story would have to wait for another time. 

And it was my job to get this back to the camp.  They hadn't wanted to risk taking this bag any further.  I searched around but the forest was just as dark as the one in Fable.  

"Did you have to go through the portal to get this?" I asked.  I thought about that meadow the bandits had followed me through.  Of course they would have been able to find it.  

One of the swans nodded again.  

"Thanks," I said.  "I'm glad you're here.  I'm glad I can talk for once."  My vocal cords felt strange from the disuse.  "I'll get working on this again.  In fact, I'll stay up the rest of the night."  I felt so awake now.  The night air was cool and the bugs buzzed around me.  

A wolf howled somewhere.

All six of the swans shifted.  One ruffled his feathers, ready to take off.

I had to get back inside.

"Thanks," I said again.  I wished I could hug my brothers.  But if I worked hard enough, I would again.  In their true forms.  And then we would have to find a way to see Father again.  I wanted him to know that we were all still alive.

One of the swans came forward and nudged me, surprisingly strong.  Get back, he was saying.  Get back now.

I turned.  The forest was dark up ahead and I hoped they were pointing me in the right direction.  

Another howl came.

It was those wolves that had come through with us and they were at home out here in the wilderness.

I hurried back through the trees.  My brothers could take flight.  I couldn't.  I continued to walk through the trees, dragging the sack, and at last, the clearing of the camp came into sight along with a ribbon of stars overhead.  Dragging the bag, I rushed through the last of the trees as another wolf howled from somewhere to my left.  It was still distant, but not distant enough.  I walked for several minutes, almost blind through the ancient wooden columns of the trees.  

Twigs snapped and a dark figure stood in front of me.  

I stopped.  

Just in time for a blow to hit on the side of my head.

I fell, staggering against a tree trunk.  I dropped the sack of flowers.  Someone was out here.  Someone was attacking me.  They might even kill me.  My head roared with pain and I gagged like I might throw up.  The agony was horrendous.  

This might be the end.

I might have failed my brothers.

Even those thoughts struggled to get through the pounding.  I waited for another blow to come, but instead, darkness rose up inside and swallowed everything.


Chapter Nine

 

 

A scream pierced the dark.

My eyelids fluttered and I opened them.  Pale orange light came in through the windows.  Early morning.  Sun.  It all hit me at once and my head throbbed.  

I was lying back in my bed, the blanket pulled up to my chin.

"She's dead!"

The words didn't make sense at first, but then my stomach turned over and I sat up, letting the blanket fall away from my chest.  My head hurt and I couldn't remember why.

Women were up and standing everywhere, pushing to the back of the longhouse.  Rae rushed through them, holding her sparkling braid.  Her mouth was open in horror.

I almost asked what was going on, but these weren't my brothers.  I couldn't speak to anyone here.   

Everyone gathered around the final bed.  One of the village women rushed past me and out the door, probably to go get the men.  

Then I remembered who was sleeping in the back of the house.

And got up, letting the blankets fall back to the bed.

I tried to push through, but it was a sea of black dresses and aprons and panic.  The crowd pressed right around the final bed and someone sobbed. 

"Let me through," Rae said.  "Please!"

But no one was listening.  Everyone talked at once and drowned out her pleas.  At last, I squeezed around the crowd and pushed in along the wall, sweat breaking out on the back of my neck.  

Mary lay there, on her back as she had the night before.

The smell hit me first, the metallic, coppery smell.  

And then the blood.

Mary's sheets were soaked with it.  It was brown around the periphery as if it had dried there for hours, but the blood right above her was still reddish and painful and angry.  Mary faced the ceiling, eyes open, face wtihout color.  Some of her wrinkles had vanished like she had gained some youth, but her mouth was open in a O of horror.  

I backed away and held down vomit.  Brie pushed past me and stood there in my place, silent for a long time.  The elf, Stilt, followed her and tried to peer over her shoulder.  Then he tried to pull her back.

"Mary!" Brie shouted, throwing herself down over her.

"What's happening?" Mica asked, joining me.  He had to shout over the cries.  

I pointed.  A strange, numb feeling had filled me.  This was some play taking place outside of me and I had nothing to do with it.  

Rae kept begging to try to heal her.  One of the women shouted that it was too late.  Mica seized my arm and pulled me out of the longhouse, past all the beds and out into the cool morning air.

"Mary's gone," he told me.  "We have a rat.  Did you see who did it?  I should have posted guards out here."  He turned away as if ashamed.

His words tumbled around in my mind, getting bigger and bigger.  I couldn't get the image out of my mind.  

Mary.  

Gone.

Someone had--

I wanted to scream, but intead, I put my hand over my mouth and sat down next against the house.  The men were running towards us.  Mica said something to them and they ran in.  More of the women were crying.  Mary was respected here.  Loved.  

And now she was gone.

Someone had killed her.

I forced myself to have the thought.  And that was when I remembered last night.

My brothers had visited again, bringing me the flowers.  I'd been walking back with them and something had hit me over the head.  The bag must still be at the tree line.  Whoever had knocked me out must have brought me back to my bed.  It didn't make any sense. 

Macon ran up to the house.  "What's happening?" he said.  "It wasn't a good idea not to post any guards."

"I wanted you to guard," Mica said, "but you said you were too busy."  He was losing his temper.  "Find who did this!"

"Who did what?"

Mica drew close to him and spoke in a low voice.  "Go in and find out."

Macon gulped and went inside.  

Someone had come into the longhouse and murdered Mary while we all slept.  She was wanted by Alric.  The wizard would of course want the person dead who had possession of that book and knew the stories.  He had eliminated his biggest threat.

But that meant he, or someone who served him, knew we were here.  

Mica leaned down.  "We need to move," he said.  Then he studied my skirt.  "I think someone is trying to set you up.  I know you didn't do anything."

I felt as if someone had struck me all over again.

Macon already suspected me of working with Alric.

And he was all too good and hitting people he wasn't supposed to hit with that bow.

I got up.  Terror swept over me and I turned in a circle as another one of the men ran into the womens' longhouse.  Macon shouted something in his authoritative way and the house quieted.

"Look at what I found," Macon said.  "And whose bed is this?"

I couldn't help it.  I peeked back into the longhouse to find Macon standing there, holding a dagger.

A very familiar dagger.  It had a red and black handle and it was very long and sharp.  

I'd seen it before.  At Irving's throat.

It was covered in dried blood--and Macon was standing next to my bed.  He must have gone right to it.  

"This was under this bed," Macon said.  "Who was sleeping here?"

Mica glanced down at my skirt again.  I looked.

There was blood smeared across it, as if someone had rubbed the knife there after finishing the deed.  It was obvious that someone had tried to set me up, but these people were panicked.  Macon was an idiot.  

"Come on!" Mica said, grabbing my arm.

I ran.  The two of us bolted across the camp and past the dining hall.  We then ducked into the men's longhouse, where all the beds were unmade and the blankets were on the floor.  Everyone had left in a hurry.  Mica ducked and pulled a pack out from his bed.  "We need supplies," he said.  "Where is your yarn?  We need to get to civilization and hide there.  I'll tell Brie and Stilt to come along with us.  Brie knows someone's working against you."

Footfalls hurried towards the house.  I ducked under Mica's bed and slid under just as Macon's booming voice filled the building.

"King Mica," he said.  "It's Ignacia.  She's killed Mary.  What are you doing in here?"

"I need my sword," he said.  "If the killer is around, we will need to deal with them.  What makes you think Ignacia did it?"

"This," he said.  I imagined he was holding up the knife.

"I've never seen her with that," Mica said.  "She's only ever had that ball of yarn.  Did you find it?  If she's around, it will take us to her.  Go grab it and bring it to me."

"Here's the thing," Macon said.  "She couldn't have gone far.  The women all said she was in there and ran out when Mary was discovered.  I found the bloody knife under her bed.  And right before I ran in there, I swore I saw blood on her clothes."

"If she killed Mary, she was awfully stupid about it," Mica said.  "I think the real killer might have framed her.  I mean, that's what it looks like to me.  My father used to deal with cases like that all the time."

"Well, a lot of people are stupid."

"I know," Mica said.  "If it really was her, she might have run into the forest.  If I had killed someone, I would have done the same."

My heart raced.  All Macon had to do was ask where he was hiding me.  It would be all over.  The villagers would likely have me put to death, and there was no way I'd be able to defend myself.  I couldn't speak and we didn't have the book.

But Macon's footfalls sounded and got farther away.  He was leaving.

"Ignacia," Mica said.  "Stay there.  I'll go get food and see if Brie is going to come with us.  She knows this world best of all of us.  Though I don't know if she will with Mary and all."

Mica left and the silence in the longhouse was deafening.  

The sound of a woman crying floated in.  She ran past the open door and I stayed put.  The crying vanished.  I didn't recognize her.  It didn't sound like Brie or Rae.

Brie wouldn't want to help me now.  Mary was like a grandmother to her and now Mary was still and covered in blood.  Brie was taking this harder than anyone else.  

She definitely wouldn't help me if she thought I was the killer.  

But the killer might really be whoever had hit me over the head last night.  

Annie, even.

She was still out here and I couldn't warn Mica.

I waited for a long time and another pair of women walked past the mens' longhouse, talking in low voices.  I made out two words: "trouble" and "new girl."

Macon was convincing a lot of them.  I held down vomit.  I could die before the sun was down, if I didn't find another copy of the book in time so I could clear my name.  And that was if Annie didn't meet me face to face again.  

And then several sets of footsteps entered the house.

"Ignacia," Mica said. 

I jumped, but his voice was still kind.  I crawled out from under the bed and stayed low, out of view of the open door.  

Mica stood there with Brie and Stilt, and Brie's eyes were redder than Immanuel's had been that horrible night.  She had been crying.  Her hair was a mess and even Stilt's inner glow had faded as if the grief had sucked it out.  Mica's shoulders were raised and he glanced over his shoulder to check the outside.

"I ordered Macon to assemble a party and search for you in the forest," Mica said.  "They are heading back to the spot where we came through since I told them it might be a way back to Fable.  They think you're fleeing this world, though I don't see how you could as it is nowhere near midnight.  The women are cleaning Mary up and getting ready to hold a service.  We've gathered supplies.  Brie says there is no money from this world in this camp, so we will need to do something about your clothes."

I stood up, trying not to be sick.  

I had brought these people to this place where Annie was still lurking and dangerous.  Annie knew about Mary.  She had to be in league with Alric, and I had no way to tell these people.   

And my brothers were still out here.  

But once we had another copy of that book, I could find the right story and tell Mica everything.  All I had to do was show him.  I was certain someone as smart as him could read.

"Also," Mica said, "Stilt found your bag of flowers outside your cabin.  It looks like someone brought them to you.  We have them loaded into the thing Brie calls a car."

I gave him a look.  I had no idea what a car was.

Brie filled him in.  Her voice was cracked and strained.  "A car is like a carriage, but it moves on its own.  There are no horses needed."

I nodded.

Something like that had entered the camp before the two bandits had chased me back to Fable.  Of course it would still be here.  They had parked it in the camp.  

And now that they were gone, we could use it.

Mica waved me out from behind the bed.  "We need to go."

I joined him, studying Brie for any hatred of me.  There was none.  I glanced down at the dried blood on my skirt.  It came in perfect lines.  It was obvious someone had rubbed the knife on the fabric.  I couldn't believe Macon didn't see the truth.

Mica paused at the door and looked right and left, then waved us out.

It was quiet outside.  Empty.  Womens' voices came out of the dining hall.  The door was mostly closed and the men had vanished.  I imagined them marching through the forest, pitchforks in hand, ready to kill me on sight or at least bring me back here to make it a public spectacle.  The door to the womens' cabin hung open, forgotten.  I could never go in there again.  Brie walked outside, making a show of not looking at it.  Her despair went down into the ground. 

We walked around the mens' cabin and towards the front sign of the camp, where the car was parked.  It was a black car, with black wheels and no horses attached.  Father had told me there were machines that did everything you could imagine for you in this world.  There were four doors on this one.  Mica opened one of the back ones for me and waved me in.  It was smaller than a carriage.  We might feel cramped.  

I wasn't sure what was going to happen.  Brie got into one of the front seats, the one on the left.  She had a wheel in front of her that was attached to the front.  Brie picked up a silver key from the seat.  "It looks like whoever had this car before forgot about it," she said.  "They must have gotten out quickly.  Once we start the motor, we should be able to get out of here before anyone can catch us."

Stilt sat beside her.  He looked nervous.  

"Do you know how to use this thing?" Mica asked, getting in and sitting beside me.  

"A little.  I got a leaners' permit before I went to Fable with Stilt."

That didn't sound good.  Brie inserted the key into a lock by the wheel and turned it.

The entire car rumbled and I jumped.  Mica did the same.

"It's okay," Brie said.  "It supposed to feel like this."

The door to the dining hall came open and a flash of orange came out.

Mica's mother.

She stood there, watching us.  Mica glared in her direction.  "Go," he told Brie.  "We don't want to stick around for her."

She moved her foot, turned the car around, and moved her foot again.  

We shot forward and I grabbed onto Mica.  The car took us past the sign and Brie turned the wheel as if afraid of the machine she was controlling.  Mica wrapped his arm around me and held me close.  We were both freaked out and Mica wasn't doing a good job of hiding it this time.  His pulse raced against mine as I put my head on his shoulder.  Mica moved his arm behind me, to make it look like he was supporting me.  

"I haven't been in one of these in forever," Stilt said.  "I forgot how fast they move."

We moved as if a hundred horses were pulling us.  The world sped past.  The sign, which said something about the Boy Scouts.  The trees.  Gravel crunched under us and we headed into the forest.  We were on a road.  This world had them, too.

"Do you know where to find a book?" Mica asked, obviously trying to distract himself from the ride.

"At a bookstore," Brie said.  "We can find one as soon as we get to a city.  But I don't have any money.  Stilt, you might have to use your magic to get us one."

I got what she was asking.  The elf would have to steal us a copy.  Elves could move fast and stay out of sight.

Mica breathed out and my pulse calmed down a bit.  He rubbed his hand down my bare forearm and kept it there.  I was getting a little used to the motion of the car.  Brie took even breaths now and her hands relaxed around the wheel.  I relaxed against Mica as we rolled farther and farther away from the camp where everyone wanted to kill me.

Where Annie just might be lurking in another shape.

All I could do now was lean against Mica and close my eyes to avoid getting sick.

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

The road had become smoother except for some fast, small bumps which came in a rhythm.  I woke and lifted my head from Mica's shoulder.

He smiled at me.  "Feeling any better?"

I nodded, but then I remembered it all and sat up, looking behind me.

I was in the car.  We were on a very large, smooth stone road with dashed white lines painted down it.  Other cars moved with us, traveling at the same pace we were, and there were dozens of them around us.  They came in different shapes and a very large one pulling a house-sized box followed us.  

"Do you need your flowers?" Mica asked.  "Now would be a good time to work on whatever you were working on.  Brie says there isn't a city for forty miles."

I wondered how many leagues that was.  I couldn't ask, so instead I nodded.  The land around us was mostly flat and wide open, with few buildings.  Behind us the land sloped up into forested hills.  The camp was there.  Maybe cities and towns were far apart in this world.  

Mica turned and pulled up the middle seat, which revealed a large secret compartment behind us.  The sack of flowers sat there and the blossoms were just as alive as they had been when I'd picked them.  

I'd never been so happy to see all those little stars.  I grabbed a handful and began to weave in the grid pattern I had figured out, but with the flowers closer together this time so they wouldn't fall apart.  Brie kept looking in the hanging mirror, trying to figure out what I was doing.  I didn't want to meet her gaze, even in the mirror.  Why was she so obsessed with what I was doing?

I kept working.

Starting all over again. 

I wove the flower stems together and tied knot after knot.  I was a little better at this now, but it was still difficult work with the car moving.  I tied knot after sloppy knot wih the flower stems and at last, I had a collar made after a half hour of working.  I held it up, making sure it wasn't going to fall apart like the last one had. 

It stayed together.

That was a start.

"What are you making?" Mica asked.  "Let me help you."

I didn't have a shirt to point at, so I pointed at the top of my dress and nodded.  Then I picked up my skirt and shook my head.  Mica had to sit there and think for a bit.

"A shirt," he said.  

I nodded.  Then I held up six fingers.  

"Six shirts," he said.  "Is this for someone you know?"

Yes.  I nodded.  

"Six someones," Mica said.  "That gets us closer.  Are they cursed?"

Stilt turned to watch our conversation.  I nodded to both of them.

"Did Alric curse them?"

I shook my head.  

"Was it a witch?"

I nod.

Mica turned to Stilt.  "You know of any witches who could have cursed six people?"

Stilt thought.  "Alric's mother, maybe."  He faced me.  "Was she old?"

I shook my head.  

"There's more than one witch in Fable," Stilt said.  

"It sounds like she's in a story," Brie said.  "We'll have time to read once we're in the bookstore.  Mica, you won't be able to take your sword in.  If we're lucky, they'll all think we've come out of some Renaissance festival.  They run those in the fall."

"What's that?" Mica asked.

"It's where people dress like us and pretend they're in a world like Fable," she said.  "Just...no sword.  Not even a wooden one."

"What kind of world is this?" Mica asked.  "You can't even carry a sword?  What if someone attacks us?"

"Then we hope security helps us," Brie said.  "This world isn't like Fable.  We have to rely on others for safety most of the time.  And they're not going to care if you're a king."

Mica flopped back into the seat.  "I didn't expect them to," he said.  "Trust me, being a king isn't what it's cracked up to be."

I believed him.  I could see the weight on his shoulders.  Mica had been away from his people too long, trying to protect them.  

Just like I had left my brothers again.

I went to work on the collar.  This time, it stayed together.  Brie studied it again and went back to driving.  She whispered something to Stilt.  It was almost like she knew something that I didn't.  

"Brie hates weaving," Stilt told me.  "It's a long story."

Brie slowed down as we reached an area that had a lot of cars.  It seemed that something was blocking our progress.  We were still out in the country, with only an occasional house and some mountains in the distance.  Pines grew everywhere, mixed with rolling fields.  Green signs showed the names of what I assumed were villages.  Others had numbers. 

"I hope we get there before they close," Brie said.  "I guess I'm Mary now.  I had better learn all the stories."

Stilt spoke.  "Brie, don't take all this on yourself."

"I have to.  We have to," she said.  "Alric's probably taken the Fox Kingdom again or whatever kingdom Ignacia is from."

I could feel her resentment towards me.  I focused on my weaving, but it got heavier and heavier.  On some level, Brie blamed me for all of this and maybe she was right to do so.  Darkness spreading meant a story was falling.  

I wasn't working fast enough.

I forced myself to take a breath.  I tied flower after flower onto the collar.  I was making the sleeves.  

"Can I help you with that?" Mica asked.

I wasn't sure if I could accept help.  My brothers had told me I had to do this.  Letting someone else do so might destroy the magic.  Maybe the fact that we shared the same blood was what made this work.  I hadn't asked them and regretted it.  

I held up my hand and shook my head.

"Let me help you," Mica begged.  

Again, I shook my head.  I was shutting him out.  The memory of his kiss burned in me, but I couldn't focus on that.  Helping my brothers was everything.  There was no time for joy.

Mica stared at me and watched me work.  I hated that I was having to ignore him.  Hated it.  But he should understand what it was like to not have a life of your own.  You had to give that up when others depended on you.  There was no way around it.

"Ignacia," he said, begging.  "Brie--is there something you can do to help her?"

"I don't know," she said.  "I haven't done anything like that since...you know.  Since Henrik got sucked into the ground.  He ate that apple and I don't think there's a way I can get that back."

"Stilt?"

"I have magic, but that ability is gone.  I'm sure."

"Neither one of you have tried," Mica said.

Their conversation floated over my head and merged into the car traffic around us.  Nobody could weave shirts out of impossible things.  Nobody...except for Annie.  The flowers were hard enough and I still had no idea what touch of magic was needed.  Stilt didn't think he could do it.  

I worked and worked until my fingers were close to bleeding as we rolled through the slow traffic.  Even the worst towns and small cities in Fable never got this crowded, but I ignored it the best I could.  Brie said something about an accident and I added more and more flowers to the shirt, at last finishing the sleeves, and when I held it up, a few flowers fell out but it mostly stayed together.

"Please accept my help," Mica begged.

I shook my head.  This was mine, and mine alone.  Mica had enough burdens to carry.  He didn't need this one, too.

We passed an area where red and blue lights flashed and people stood around a car what was upside down and off the road.  My stomach turned looking at it.  Carriage accidents were never this terrible.  

But after that, Brie made the car go faster and the traffic wasn't as thick.  By then, the light in the sky was getting long and yellow.  I went back to work.

This shirt would be Irving's.

It was big enough to fit him.  Or the swan that he had to spend most of his time as.  I wondered if I would have to slip these onto large birds.  Maybe I should have made swan-shaped garments instead.  No.  My brothers had told me that they needed shirts.  

The drive stretched out forever.  Cities were far apart in this world.  I tied more and more flowers in, getting the hang of the motions.  And at last, after my fingers had cramped, I held up a shirt made of green stems and white blossoms.

"You did it," Mica said.  "You need to make five more, right?"

I smiled.  Hope rose inside of me.  I only had to repeat this five more times.  I could do it.  I had enough flowers.  I could see through the shirt to Brie in the front seat, but it would have to work.

But this looked sloppy.  Annie had made those beautiful, feathery shirts where the feathers looked as if they had melted into each other.  This was crap.

I still needed a touch of magic.  I might have to ask Stilt for it after all, or find one of those wise women from Fable.  Some of them had light magic.   

"I can put that on my lap," Mica offered.

I handed it to him, glad that I had someone to keep it safe.  The whole car smelled of blossoms and cut stems.  

I couldn't stop.  I moved to the next oldest boy.  I made Immanuel's shirt collar just a little wider than Irving's, even though the two boys were just about the same size and just a year apart.  Flexing my fingers, I forced myself to keep going.  The collar formed in my hands and I moved on to the sleeves.  At least I had a system going now where I could get these done in less time.

After I found that touch of magic, my brothers were free.

And then we could figure out what to do with Annie.

"You're getting better at that," Mica said.  "Faster."

At least he had stopped asking to help.  Once I could speak again, I'd explain everything to him.  

Buildings rolled past.  They were closer together now.  Many of them were squares, but more were houses, with slanted roofs and amazing architecture.  The people of this world almost lived like royals.  I spotted one house that resembled a castle in the distance, only made of wood, and I had to force myself to go back to the shirt I was working on in order to avoid distraction.  The garment took shape and my hands went numb, leaving only my pinky finger with sensation.  I wrung them out and let the shirt fall to my lap.  Several of the flowers fell out.

"Take a break," Mica said.  "You shouldn't have to kill yourself.  Does this have to do with swans?"

I snapped my head up and nodded at him.  It was the feather.  He'd figured it out.

"There have been six of them hanging around the camp," Mica said.  "They all landed near me when Brie and I were talking about your missing flowers yesterday.  They just looked at us while we talked and then flew away again.  Is that them?  The people you're trying to help?"

I nodded again.  Now I understood why my brothers knew I was missing the flowers.  They were keeping a closer eye on things than I thought.

"Oh," Stilt said.  "It's one of those curses.  They're pretty common as far as curses go.  I've heard stories about lettuce that turns people into donkeys and and a prince that got turned into a bear a few decades ago.  They were okay in the end, though."

"Ignacia's part of a story for sure," Brie said.  "That narrows it down.  Six people.  Turned into swans.  We should be able to find that story pretty quickly.  I wish I had a smartphone with me."

"A what?" Mica asked.

"It's nothing you'd know about," Stilt said.  "They're like magic.  Just...different."

I went back to work, relieved that some of the story was out.  The buildings got thicker and lanterns lined the road now, shining with orange light.  I kept working.  My hands screamed with pain and new blisters rose on my skin.  Mica mentioned that we should get me some gloves.  Brie looked around at the buildings, trying to find something that might have books.  At last she pulled off the main road, following another green sign with numbers.

"We'll have to stop for directions," Brie said.  "I don't know this city and neither do you, Stilt, so don't suggest that we don't need to stop."

"Remember what happened last time we asked for directions?" Stilt said.

"There aren't any evil inns in this world.  At least, I don't think."

But Brie stopped at a building that had an awning over a bunch of strange machines with black hoses attached to them.  She went in, spoke to a man behind the counter, and came back out a few minutes later. 

"There's a bookstore a few miles away," Brie said, starting the car with the key again.  "We'll go there."

She drove through thick traffic again.  Hanging lights changed colors and it got harder for me to work on the shirt with the stopping and going.  But at last Brie pulled into a large stone plaza.  More cars were here, parked in between yellow lines.  

I dropped the half-finished shirt.  A few more flowers fell out, but the shirt managed to stay together.  I set it down on the seat.

Brie let go of the wheel.  "We're here.  Everyone out.  We'll find a copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales and find Ignacia's story.  Stilt, you'll have to find a way to get through the detectors.  We'll need the book to clear Ignacia's name if she wasn't the one who did it."

So Brie didn't entirely trust me.  She didn't have a reason to trust me.  I'd never so much as spoken to her.

I wasn't sure what detectors were but they didn't sound good.  Maybe this world had knights posted in the shops, waiting to attack anyone who tried to make off with the goods without paying.  But then I remembered Father saying that this world didn't have knights anymore.

Stilt opened a door in the front of the car, one that opened up to a secret compartment.  Papers were inside along with a small leather purse.

Stilt took it out and opened it.  "You know--money would be easier."

"Where did you find that?" Brie asked.

"Here," he said, pointing at the compartment.

Next to me, Mica was holding in a laugh.  It was the first time I'd seen him come close to laughing.  There was a normal young man in there, a young man with too many burdens to carry.

A young man I had to shut out, at least for a little longer.

Brie looked through the purse.  She pulled out a card with a man's face on it--a man I didn't recognize.  He wasn't one of the bandits.  Perhaps the bandits had stolen this from him and taken the car, too.  

But then she pulled out several green strips of paper, strips with pictures of wrinkly old men and numbers in the corners.  "We're good," Brie said, full of relief.  "I don't feel great about spending someone else's money, but it's an emergency."

I agreed.  We all got out of the car and Mica stashed his sword under the shirt I had finished.  I made sure the shirts were laid out straight in the back and the flowers were all in the sack.   My joints were stiff.  We had been sitting for a few hours and the last of the day's light was fading.  But there were lanterns all over the place here, lit with electricity and keeping the night safe.  We stood by a large, low building with lights on inside.

And books.

More books than I had ever seen in my life.

The place was magical.  Books of all colors sat on the shelves and people even sat inside, eating desserts.  Pies.  Cakes.  Those were rare in Fable.  People sat in beautiful chairs and read.  Entire displays of books at on tables, arranged in pyramids.  

For a moment, I forgot all about the shirts and followed Mica and Brie and Stilt to the building.  Brie's dress swished and she said something about a Renaissance fair again.  She also told Stilt to hide his ears.

"There aren't elves in this world," she told him.

"I know that," he said, squashing his hat down as far as he could.  

Mica drew closer to me as he let me catch up.  "That looks amazing in there," he said.  "Even my castle back home doesn't have such a great library.  I used to spend so much time reading as a boy."

And then he slipped his hand into mine, trembling and begging me to accept it.  

I did.  His hand was warm and it made tingles go up my arm, just like the yarn had.  I wondered if Mica had any magic or if this was what holding hands with a young man like him felt like.  I'd never done this before.  My brothers were my life and there wasn't any room for young men, at least not yet.  When they were safe and grown, maybe.

I shouldn't be doing this, but still I held his hand.  It couldn't hurt to enjoy it now, while we were walking across this safe plaza in search for a book.

Brie opened the door.  It was cool inside, like someone had magically affected the air and it smelled like crisp, new paper and ink.  None of the books were bound in leather like I was used to.  Bold text and bright pictures faced me at every angle and I was sure I was going to get overwhelmed in here.  There were thousands of them.  Maybe more.  I read the titles, but none of them were Grimm's Fairy Tales and none of them looked like the old volume Mary had stolen from her.  

Stilt faced Brie.  "I've been in this world before, but I don't know how to navigate this shop.  Where would it be?"

She shrugged.  "In the classics section?"

Everything they were saying went over my head.  Brie and Stilt vanished into the shop, weaving through shelves and shelves and leaving me and Mica standing there by the doors, holding hands.  

He looked at me and smiled.  "You want to explore?  I love books.  I can never stop reading."

I nodded.  Brie and Stilt knew where to find where we needed.  I looked around at the people in here with us.  An old man picked up a book with a helmeted guy on the cover, thumbed through it, and set it back down.  The people here glanced at Mica and his orange tunic, leather pants, and black boots, but looked away again.  His clothes were unusual, but not so much that he'd cause any alarm.  I had rubbed off most of the blood on my skirt on the way here, so my skirt was mostly okay.  

"Have a little bit of fun," Mica said.  "We're safe and Brie knows where to find the right book.  You can live for yourself a little, too." 

I wondered if he was saying that to himself as much as me.

I hesitated.

And nodded.

Excitement washed through me, mixing with the tingles.  Mica loved books.  I'd love to see his library.  But right now, I wanted to see this amazing shop.  

Hand in hand, we ran into the store.

It was dizzying.  There were so many books.  Mica and I ended up in a colorful section, which turned out to be books about things called computers and code, so we moved on and found another section about gardening, which made sense to us.  We paged through a large hardcover together, admiring the pictures of flowers and gorgeous gardens that rivaled ours back home.  The pictures were so pristine, as if someone had taken an actual scene and stuffed it into the paper.  This world had so many amazing inventions.  I wanted to take some home with me and show Father.

"I wonder where they keep the stories," Mica said, grabbing my hand again.

Stories.  Garden books were good, but stories were better.  I always buried myself in them when I was watching my brothers.  It passed the time.  

The tales from this world must be amazing.

It took us a little while and paging through some books that turned out to be about diet and fitness until we got to the stories.

The cover art was beautiful, with girls in royal dresses and castles that stretched into the sky and even some scenes of ruined worlds.  I paused when I found a book that had a destroyed city and a dark sky stretching overhead.  I held it and a chill ran over my spine.  It reminded me too much of the dark spot growing over my home when Father met Annie at the altar.  

"That looks like a world Alric would want," Mica said, frowning at the cover.  

I read the title.  EDGE.  A post-apocalyptic novel.  

I nodded in agreement and put the book back.  It wasn't something I wanted to read.

Brie might have a lot of money.  I wanted to buy as many of these books as I could and take them back home with me.  I couldn't bear to leave without at least a few of these.  

"We should see if Brie and Stilt have found anything," Mica said.  

After looking around, I spotted them sitting in chairs and reading twin copies of Grimm's Complete Fairy Tales.  These books weren't the same as Mary's copy, but instead had trees and forests on the covers.  I walked up to them and waited.

Brie turned another page.  "There are two hundred tales in here," she said.  "I'll keep skimming until I find something about a girl who can't speak.  Once I find that, I'll let you know.  Stilt's checking the second half of the book.  I'm reading the first.  These are the only two copies they have, or we'd have you help us."

"How long can we stay here?" Mica asked, looking around.  

Brie handed him one of the green papers.  "They don't close for a few more hours.  We're safe.  We have until eleven.  It's a little past eight now.  We should have our answer by then.  You two should go get something to eat.  We won't be able to read well in the car now that it's dark, so we need to take the chance while we're here."

Mica took the green paper.  It had the number 20 in the corners.  "This is money?"

"Trust me.  It is."

The two of us wandered around the store a little more and Mica and I found where they were selling the desserts.  There were so many under glass at the counter.  

We could enjoy these.  Guilt free.

"Let's share that carrot cake," Mica said, pointing to one under the glass.  After an awkward exchange with the woman behind the glass counter, he gave her the green paper and got more green papers--two with the number 5 back--and some coins.  The lady gave us the cake and we settled in the corner to eat it.

It was amazing.  The food in this world was magical.  Mica and I both worked on the cake until it was gone.  I felt so much better and my hands ached a little less. 

"That was good," Mica said.  "If we stay in this world too much longer, we're both going to get fat."

I nodded.  Then I got up and waved Mica back to the books.  I wanted to dive into one.  If Brie and Stilt would take a while searching through those volumes, we'd have time to read a story or two.

Mica ditched the plate and we headed back to the story section of the shop.  I picked up a book with a girl my age on the cover.  Enchanted.   She wore a white dress and walked through fog with a castle in the background.

People here read stories about people like me.

I grabbed a chair, opened the book, and began to read.  Mica chose the apocalyptic one and dove into that.  I got so immersed in the story and homesick that I sat there for what felt like hours, following the story about a girl chosen for a prince she didn't love.  

"Guys," Brie said.

I looked up.  She held her copy of the fairy tale book and motioned for me to stand.

"I think I found your story," she told me.  

Brie turned the book towards me.  Small, neat text took up the page, with a bold title on top.

The Six Swans.

Stilt moved closer to Brie.  “That has to be it."

My heart raced.  We had a breakthrough.

“The yarn is in this story,” Brie said, turning the page.  “It’s all here.  We figured out why you can’t talk.  It was your stepmother who cursed your brothers.  She married your father, the king."

"Of the Swan Kingdom?" Mica asked, joining me.  "No wonder the Queen there was so cruel.  If I had known what she wanted to do to Ignacia's brothers, I would have slain her right there."

I wanted to cry with the relief.  The truth was out.

Mica edged in to see the page.  I tried to do the same, but his head was in the way.  “So that’s why you needed the starwort,” he said to me.  

But then he turned another page while Brie held the book and his face fell.  

“I should have known,” he said, paling and seizing the book.  “The murders.  It’s all in here.  I’m in here.  I’m the king who finds her.”  I tapped his shoulder to see, but Mica was immersed in the text.  Horror came over his features.  “Oh.  I should have known.  Oh, my God.  They’re going to--"

Something purple tickled the side of my vision.

I turned.

The magic yarn floated in the air, pointing at me like an accusing finger.  It weaved back through the bookshelves and towards the front door.

Terror exploded.

I had forgotten all about the yarn and left it at the camp.

Where my accusers could find it and ask where I was.  

I tugged on Mica’s arm harder.  He turned his head and I pointed to the yarn.

Mica froze and then grabbed my arm.  “We need to go,” he said.

Brie and Stilt dropped the books and ran through the aisles.  Mica and I followed.  I wanted to ask him what he’d read and how my story ended, but there was no room for that.  Stilt waved us towards the front door.  We followed the yarn and it continued to float, drawing the stares of all the patrons.  The yarn hung in the front entrance and had managed to squeeze through the crack in the double doors.  An employee was walking over to check it out.  

We burst into the night.

“What’s going on?” Mica asked.

The yarn stretched into the night, cutting a straight line towards the rest of the city.  

“Whoever’s using it will take forever to get here,” Stilt said.  “We have time to move.  Tie the yarn to something so it can’t roll back up.  Then we go."

“The book,” Brie said.  “We need it to prove Ignacia’s innocence.”

The book.  It was my lifeline.  My brothers' salvation.  I ran back inside and weaved through the store.  The yarn moved with me, always pointing at me like a narrow purple snake ready to strike.  I swatted it away and took the book off the chair where Brie had dropped it.  The shopkeeper wouldn’t care if I borrowed it.  It was an emergency.

I ran back through the inner doors.

And a horrible beeping sound started.

“Ignacia!” Brie said, coming through the outside door.  “You can’t do that.  Drop the book.  I know the story.  We need to go!”

I shook my head.  I couldn’t.  I’d take whatever punishment they would mete out.  A guy from behind the counter walked around it and came at me, badge swinging on his shirt.  

“Drop it!” Brie said.  

The villagers would never believe my story unless they had the proof.

Mica leaned into the entryway while Stilt wrestled with the string, pulling it through the inner closed doors.  “Ignacia—come on!  Someone’s coming!”

It was impossible.

We had traveled hours.  No one could be here yet.

But outside, someone bolted across the parking lot at an incredible pace, taking huge, blurred steps.

And they were following the yarn.

Holding the book against my chest, I ran out through the door that Mica held open.  Stilt tied the yarn to the door handle, but it was too late.  I had taken too long in the shop.  

The blur slowed to a stop only feet away from us.  The shop worker yelled something at me from inside the store, something about having to pay, but I ignored him.

A blast of wind hit us and I went flying back against the shop door, which closed.  I let out my breath and kept ahold of the book.  The thing in front of us stopped and came into focus.  It was something red and black.

Annie.

She was here, catching her breath.  She still wore the same red dress with the black shawl I had last seen her in.  She was pale and her dark hair shone with the light from the store.  Annie clutched the red flower in one hand.  

And on her feet were a pair of very red and shiny boots.  

“You made a mistake,” Annie told me as the yarn rolled up next to her and thumped to the stone.  “You left your yarn right by your bed when you fled the camp.  Of course I had to take advantage of that.  I told the villagers that I would bring you back in time for your punishment.  Of course, I was in another form when I told them."

“What?” Mica asked.  He was pressed up to the door with me.  On the other side, the shopkeeper pounded on it, demanding that I come back in and pay.  “You were in the camp?”

Annie twirled the flower.  I wished I could tell Mica what it could do.  She must have disguised herself as someone the villagers trusted.  Someone I had spoken to.  Annie had been with us the entire time.  

“Do you want to know how I did this?” she asked, glaring right at me.  If her thoughts were fire, I would be burning alive.  "It won’t matter to you soon, anyway.  I’m glad I didn’t slit your throat back at your little safe house.  My brother always says that sometimes, you can turn failures into opportunites.  And that’s what I did here.”

“Your brother?” Stilt asked.

“You’ve probably heard of him,” Annie continued.  “His name is Alric.  Powerful wizard.  Magic runs in my family, after all."

Annie.  Alric had a sister and she was it.  They had the same mother, a scary old witch.  

She took a step closer.  The four of us remained pressed against the door,  unable to move.  A deep chill filled the air and cut me down to the bone.  Annie would be stupid to murder us in front of these people.  Right?

“Alric doesn’t want to free Fable,” Mica said.  He put on a brave face.  “He just wants to turn it dark and he won't want to share his power with you.  I know what you're hoping for.  Dark beings like you always want power."

But Annie ignored him.  "He promised that I would get to keep the Swan Kingdom if I helped to unravel your story," she told me.  "Did you know that your father had to accept me as his bride to save himself?  He got very, very lost on his hunting trip.  My mother found him.  She told him that if he ever wanted to get out of the forest, he would have to take me with him.  It's about time I get what I deserve.  I'll show my brother that I can be just as powerful as him."

Annie was resentful.  She wanted to compete with Alric and she'd do anything to rise to his level.  

I wanted to tell him how disgusting she was.  

“You don't have to be as bad as him,” Stilt said.  “It never helps anyone.  You can avoid your fate.  You don't have to be this way.  If you really want to get back at your brother, help us fight against him."

Annie smiled.  She seemed to calm down, but I knew better.  The man inside the store cursed and tried to push the door open.  He must think we were trying to hold him in or that we were playing some prank.  The air remained as sharp and cold as ever.

“I’ve read the story,” Annie said.  “I took Mary’s book, after all.  I know which one you speak of.  I have other ways to avoid my fate in it.  I'll survive this very well, thank you very much.”

I shook my head.  It didn’t make any sense.  Annie hadn’t been there.

But then she twirled the flower again.

Or had she?

As the female bandit?  

“After you ran from me and escaped down the river, girl,” she said, facing me, “I followed it.  I came to the shed and wandered around the forest, trying to find your trail.  I came across the camp late that night.  I knew you would ask the yarn for shelter and go there sooner or later.  Early that morning, I found two fugitives hiding there.  I killed the woman, took her form and her memories, and enchanted the man to make him forget what he'd seen.  I hung with him and he never knew the difference.  Then, I insisted we return to the camp to hide for the night and sure enough, you had made your way there.  It was the only food and shelter for miles.  Thank you for leading me to another portal, girl.  I knew you and your ball of yarn would do it.  I knew you would try to go to your father for help."

I wanted to demand him, to demand to know where he was and how he was doing.  Annie paced back and forth, twirling the red flower.  Another car came into the lot and left again as if Annie's presence were making the driver uneasy.  No one was coming to help us.  

"You use that to change forms," Brie said.  "And you're wearing seven league boots."

"Very good," Annie said.  She eyed the book.  "They were a gift from my mother.  I see you've been doing some reading."

Brie gulped.  "Your brother will turn against you eventually.  He was against King Henrik.  There's no reason he won't do the same to you.  Help us fight him."

Annie said nothing but looked down like she was thinking.  

"What did you do after you stole Mary's book?" Stilt asked.  

"Easy.  Fire disposes of almost anything."

I wanted to drop the book I held.  Annie's fate was in it.  If it was a good story, she would perish at the end or get some harsh punishment.

But she claimed to have found a way around that. 

And worse, I'd led Annie right to Mica and Brie and Stilt.  

"You killed Mary," Brie shouted.  "You stabbed her!  She didn't do anything to you!"  She was losing it.  "You deserve to be hanged.  It's you the village should execute!"

The word execute rolled around in my head like thunder.  If Annie took me back there, it was the end for me and my brothers.  I had to stay alive for them.

Annie held up one hand like she was feigning innocence.  "I didn't stab Mary.  Think before you place your blame.  Someone else got to her before I could.  I thought about it, as I was disguised as your annoying and insufferable huntsman ever since he was supposed to return from the forest with the king."

Next to me, Mica shifted.  "You were Macon the whole time?"

"Here's the thing," she said, doing an accurate impression of him.  She held up a finger.  "I found him in the forest.  It's not a good idea to go without a buddy.  So I plucked a hair from his head, took his form, and made sure he got very lost in the woods.  I'm sure he's still out there, trying to find his way home."

"Then who stabbed Mary?" Brie asked.

"It wasn't me," Annie said.  "That, I promise.  Now," She took a step closer.  The cold force pushed us against the doors so hard I could barely breathe.  "The four of you need to return to the village.  And I'll take that."  She nodded to the book.  

Another cold rush hit me and I let go.  The book fell to the stone and Annie picked it up.  I held down my shouts.  That was my proof of innocence.

I still hadn't gotten to see who the real killer was.  

“I hope you enjoy the ride back to the village,” she said.  Even as she spoke, a strange sleepiness came over me.  She was using some kind of magic.  “The villagers have a special punishment set up for beloved Mary’s killer.”

She was going to control us and take us back there.

I tried to open my eyes all the way again, but dark hands of tiredness rose up, dragging me down into an underworld of sleep.  

I tried to look to Mica, but he slumped against the door, his eyes glazed and gone.  Annie motioned for us to return to the car, which was parked across the lot, and my legs obeyed.  The world blurred into a painting and my thoughts broke down.  There was something about my brothers.  Flowers.  Shirts.  I had to help them.  I’d die to help them.

The last I remembered was opening the door to the back of the car and sitting next to Mica, who leaned over and let his head rest on my shoulder.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

I came to with the clunking of the road under the car’s tires.

Mica was asleep next to me.  He had shifted.  Stilt leaned against the window on the other side of him.  Brie was in the front, driving with her hands clutching the wheel.  She sat straight up like she was nervous.  

And then I saw Annie sitting in the front passenger seat, a terrifying dagger held up to Brie.  

It was the same one she’d pulled out from under my bed and the same one she had nearly killed me with.  The same one she had nearly spilled Irving’s blood with, too.  Annie stared Brie down with those scary black eyes as she continued to drive.  Another car zoomed around us, lights on, and left us behind with a red glow.  We were surrounded by people and no one knew we were in danger.

And then Annie faced me.

“Awake?” she asked.  “That’s fine.  We’ll arrive at the village in a couple hours’ time.  Enjoy it.  At sunrise, you’ll be awake for the very last time.”

I opened my mouth to shout at her, but remembered.

Silence.  I had to maintain it.

The first shirt of flowers lay on the floor over my feet.  Even in my trance I had been careful not to crush them.  Immanuel’s shirt still lay part finished over Mica's sword.

“Go ahead,” Annie said.  “Weave your shirts.  You’ll find that it’s useless.  I’ve found a way to stop your ending.  The one you want, anyway.  Your brothers aren’t going to save you from the flames.”

I scooped up the shirt and set it on my lap, holding down tears.  Mica snored.  He couldn't help me now.  Maybe I should have accepted his help after all and taken the risk of the magic not working.  More of this would have been done.  

Why did I always have to sacrifice myself for everything?  It was impossible.  I couldn't save everyone.  I couldn't even save myself.

I shook Mica, but he was still out.  I shuddered in the cold air of the car.  Annie’s magic was sucking the life out of everything.  I wondered what she had planned for him.  None of us would make it out of here alive.  Brie drove in silence and even Stilt was knocked out.  His eyelids didn't even flutter.  I wondered how I had woken.  Perhaps Annie had a hard time controlling four people.  Bernice had told me that even powerful witches and wizards had to focus to make their magic work.  

The flowers were in the compartment behind the seat, the one Brie said was a trunk.  With all my might, I reached over and shoved Mica forward.  Mica slumped in between the front two seats and Annie made a face at me, then motioned towards him with the knife.  I pulled Mica back in panic.  

“Don’t make my trip any more harsh than it has to be,” Annie said, fixing those dark, soulless eyes on me.  Yeah.  She was Alric’s sister, all right.  Evil must run in the family.  I didn’t want to imagine what her children would be like.  They’d be my half siblings and nothing like my brothers.  I could never love Annie’s children the way I did them.  

Annie settled back into her place, taking the knife with her.  She'd want Mica to watch me die.  It was the only reason she was keeping him alive.  I wondered what the king of the Sun Kingdom had said to her when they met before.  

Holding Mica the best I could with my hand behind his back, I opened the back compartment and pulled the sack of flowers out the best I could.  Thankfully Mica had tied it shut and they all remained inside.  I pulled a muscle in my shoulder pulling the sack down between me and Mica, but I ignored the pain, closed the compartment up, and let Mica fall back to the seat.  He didn't wake.  The air in the car remained sharp.  I hoped he would wake soon.  Brie and I were alone here.  

The cold feeling wavered and Mica's eyelids fluttered, but then he was out again.

Yes.  Annie had to focus.  I hoped it drained her by time we reached the camp.

“Don’t try anything stupid,” Brie begged me.  “Just work on those shirts and be good.  We don’t want to make Annie upset.”

There was something more in her words, but I didn’t know what it was.

“Yes,” Annie said.  “Don’t make me angry.  You wouldn’t want to see this young king’s blood get all over the inside of this car.”

I moved over and leaned across Mica, glaring at Annie.  She wouldn’t kill me now.  She wanted to deliver me to the village and watch me suffer.  It was there in her eyes, in her sly little smile.  Suffering was another specialty in that family.  

“How noble,” she said.  “Always throwing yourself in front of the carriage for others.  I’m sad to say that it gets you nowhere.”

I glared at her.  Annie didn’t know love.  She didn’t know what it was like to have another person’s life in her hands or that weight on her shoulders.  At last, she turned away and kept the knife pointed at Brie, arm raised a bit and shaking.  Fatigue was creeping in.  Annie would have to maintain that for the rest of the drive.  If her magic drained enough, she might not be able to put the Macon disguise on again.    

But I might be hoping for be too much.

The shirts.

I opened the bag as Mica muttered something about his mother in his sleep.  He was troubled.  He had every right to be.  I grabbed a handful of flowers and held my hands up, trying to calm the shaking.  This might be my last chance.  Annie had the book and we had no way to prove our case to the villagers.  I didn’t even know if my story was supposed to end happily or what would happen when the time came.

So I went to work, putting all my focus into the shirt.

Annie watched every once in a while, snickering to herself each time, but I ignored her.  I wove the stems and blossoms into Immanuel’s shirt and set it down on top of Irving's.  I had to keep my legs together to make room for everything and they soon began to cramp, but I kept going.  I couldn’t afford to stop.  

The cars around us got thinner.  The night was getting late.  It must be past midnight already.  I wished someone would see us and stop us.  But I was on my own.  Mica slept next to me and I went to work making the next shirt, the one for eleven year old Ike.  He was the same age now as I was when I found Immanuel by the river.  If I died, at least I’d know that he would never have to bear the responsibility I had.  Swans didn’t worry about their siblings.  

Did they?  

My hands cramped and screamed, but at last, I finished Ike's shirt.  It was sloppier than the rest but it held together.  I was getting much better at this.  I grabbed another handful of the flowers and went to work on Isaac’s.  This one would be smaller.  He was just eight.  That made it easier.  I had gone through more than half of the flowers now.

Brie stole a glance back at me, but Annie held the knife up higher and she returned to driving.  I dared a look outside.  Forest closed in on both sides.  We were heading into the hills and the road was sloping into higher elevations.  It was still completely dark, but dawn couldn’t be very far off.

And with dawn came my fate.

My brothers’ fate, too.

I wove faster and faster, finishing Isaac's shirt and moving on to Ivan's.  

Brie pulled off the main road and onto a smaller one.  She braked and turned us down another, narrower road without any cars.  It was very, very dark out here.

We were close to the camp.

The car rolled uphill and I wove flower after flower into Ivan's shirt.  I had only one more to go.  Annie watched me again and laughed.  It was a knowing laugh, like she knew something that I didn't.

"You think I don't know the story?" she asked.  "Do you know how useless those are going to be?  Wait.  You don't."

I let out a breath.  Blood rushed to my ears.  Annie had an advantage.  Everyone around me knew how the story was supposed to end.  I was the only one in the dark.   

I put the finishing touches on Ivan's little shirt.

The only one left with Isiah's.

My smallest little brother.  The baby.  

"Fifteen more minutes before we reach the camp," Annie said.  "How fast can you weave that?  Let me watch how fast you tie those knots."

Brie shifted and kept driving.  It wasn't that she had a choice.  She was taking me to my death and she knew it.  Her face was a blob in the rearview mirror, but even so I could tell her eyes were red.  She hadn't spoken a word since we'd gotten into the car, locked in our dazes.  

Mica continued to sleep.

Maybe he should stay asleep.  Then he wouldn't have to watch me die.  At least he would be spared the agony.

I began Isiah's shirt.

Maybe Mica could give these to them, now that he knew the truth.  If he survived. 

Stilt sat up on the other side of Mica.  "Where are we?"

I couldn't answer.  Annie gave him a silent look and he withered.  His inner glow seemed to vanish.  The car remained cold as ever.

I wove.

Tied knots. 

Prayed.

Flowers fell from my hands as Mica kept breathing deeply.  The cold weakened as Annie's power must have drained, but she kept staring at the king.  She was focusing her energy on him, keeping him asleep.  He was the strongest of us and the most fierce.  Of course she'd want him to be out of the picture.

But underneath that sly smile were nerves.

Annie was worried about something and it had to do with Mica.

He must have seen who murdered Mary in the story and Annie didn't want that out.  

But that wouldn't matter at sunrise.

And the light was turning pink outside, peeking through shadowy pines and ancient forest like fire.

Sunrise was almost here.

Another knot.

And another.

I wasn't going to finish this in time.  Brie slowed the car, but Annie raised the knife at her again and she sped up.  Brie had no control of this.  

"Leave her alone," Stilt demanded.

Annie whirled on him.  She raised the knife and Stilt raised both hands, leaning as far back as he could into the seat.  

"All right.  All right," he said.  "Just don't hurt her."

"Don't try to shapeshift on me," Annie told him.  "It won't last long, I guarantee you."  Then she turned around and kept the knife on her lap.  "Oh, look.  We're here."  

Ahead, the camp spread out behind the sign, which read Boy Scouts of America in big blue letters.  Brie stomped on the brake and I went forward, bumping my head on the seat.  She didn't react.  Brie seemed transfixed by something inside the camp.

Annie held up the red flower.  In a blur, her form shifted and Macon sat there, complete with his serious, know-it-all face.  He nodded to us.  "Brie.  Mica.  Stilt.  The three of you will not say a word about this.  In fact, I'll make sure you join this girl here in her vow of silence."

Mica opened his eyes and lunged at the Annie-Macon.  The copy leaned back and glared.  Mica stopped as if he’d hit a wall and tried to shout something through closed lips.  Stilt did the same.  The car remained stopped and I couldn't see what lay in front of us over the fake Macon's head.  

“What did you do with the real Macon?” Stilt asked.  “Not that I care all that much.”

The fake Macon smiled.  “He’s just lost,” he said.  “I didn’t kill him.  I wasn’t going to do any of you any favors.”

“So you killed Mary as Macon,” Stilt said.  He was getting braver.

“No.  I did not,” the fake Macon said, staring at Mica.  I didn’t understand.  Mica couldn’t have done it—unless he was really Alric in disguise?  Then he turned to Brie.  “Go on.  Pull up into the camp.”

Mica peered around the fake Macon’s head and then leaned close to me.  “Weave, Ignacia.  You have to weave.”

I didn’t know why he was telling me that.  Brie took the car forward.  She was shaking.   The early morning light was bathing the camp in a faint gray.  No one was out but I knew that would change.

And then I saw the fire pit.

Or rather, where the fire pit used to be.

While we were gone, the vilagers had assembled a bunch of sticks and lumber in a huge ring.

And in the middle of it all rose a wooden stake.

“See that?” Annie asked in Macon’s condescending voice.

Mica leaned closer to me.  He muttered something through his closed lips, over and over again.  

You deserve to live.

My heart raced and I couldn’t think clearly.  My brothers came first.  Always had.  Always would.  With shaking hands I picked up another handful of flowers.  Isiah’s shirt was the last.  I went to work, doing the now-familiar movements of weaving the collar.  Brie slowly pulled up beside the timber and I forced myself not to look at it.  I had to free my brothers.  Any good story would end with that.

The fake Macon opened the passenger door of the car.  “Don’t try to leave,” he said, holding up a finger.  “You won’t be able to.”

The air remained cold and he shut the front passenger door.  Macon jogged over to the mens’ cabin and knocked on the closed door.  No one answered.

“I can talk,” Mica said.  “Her magic.  She can't do everything at once."

Stilt tried the door.  It refused to budge.  Then he beat on the glass while Brie tried the same.  The air in the car remained cold.

My hands trembled and I tied more knots, struggling to finish the last shirt.  If I had to die at least my brothers would be able to live. 

"We have to find a way to get you out of here," Mica said.  "Your brothers.  They're supposed to help you when you're about to be burned and then they're supposed to put on your shirts.  It was in the story.  But I think Annie has something planned for them.  She knows the story, too.  If you don't die, she gets burned instead."

A shudder stole over me and I kept working.  Isiah's shirt was the smallest but it was the hardest.  I worked on the first sleeve and then moved down to the main part of the shirt.  This was the sloppiest.  The worst.  I might not get it all the way done before they led me out.

Someone finally opened the door for the fake Macon.  He went into the mens’ cabin.

"There's another thing, too, that was in the book," Mica said.  The pain in his voice was heavy.  Brie and Stilt watched him while he worked.  "My mother.  She's the killer.  She's the one who framed you, not Annie."


Chapter Twelve

 

 

I had to stop and stare at Mica.

He was pale.  Almost green, like he was about to throw up.

Then I remember the fake Macon and Mica's mother talking in the dining hall, speaking in low voices.  If this was true, the two of them had been working together.

Mica's mother might even be in league with Alric if she was working with Annie.

"It's true," he said.  "The mother of the king you love tries to frame you for murder."

I went to weave another blossom.  I was halfway done with the shirt and the stake and timber waited for a body and for flame.  I didn’t have time to comfort Mica or reel at the revelation.

"My mother never wanted anyone else to be in my life," Mica said, letting his face fall to his open palm.  "I always knew she wanted to have the kingdom through me.  She even tried to groom me as a child.  I wanted to help the poor, of course, but there's more to Mother than that.  She wants power.  Always has since she married my father."  He lets that hang in the car like there's more.  “I don’t understand why she’s that way.”

I had to stop weaving for a second.  I wrapped my arm around Mica and hugged him from the side, pulling him closer.  One sleeve remained unfinished on the final shirt, but hope was dying fast and I saw no swans in the sky, swooping down to save us.  Annie must have done something to them already, like shot them with Macon's bow or cursed them to be stones instead.  

I let a tear fall out and Mica hugged me back.  

We were in pain together.  

I dropped the shirt.  There was no way out.  

Brie picked it up.  "I'll finish this for you."

I shook my head.  It was my job.  My brothers said so.  But this time I had gone weak.  Broken.  Used up.  I was going to die in a few minutes and my brothers weren’t here.  It didn't matter who finished the shirt.  

Brie grabbed some flowers and wove.

Stilt sounded like he sat a hundred leagues away.  "You can't turn things anymore.  Or can you?"

"I know a bit about weaving."

I didn't know what they meant, so I closed my eyes.  

Only to hear a loud pounding on the glass.

"Out," a man ordered.  "Out.  Now."

It was the fake Macon, glaring in at us.  Several of the village men stood behind him and even some of the village women had gathered around the car.  Rae and Henry stood with them, watching in horror.  They were powerless to act against the small crowd.

The fake Macon opened the door and a sharp, cold energy flowed into the car.  How could they not notice it?

Mica tried to say something, but his lips had pursed together again.  Annie's magic had silenced my companions.  Brie continued to weave the starwort into Isiah's shirt.  She moved fast, almost hypnotic with her motions.  I could have just ruined the magic by letting her work on it. 

We still didn't have the magic touch my brothers needed.

Mica screamed two words at me as I sat there, staring at the fake Macon.  They were muffled and I had to guess the meaning.

Save yourself.

"Out," the fake Macon ordered, seizing my arm.

His grip was cold and I slid across the seat.  The world got too loud.  Every sound popped out at me.  Mica seized my other arm and I felt like a doll about to be ripped apart.  The fabric hissed under me.  One of the women muttered that she didn't want to watch this.  I hooked my foot on the inside of the car and stopped Macon for a second, but another man--the old man minus his pitchfork--reached in and grabbed my arm too.  I couldn't resist the combined strength of the two of them.  Mica shouted through his closed mouth.  Why couldn't these people see that there was dark magic?  Why couldn't they feel it?

Mica's grip broke and I went sprawling out of the car.  

I hit gravel.  Dirt.  Angry shouts surrounded me.  Killer.  Murderer.  Alric's servant.  These people were beyond reason.  They had gone into hysterics.

"Burn her!" a woman shouted above me.  "This killer cannot be allowed to roam free."

I looked up.  An orange dress hung down to the ground.

Mica's mother.

The real killer, if the story was right.  

She glared down at me with a knowing look.  The fake Macon stood next to her as hands grabbed me from every angle and Mica continued to shout through his closed mouth.  Brie and Stilt remained in the car.  What were they doing?

Hands pulled me up.  I was surrounded by angry men and women.  I searched around for Rae and Henry.  They might show me some compassion, but the crowd was too thick.  The stake rose behind everyone and hands dragged me closer.  Branches and twigs snapped under feet.  

Irving had told me once that no one could avoid screaming as fire claimed their flesh.

I closed my eyes.  The crowd dragged me over timber.  Someone made the sounds of kicking it out of the way.  Everyone shouted.  It all blended together.  Someone wrenched my hands behind my back.  I was caught in that raging river all over again and there was no fighting against it.

These people would watch me die.

The crowd whirled me around so fast my knee popped.  Pain exloded for a second and faded.  It would be nothing compared to what waited.  Macon stood right in front of me, shoving me back against the pole.  

I was going to die here and my brothers would never be saved.  

"Why won't you speak?" the fake Macon yelled in my face.  Someone bound my hands with rough rope.  "Why won't you defend yourself?  There must not be a defense.  You know you're guilty."  

He stood back.  

So did everyone else.

I was bound there, tied to the pole and surrounded by dry timber that was ready to blaze.  It poked into my legs like a dozen angry claws.

Brie and Stilt were still in the car.  Several men stood around it, keeping it guard. Mica was still there, too.  They were silenced, just like me.  They might not get out of here alive, either.

Macon stood up in front of the crowd.  He raised his arm to silence the chatter.  The red flower stuck out from his pocket and no one seemed to notice. 

And close to him stood Mica's mother.  She smiled at me, giving me a knowing grin.  She would enjoy watching me die.  Would enjoy every second of it.  I was determined not to scream.  I wouldn't give her the satisfaction.

And if I screamed, I would doom my brothers.  

Save yourself.

Mica's words spun through my mind.  What was the point of that when my brothers were still swans?

Macon spoke.  "We're gathered here to watch the execution of a known ally of Alric and the murderer of our beloved leader, Mary.  This girl entered our village and destroyed our lives.  She ruthlessly took away the life of Mary, and on the night she finally made it back to her own world, which she had been dreaming of for thirty years."

I watched the faces of the crowd.  Most of the women stared at me, and some like they weren't sure what to think.  No one dared to speak.  The men glared at me more, as if I had taken something away from them.

The false Macon faced me and then the crowd again.  "For Mary!"

"For Mary!" they repeated.

And then I spotted them.

Six white swans flying over the trees, wings spread wide.

They flew over the camp and everyone looked up, including the fake Macon.  Long shadows fell over us and passed over as they circled around, descended, and dive-bombed the crowd.

People bolted out of the way as they spread their huge wings and waved them like arms.  The air whooshed and the wind blew against me.  All six landed, hissing and bashing at the crowd.  White feathers flew and the fake Macon stood there, watching them with a terrifying calm.  Two of the women screamed and ran back to the longhouse.  One of the swans advanced on Macon and punched him in the stomach with his beak.  The fake Macon flinched but did not back down.

Instead, he faced the forest, lifted his fingers to his mouth, and whistled.

Red eyes bounced out of the forest and the same two women screamed, rushing for the dining hall.  Six wolves ran towards us, hackles raised.  Many of the men raced for the longhouse and more of the women went for cover in the dining hall, but the wolves weren't focused on them.  

They were focused on my brothers.

This was what Annie had talked about.

The swans ganged up on the fake Macon.  They had no clue.  

Mica opened the back door of the car and got out, unsheathing his sword.  Annie must have forgotten about him and lost her focus on the car doors.  He tried to open his mouth to speak, but his lips were still glued shut.  The fake Macon backed into the timber, away from the six swans while I watched, helpless.  Brie and Stilt remained in the car and the wolves drew closer.  Several of the villagers stood outside the camp buildings, ready to go inside.

"Ignacia is controlling these wolves and these swans!" Macon shouted.  One bashed him with his wing and Macon grimaced in pain.  "Help me!  Kill them all!  Light the stake!"

It was an act.  No one moved except Mica.  He swung at one of the wolves, who dodged him and kept going for my brothers.  The swans pushed the fake Macon onto the timber and he fell over, getting caught in the sticks.  But then he glared at the swans and they went flying back, wings flapping and feathers raining.  One of the wolves drew closer and snapped at a wing.  

And caught on.

The swan let out a cry of pain, a tortured sound.  I wrenched against the ropes and the stake but I couldn't budge.  The other swans ganged up on the wolf now, hitting it with their wings with loud, painful blows.  More feathers flew and the wolf let go.  Blood dripped from a pure white wing.  The other five wolves circled my brothers and closed in, growling and glaring with their red eyes.

I was going to see my brothers get ripped apart. 

Mica circled around them, face molded into a fierce scowl I didn’t know he was capable of.  He swung down on one of the wolves but it dodged him and crept around behind my brothers.  It lowered its body, ready to strike.  The old man emerged from the mens’ cabin, holding a lit torch.  The other men did the same, sneaking around the wolves and coming right towards me.  Mica didn’t notice them.  I squirmed against the ropes, trying to warn Mica and my brothers with my desperate look, but my hands were still behind my back.  I had no way.  They were all going to die and I was going with them.  I hoped it would be fast for their sakes.

My brothers huddled together, advancing on the first wolf.  One of the swans still dripped blood.

All five of the remaining wolves crouched low, ready to strike.  The first one snapped at the swans, driving them back towards his companions.  Mica tried to open his mouth as he swung down again, but Annie was still using her magic to silence him.  He only managed a muffled shout that my brothers didn’t notice.  The fake Macon stood, facing Mica, ready to work another curse on him. 

The old man shuffled to me.

And lowered his torch towards the timber.

I sucked in a breath.

“Stop!”

I shouted so loud that the old man jumped back, dropping his torch on the dirt.  It rolled and went out.

The fake Macon faced me, eyes widening.  

“Watch out!” I shouted to my brothers.  “Behind you!”

They turned.

And took off into flight just as the wolves jumped.

White feathers flew and the wolves landed on dirt, growling and tearing at each other in confusion.  Mica swung his sword down on one and a yelp of agony followed as the wolf thrashed, blood squirting everywhere.  He withdrew the sword and swung down on a second wolf, slicing it right between the shoulder blades.  It howled in pain and went down to join its friend, writhing and going into death throes.  I had never seen so much blood, not even on Mary's blankets.  Someone made a gagging sound.

The old man stared at me, astonished that I had finally said something.  The rest of the men and even most of the women had come back out of the cabins to watch.  I stood there, surrounded by timber.  The torch on the ground continued to smoke, dead.

I had doomed my brothers.

I had broken the magic of the woven shirts and done all that work for nothing.  

They must not realize it yet.  All six of them descended on the confused wolves, bashing them with their wings while Mica backed away.  The remaining four wolves yelped and cried out,  One of the wolves turned tail and ran, bolting for the forest, and the other four followed as two of the swans flew after them, hissing and trying to punch with their wings.

Father had been right that swans weren’t something to mess with.  Under all that elegance was mean.  

And now my brothers would be this way forever.

Mean under elegance.  

The fake Macon glared at me.  The cold swept up my body and threatened to silence me, but I had to beat him to it.  What was done was done.  “This isn’t the real Macon!” I shouted.  “It’s Alric’s sister in disguise!  She’s been among us the whole time!”

Annie’s power washed over me and my lips locked together.  I tried to shout something else, but the fake Macon glared at me in a silent, desperate plea for me to remain silent.  

People gasped and backed away from me and the false Macon.  They stared like they weren’t sure what to think.  Mica stood there as all six of the swans landed again and advanced on Macon.  There was a way to prove this wasn’t the real huntman.  I could see the plan in Mica’s eyes.  He faced the swans and raised one arm.  “Attack him!”

Annie had shifted her focus to me.  He was free to speak.  

Mica rushed behind all six of my brothers as they all advanced on the false Macon.  A king charging behind six swans would have been funny under other circumstances.

Annie couldn’t use obvious magic or her cover was blown.

I could only stand there and watch as my brothers bashed their wings into the fake Macon.  He grunted in pain and seized a swan’s neck, but the strength of its wings forced him to let go.  Mica couldn't get through the swans to use his sword.  The swans beat at their tormentor, hissing and stabbing with their beaks and the fake Macon put his arms up to try to protect himself.  It did no good.  Blood ran down his arms.  He cursed and begged for help, begged for the villagers to light me on fire and kill the swans.  

And then the fake Macon's form wavered.  A single red flower fell from his pocket and landed on the ground.  

The form of Annie appeared in its place.  Macon snapped back and then Annie returned, screaming and swatting the birds.  

People screamed and backed away.  Annie landed on the tinder and I pulled against the stake, trying anything to get away from her.  My brothers weren't letting up.  They pummeled her and pecked and covered her like a group of feeding wolves.  Annie's screams got louder.

And then the swans all flew back in a rush of cold air that blasted against my skin.

"It's her," the old man said, holding up his pitchfork.  "She's the one who murdered our Mary!"

Annie was bloody.  She groaned with pain and managed to stand, pulling herself out of the tinder.  The old man advanced and stopped, pointing his pitchfork at her.

Mica wasted no time as Annie came to her senses, seething with pain.  He rushed around the back of me with the cracking of sticks and untied my wrists.  His warm breath chased away Annie's cold magic.  "Get down," he said.  "You're free."

My brothers recovered on the other side of the camp, stretching their wings and regrouping.  Annie would be ready for another attack.  This time she would kill them.  I wrung out my wrists, free of the binds.  Annie glared at everyone.  The villagers stared back.  Mica's mother hung behind everyone, still in her orange dress and shifting with nerves.  She backed towards the dining hall.

Annie started to stay something, but there was nothing to say.  The truth was out.  She wouldn't be making three dozen people forget about what they'd seen.  Mica and I jumped over the sticks and I stumbled as one caught my skirt.  My brothers had regrouped and were ready to take flight, to do another attack.  Welts and bruises rose on Annie's bare arms.  Her dress was torn.  Swans were vicious.  I'd always remember that if we ever saw home again. 

"She's not the killer of Mary," Mica said, his voice loud and full of authority.  "My mother is."

"Mica!" she shouted.  "How could you say such a thing?"

"It's in the story," he yelled while Annie watched.  "You didn't like the girl I loved, so you decide to frame her for murder and have her burned.  You're working with Annie, aren't you?  You've always wanted the kingdom.  I bet Annie promised to help you get it as soon as Ignacia was out of the way."

The old Queen backed into the dining hall, hitting the wall as all eyes turned to face her.  The guilt was there on her face, complete with paling skin and wide eyes.  Mica's mother trembled, but Mica hadn't finished.  

"I bet you killed Father, too, hoping you would be able to take the throne for yourself.  And I bet you planned to kill me if you couldn't bring me under your control."

"I..." she managed.  She looked to Annie as if for help, but Annie quickly looked away.  

"You're working together," I said.  "I know it.  That makes sense."

"Listen, girl," his mother said.  "Do you know what it's like to grow up without having dinner on most nights?  Without having a clean dress to wear?  I seduced my husband to escape.  To survive.  And what did he do?  He refused to send for the rest of my family and they starved during the first winter of my absence!   Can you blame me for poisoning the man?  Annie provided me with a very powerful potion to slip into his food.  It wasn't difficult.  He had grown so trusting of me that no one ever suspected the truth."  She didn't move from the wall.  "The truth's out.  I suppose it's my turn to die now.  Me, and Annie."

My brothers took off into flight.

They dive-bombed Annie, sharp black beaks gleaming in the sun.

Annie raised her hands and faced them.  Cold magic filled the air and chilled me to the bone.

I jumped and wrapped my hands around her throat, knocking her over from behind.  The two of us went down to the ground.  Annie hit me in the arm.  I punched her in the stomach.  My lips loosened and I screamed obscenities.  Annie was the reason my brothers were doomed, not me.  I wasn't going to blame myself anymore.  

She needed to die.

White feathers fluttered around me and a wing struck my arm.  Pain erupted.  Swans were strong.  Annie screamed again and I let go, rolling away as swan feet and wings pushed past me.  I grabbed my arm, wondering if it was broken.  Mica stepped in.  He helped me up and the world turned around me.  Swans swarmed around Annie and she screamed again.  She was dying a slow, brutal death.

Cold swept through the air again and a pop noise cut over everything.

A black raven flew out between two of my brothers and beat its wings, soaring for the forest.  

At the same time, my brothers stopped attacking.  They separated and stared at each other, dumbfounded, if it was possible for swans to be dumbfounded.  

Annie had changed her shape once again. 

I watched the raven go.  It vanished into the thick trees and at last, one of the swans took off and flew after it.  

The red flower had vanished, too.  She had seized it and used it to change.  

"No!" I shouted, but he hadn't heard me. 

"Let her go," Mica said, pulling me close to him.  "We need to deal with my mother."

The pain in his voice matched his hatred.  

That was what he had read.

It was no wonder Annie had kept him quiet.  

We turned.  

The crowd was already gathering around the vile woman in the orange dress.  Even my brothers turned to watch.  The one who had taken flight returned and landed.

Mica's mother was defiant, standing against the dining hall as the crowd advanced on her.  The old man waved his pitchfork.  He had someone to hate now, someone who wasn't me.  The old Queen had nowhere to run.  

"We should go," I said, tugging on Mica's arm.  "You don't want to watch this.  You don't have to watch this.  This is her fault, not yours."

Mica stared, expressionless.  "She never loved me.  I was never close to my mother."

"I can see why."

The crowd shouted, drawing so close to the old Queen that they blocked her from view.  The stake waited with its ring of tinder.  

I pulled Mica towards the car.  He didn't need to see this.  I didn't want to see this.  His mother was taking my place in the flames of death and Mica would never sleep again if he watched, if he heard her begging for him to spare her.  It wasn't that he could.  The villagers chanted for her death now, for the death of Mary's killer.  

"For Mary!" they shouted, over and over.  

We ran towards the car.

And my brothers stood there, looking up at me with those black, soulful eyes.

They were still swans.

My knees trembled and I lost it, going down to my knees and letting go of Mica.  "I'm sorry," I said, lifting my hand to touch the top of the first swan's head.  I couldn't even tell them apart anymore.  "I'm so sorry."

The car door opened.

Brie stepped out.  She held something white and green in one hand.  Stilt got out of the back and smiled at me.  I didn't understand.  They must have seen what happened.  

I couldn't tell what the object was that she held for a second.  But then it dawned on me.  A shirt.  A shimmering, white shirt with the faint shapes of stars inside.  The cloth was a beautiful green intertwined with the stars.  It was almost as if--

The shirt.

It looked just as amazing as the ones Annie had created from feathers.

"It turns out I still have the touch," Brie said.  "I used to be able to spin gold out of anything.  It looks like I still have a bit of my talent yet.  Not all of it got transferred to King Henrik when he fell into the underworld."

I stared in amazement at the shirt.

I hadn't been alone after all.  Brie must have finished weaving before I'd shouted.  

"Brie!" I shouted, rushing over to give her a hug.

She dropped the shirt and let out a breath.  

“It was no problem,” she said, struggling to breathe.  “Put them on your brothers.  Now.  Then we need to go.”

“How?” Mica asked.  The crowd chanted louder behind him.  They were getting fired up, which I suppose was a bad choice of words.

One of the swans poked me in the leg with his beak.

I turned, and the swan stood there, expanding his wings and making a flying motion.

“We wait,” I said, so relieved I could speak again.  “They can fly above the car.  I take the yarn with us and we stop once we’re far away.  We still have it, don't we?”

Stilt held it up.  “Annie forgot about it.  We had better leave while she’s forgotten about us.”

I agreed.  I grabbed Mica’s hand and we piled into the backseat together.  Brie started the car and I could see the crowd beyond the glass.  They all moved together, an angry swarm, and they were headed right for the stake.  The ropes still lay hanging off the pole, waiting for a prisoner.

“Go,” Mica said.

I pulled him to me as Stilt got in and blocked the view.  In front of the car, six swans took flight.

I barely even noticed the beautiful shirts strewn across the backseat or the fact that I was sitting on one, or that Brie was tossing the one she had dropped onto my lap.  All that mattered was Mica and protecting him from the pain that he would never forget.  I pulled him to my chest and let him rest there, not caring that he was precariously close to certain areas.  Mica didn’t resist.  The king was a boy right now and he needed me more than ever.  

I could handle myself.  Now I could truly take care of others now that I was able to take care of myself.  It was all I had needed to do.  

Brie sped away and Mica muttered something into my chest, something that wasn’t meant for anyone but him.

“We’re leaving,” I said, looking out the window to make sure the raven hadn’t returned.  Instead, six elegant white forms swept overhead, keeping pace with us as Brie sped past the Boy Scouts sign and back into the wilds.  

I held Mica for a long time.  At last, he sat up and managed a smile at me.  It was if the pressure on his shoulders had lifted.  Well, some of it.

“Ignacia,” he said.  “Will you come back to the Sun Kingdom with me?  We’ll have to get ready for Annie.”

The Sun Kingdom.  It was a fitting name.  A very fitting name for a place that Mica ruled.  

“Yes,” I said after a long, stupid pause.

Brie braked and pulled into a small gravel drive.  The forest opened up and a large lake spread in front of us, sparkling in the morning light.  She stopped by a fence and a plaque with words on it, something about a historic settlement, and turned off the car.  “Out,” she said.  “Your brothers need a place to land.”

Mica and I scrambled outside of the car.  Six large shadows zoomed over us and the swans landed on the water with more grace than the ones at home had.  I wondered if my brothers would miss flight.

I had missed them.  Every annoying last bit of them, in fact.

We stood there and watched them swim to shore, then plod onto land.  Brie handed me the first shirt.  “You did most of the work,” she said.  “It’s your honor.”

"Irving," I said, realizing it was the biggest shirt.

The first of the swans walked forward and stood still, watching me.

I did the best I could.  I slid the shirt down over the bird’s neck and spread it over his body.  

And feathers exploded.

“Ignacia!”  Irving practically knocked me over with his hug.  “You’re alive.  I thought you were going to be burned to death.  That would suck even more than having feathers in places.  I’m glad you yelled.”

He understood.

Irving didn’t hate me for saving my own life.  

“I’ll be a better brother and help you take care of the midgets more,” he said, releasing me.

Irving got a hard peck from another one of the swans.

“Um, brothers,” he said.  “Manly, manly brothers.”

The swan nodded and I laughed.

Irving and I went to work putting the rest of the shirts on, and one by one, my brothers returned in a storm of feathers.  What little remained of Annie’s curse fluttered to the ground and hitched a ride on the wind.  White feathers landed on the water and drifted across a lake where real swans might roost for all I knew.

“If I ever forget, remind me that swans are the one living creature I will not mess with,” Mica said once all six of my brothers stood there, fully in their human forms and wearing the flower shirts.   

“We’ve lived with them all our lives,” Immanuel said.  “You do not mess in the affairs of swans.”

We all laughed.  The lake was beautiful and the breeze was cool but felt good.  I wanted to sit here with Mica and Brie and my brothers and enjoy the scenery, but one thing pressed at my mind.

“Annie,” I said.  “She’s still out there.”

“And injured,” Irving said.  

Stilt held up the purple ball of yarn.  “We should get to a portal.  One that she doesn’t know about, anyway.”  He held up the yarn ball.  “Show us a portal that Annie will never think to use.”

The ball rose and unraveled, casting a line right down the drive and onto the road.  Thankfully, it headed away from the village.

Hopefully far away.

“What about Rae and Henry?” Mica asked.  “I can’t leave my cousin here.  We might need Rae.  She’s the only one I know who can cure darkness.  Even the villagers can’t stay here.  They won’t survive the winter.”

Stilt motioned for us to return to the car.  “We’ll come back for them.  They’ll be okay for a little bit.  I think we should first get ourselves to the Star Kingdom.  The Queen there is sympathetic to our situation.”

Stilt and Brie were still refugees.  They didn’t have anywhere to go, unlike Mica and I.  My brothers and I still had to get home if at all possible and at least let Father know we were alive.  

I slipped my hand into Mica’s.  “Come on,” I said.  “I want to see if the Sun Kingdom is as bright as they say.”
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Chapter One

 

 

"Devil spawn."

I stopped in the middle of the hallway, clutching my staff.

"I think he heard you."

I couldn't see the two knights anywhere in the hall, but I knew where they lurked.  They always hung out in the entrance to the wine cellar, pretending to be guarding the place from thieves.  I knew better.  The idiots would sample the contents throughout the day.  Already a bitter, unmistakable smell wafted out and it was only eight in the morning.  I didn't get why in Fable these guys had gotten hired and managed to keep their jobs.

Whatever the reason, their sole purpose was to try to make me crack.

Every day.  No matter where I went in the castle, they were there.

It had all started when I walked in on them one night and found the two of them laughing in the back of the wine cellar, an open bottle of my grandmother's hundred-year-old wine between them.  The looks of horror on their faces made it easy for me to convince them to let me have a taste but after that night, once they thought they were safe, the words started behind my back and they weren't even good at hiding it.

Ebert and Humphrey.  It sounded like some horrible cartoon that they showed in the other world, where televisions existed and where my girlfriend, Candice, had spent most of her life thinking that Fable wasn't real.  I imagined a couple of animated donkeys trying to toast each other and down more royal wine, laughing all the time.  

I had to keep walking.  It wasn't the first time I'd been called devil spawn or bad influence.  Evil Eye.  Monster.  I'd heard them all.  

It happened when your father was the most powerful dark wizard in Fable.  

"I swear, I think he heard you."

I kept walking, clutching the new staff in one hand, hating that my grandmother had convinced me to throw on a magician’s robe for this simple errand.  Real fitting.  

“He might curse us.”

"Or kill us, like he did the prince."

I turned around and tightened my grip on the staff.  No one was supposed to talk about that.  They had said the one thing that I would rather leave behind.  “I just might,” I said, hating the words as soon as they left my mouth.  I didn't mean them, but anger rolled through my chest like smoke from a wildfire.  

The sound of either Ebert or Humphrey stumbling followed and I walked into the darkness that marked the start of the wine cellar.  Humphrey stood against the wall while Ebert struggled to get up, but his armor was stopping him.  It must suck to wear about forty pounds when you went to work every day.  I took the staff and pounded it on the brick for good effect.  Humphrey sidestepped back, visor up and surveying me with dread.  

“Maybe I should,” I said, relishing the looks on their faces.  “Or maybe I should just tell the queen that you were enjoying her prize wine.  I've been waiting to do that for a long time.”

That really got the terror going.  “No.  No no no,” Ebert said, still struggling to get up.  “Shorty, we’re sorry.  I didn’t think you could hear us.”

“I know what you think of me,” I said.  My threat was empty.  The cursing one, anyway.  I wasn’t using dark magic unless it was some life or death situation.  Magic could go to hell, especially since I had already been forced to take a life with it.  Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom had been trying to kill me so he could have my girlfriend.  He was also a major sneak that worked with my father in secret, helping to get my mother imprisoned somewhere in a glass coffin right after I had been born.  It was partly thanks to him that my life was this swell.  

But killing wasn’t something you did lightly.  

I wasn’t my father.  I didn’t enjoy using dark magic even though I knew it ran through me, lurking and waiting to be used.

“We're really sorry,” Humphrey said, helping Ebert to his feet.  

Light magic I could feel less crappy about.

I eyed the staff and the clear jewel that crowned it, the one shaped like a five-pointed star.  Light magic ran on my mother’s side of the family but these two morons probably didn’t know that.  I allowed the warm tingling sensation to run up my right arm and feed into the staff.  The star on top glowed as the air around me turned electric.  Lights danced on the walls and brightened the space enough so I could see the wine bottles on the other side of the knights.  They backed towards the stash like they were trying to protect it.  Neither one of them bothered to reach for their swords.  

They shouldn’t have passed as knights at all.

“We’ll be reporting this to Queen Nori,” Ebert said, trying to salvage his manhood.  

“And I’ll be reporting your theft to her as well,” I said, letting the staff grow brighter.  “You can think whatever you want of me, but if I hear you mention the thing I was forced to do again, things are going to hit the fan.”

“Hit the fan?” Humphrey asked.  He was confused by the common saying from the other world.

“Things won’t be good,” I said.  I stopped letting energy flow to the staff.  This staff was for show, anyway, and couldn’t do anything more than create shooting stars in the night sky.  The worst thing that would happen if I zapped these guys with it would be some magical, purple flowers growing over them.  

Maybe that would be a good punishment.

I raised the staff.

"No!" Humphrey shouted.

Then he unsheathed his sword.

These guys really thought I was going to hurt them.  

On one level, I did want to hurt them, to make them suffer for making me remember with those two words.  A cold power pulsed through me, begging to be released.  My muscles hurt with it.  Holding in magic never had good effects on the body.  

But I pushed that aside.  The air fizzled with warm, tingling energy and I pointed the staff right when Humphrey's jaw fell open.  I focused on sending all my magic down my right arm in a river of fire.  I hated the way it felt, like sunshine trying to mix in with a cold, dark void.  Some people had light magic and others dark magic.

I might be the only person alive who had both.

A stream of white light shot out of the star gem and hit Humphrey head on.  He flew back and caught himself on the wine shelf.  A bottle fell off and shattered, spilling its contents.  Ebert ducked down.  The white, fizzling light bounced off Humphrey's armor and circled around the wine cellar, trying to find a place to land.  Shadows tilted and the shooting star made a faint cracking sound, gave up, and landed in the middle of the floor.

Darkness fell except for a circle of purplish-white light on the brick.

And through a tiny crack, a green stem emerged, unfurling like some mutant butterfly's long mouth.  A leaf spread out and a purple blossom opened.  Light pulsed through tiny veins in the petals and it was actually kind of cool.  Rampion.  It always grew wherever shooting stars landed.  

I turned away.  Marveling at the flower would erode my sense of manhood faster than wearing this silvery magicians' robe.  "There's your dark magic," I said.  "Have a good day."

Storming out of the wine cellar, I lowered the staff and headed up the closest flight of stairs.  I'd do anything to get away from those two losers.  The two of them, sitting there and calling me the devil spawn.  I walked so fast that the torches on the walls flickered when I passed.  I walked past a stained glass window decorated with the night sky, walking through blue light and letting the staff hit each step.  

It wasn't until I had reached the top of the stairs when I realized that no one in this castle had ever spoken about my killing Prince Lawrence.  

My grandmother, Queen Nori, had vowed that it would remain silent.  Nori kept to herself most of the time and was busy sending out shooting stars to other parts of Fable in the last few months.  She hadn't spoken to anybody.  My mother's mother had offered to let me stay here without my asking, which I thought was more about keeping me from Alric's side.  But things could be worse.  At least this wasn't Henrik's old castle back in the dark region, which Alric took over when the king got sucked into the underworld.  I could breathe in this place.

Candice wouldn't have said a word about it to anyone.  I'd stopped Lawrence from forcing her to marry him.  She kind of owed me and besides, she'd never do something like that after the hell we had gone through together.

Franco, maybe.

Candice's best friend had it out for me ever since my deadbeat father sent me to the other world to search for the frog prince.  He could have done it and I hoped that was the real explanation, but this might be way more serious.  

There was another way Ebert and Humphrey could have found out the truth.

Meeting time, then.

I climbed another flight of stairs, passing more stained glass windows full of constellations.  The one clear window showed the courtyard and the gardens of the Star Kingdom's castle.  A large road was open to the small city beyond it, a city filled with pointed houses, moving carts and people milling around.  

It was wide enough for an invasion.  

I pumped my legs faster until I reached the Queen's tower.  The door was always locked and she was coming out of there less and less.  My grandmother hadn't spoken to me much since she had brought Candice and I back from the Fox Kingdom.  

She had better open up now.  I'd walked all the way to the apothecary shop on the other side of town to get this new staff.  The old one had finally cracked from all the use and she'd sent me out to get a new one.

I knocked.  "Open up!" I shouted.  "It's the police!"

"What?" the Queen asked.

"It's a joke," I said.  "I've got your staff."  I checked behind me.  "And...possible news."

A lock clicked from the other side and the Queen opened the door.  She had put on a silvery dress today.  It was the same shade of the robe she'd insisted I appear in public in.  Awesome.  

I handed her the artifact.  Nori didn't like to advertise that she could use magic.  Some people in Fable didn't trust anyone with magic at all.  Mine would go over well.  My silver robe was a silent signal to the shop owner that I was there for something besides herbs.  Thankfully, most common people didn't recognize this as magical wear.

My grandmother eyed the staff.  "It's warm," she said, turning it over in her hands.  "You used this."  Her tone was neutral.  

"About that," I said.  "Ebert and Humphrey."  I had stayed quiet about their theft until now, mainly because they'd let me sample some of the wine.    

"What about them?" she asked.  The Queen had bags under her eyes that I'd never seen before.  Her gray-blond hair now had a lot more gray and stray hairs popped out from around her tiara.  She looked like she just wanted me to go away.  

"They're great guys," I said.

Nori leaned against the door frame, impatient.  "What did they do now?" 

I explained how they had mentioned Prince Lawrence and she stood there for a minute, not comprehending.  She was tired.  Exhausted.  

"No one's supposed to know," I said.  "About that."

Then her eyes widened like she was trying to catch up.

"You're right," she said.  "I've never told anyone in this castle.  Franco could have spoken with them."

"He could have," I agreed.  Candice had of course told everything to her best friend.  While I hated that, I understood.  "When did you hire those morons?" I asked.  "You know, they can't even handle swords right.  I've seen little kids fight better with sticks."

Nori thought.  "About a month ago, if I remember right.  I've been very busy, Shorty.  Things are slipping my mind sometimes."

My grandmother seemed to be aging faster and faster but I had to say it. "What if they're spies from the Fox Kingdom?  You know, where they know what I did?  We're not exactly friends with the Queen there anymore."

A dark look came over my grandmother's face.  An axe had fallen between the two allies since Lawrence had keeled over under my killing spell.  The word I'd yelled at him still rang through my mind, a magic word from Fable's Old Language.  

"That could be how they know," I finished.

Nori turned and sighed.  A breeze came through the window of the circular astronomy tower, one that had a globe in the middle.  The bronze telescope that now had a cobweb between it and the floor.  My grandmother didn't stargaze anymore like she said she used to.  She had slowed down after my mother had fled this place, first with Alric and then with Lawrence.  Now she had stopped.  The only astronomy she did now was sending those shooting stars out to the dark spots growing through Fable.  My grandmother was doing all she could to heal the spreading darkness, but it was gaining ground too fast.

There were even reports of dark spots in the Star Kingdom now, the farthest kingdom from the dark region.  Many people called this the lightest kingdom.  

"The Fox Kingdom is many days away," she said.  "You're right.  It would take word a long time to travel out here so they might be from there.  I'll investigate those two.  Steer very clear of them.  In fact, steer clear of any part of the castle you would be isolated in."

She was saying I was in danger.  Great.

"We don't need to lose you.  You're a vital part of this fight."  She gave me a tired smile.

I put my hands behind my back because I was clenching them.  “I’ll be careful,” I said.

The Queen closed the door.

I was a pawn once again.  Alric had used me before and this was the same thing, just with smiles instead of orders.  Nori was uncomfortable with me being here and I was best kept at a distance.  I wondered how my mother would have been about this kind of thing.  

But she was trapped in a glass coffin somewhere.  Alric had made sure that I knew that.  I'd never spoken to her.  

I had to talk to Candice.

The Fox Kingdom wouldn’t be happy with her, either.  She had tossed me the wand I had used to end Prince Lawrence’s life.  About a dozen knights had seen it and the Queen there knew about it, too.

I ran downstairs, hating that I had wasted the time on Nori.  I passed the wine cellar again and headed out to the gardens, where I found Candice and Franco reading separate books underneath the fig tree.  The sun shone and I had to squint my eyes to avoid another headache.  Using magic made me prone to them as if my conscience were trying to punish me.

Candice looked up.  I leaned down and gave her a kiss.  It didn’t hurt to soften the news.  Next to her, Franco tensed and went back to his reading.  It was obvious where I stood with that guy.

“What’s up?” she asked.

What’s up.  It was a saying from the other world and things didn’t necessarily have to be up.  

I searched the gardens, making sure there weren’t any knights posted behind the tree trunks or anyone crouching in the beds of white flowers.  A few more clumps of the magic purple rampion grew, one in each bed, their glow mixing in with the sunlight.  I regretted surrendering the staff.  If I had to do magic again, I needed a focus and the right word.  Some really experienced people could do magic without one, like Alric, but I wasn’t wading into those waters for a long time.

And then I told Candice and Franco what had happened.

“You used the staff on them?” Candice asked, rising.  She was holding back a laugh.

“Yeah.  I did,” I admitted.  “It didn’t do much to them but I think it shook them up.”  I checked the garden again.  “I’m an idiot.  I should have summoned a lightning bolt like Zeus.  Now they’re not going to be scared of a guy that plants flowers.”

Franco snorted.  

“Would you shut up?” I asked.

“I didn’t say anything.”

"Look," Candice said.  "You did what you had to.  They shouldn't have been talking about you like that."

"Well, he is a creep," Franco said.

"Do you want a shooting star to the face, too?" I asked, which was stupid as I didn't have the staff anymore.

“You two,” Candice said, moving to stand in between us.  She was wearing a white dress today with silvery trim that couldn’t be woven without any magic.  “If this is true, Nori will have those knights detained or something.  You don’t have to fight.”

“You’re always getting in the way of our arguments,” Franco said.  The bitterness was there.  "This is between me and Shorty."

"Come on," I said.  I was ninety percent sure Franco had a crush on Candice.  It was one of those things.  Candice never liked him as more than a friend and she wanted to keep it that way.  Going any further would ruin their relationship.  "We don't have to be like this."

Franco turned away and sighed.  The tension was always there between us.  

It had been great at first, hanging around this huge castle and getting nothing but the best food.  It had also been great not having the dread of the dark region in the pit of my stomach all the time or having to be around my other grandmother while she cursed some poor children and tried to shove them in ovens.  

But after a while, there was nothing to do here but read, sit in the garden, and lie around.  Nori hadn’t even assigned me a magic trainer or given me any kind of royal title, not that I cared about that.  I was still just plain Shorty and that was fine with me.

My mother’s mother was terrified of me.  

I wasn't fine with that.

"I just want the two of you to get along," Candice said.  "What happened in the other world is over now.  Well, except for my father being all worried about me.  And Franco, Shorty helped get you away from that water nix.  Remember that?"

Franco faced her and heat crept into his face.  "Yeah.  I remember that all too well."

Candice's father had been a king in this world, but had abandoned his kingdom when a wise woman told him that not-yet-born daughter was part of a story and Alric would try to harm her to make that story fall.  When a story fell, a part of Fable turned dark and fell under Alric's rule, so Candice's father had fled to the other world, married a woman there and had Candice.  Her father must have figured out where she was, at least.  I had to keep telling her that because she was up every night, worrying about him.  

Franco's parents had to be worried, too, and that might be why he was taking his crap out on me more than usual.  

The thing was, none of us knew a way back to the other world.  

One that didn't involve going to Alric and asking to use his magic mirror, anyway.  

Franco leaned around Candice to glare at me.  He opened his mouth to say something, but then the guards blew their trumpets to announce some visitors.  

The sound had just annoyed me every other day at the Star Kingdom, but now it was terrifying.  

I couldn't see through the gardens to the front gates, but then the trumpets blew again.  And again.  Whoever was here, it was a lot of somebody.

I faced Candice and Franco.  "We've got to check that out.  Now."


Chapter Two

 

 

I wished I had kept the staff.  At least I looked more intimidating that way.  I didn't have that, so I tore off the silver magician's robe instead and tossed it into some shrubs shaped like a planet with rings.  It landed, hanging off one of the rings.  My T-shirt and jeans were a step up from the robe, at least, even if it wasn't official.

"You're saying the Fox Kingdom is going to invade," Candice said as we ran down the brick path.  We split around the water fountain and came together again.  The plum trees grew tall and we passed the benches where we usually read.    

"I don't know," I breathed.  "Ebert and Humphrey might be spies.  Maybe that's why they suck as knights."

And why they know what I did, I wanted to add, but Franco was running behind us.

But when we reached the closed front gates, it wasn't an army bearing Fox Kingdom flags, ready to brutalize me.

Instead, a large, disorganized group of peasants stood there, peering in at us with long, tired and dirty faces.  Leading them were a group of teenagers, one of them a girl with golden hair so long she had to haul it around in her arms.  She leaned on a redheaded guy in green.  Another young guy in an orange tunic stood there, a sword hanging from his belt like he was guarding the dark-haired girl next to him.  She had a purple ball of yarn in one hand and it was glowing in the sunlight as if it were made of the rampion that grew in these gardens.  I think I saw an elf, too, but he was farther back in the crowd.

These people were tired.  

They might even be refugees.

"Who are they?" Franco asked.  "I don't know the politics of this world, but the orange dude looks like he might be royal."

"I think he is," I said, checking out the sword handle.  The jewels decorating it were the color of the setting sun.  When I was in the dark region, no one really told me about the other kingdoms, especially the ones in the lighter area, but I knew they were out there and they usually were named after things like trees and animals or maybe even seasons.  I could guess that orange jewels meant he might be from a place called the Fire Kingdom--no wait, that sounded like something from the dark region.  

This might not be cool after all.  

But he raised one hand.  The guy was clearly the leader and he couldn't be any older than me.  The rest of the people were adult villagers for the most part, one of them a guy so old he was stooped over.  

I waved back just as the two guards posted at the entrance, two knights named Clyde and Adrian who weren't idiots.  They stood there, peering at me through their visors and waiting for something.  

Me. 

I was the best representative here to talk to these people and I was dressed in a T-shirt and jeans.  I'd left the silver cloak behind me, thinking this would be an approaching army.  It would have to work.  Judging from the desperate looks on their faces, they wouldn't care how I was dressed.  

I motioned for the knights to open the gates.  

"What if they're with Alric?" Candice asked.

"I know what people who are with Alric look like," I said.  "I grew up around them."

"Good point," she said.

The knights unlocked the gates with the brass key and swung them open.  The desperate crowd didn't surge in like invaders would.  Instead, they waited patiently while I walked out to them.

"Hello," the young guy with the sword said.  "I'm King Mica of the Sun Kingdom.  This is Princess Ignacia of the Swan Kingdom.  We're here to represent the rest of Fable's light region."

I waved them in, forgetting that I was supposed to act all pompous.  "I'm Shorty," I said.  "My grandmother is the Queen here.  I guess you want to talk to her."

"That would be good," Mica said, studying me.  He eyed my jeans, which I insisted on keeping from the other world.  I didn't like the way he was doing that.  He was sizing me up like I might be some kind of threat.  

"We're seeking asylum and to offer our help fighting Alric," he said.  "We came a long way.  Ignacia's magic yarn led us here."  He waved to her.  The yarn she held seemed to be glowing.

"I'll take you to her," I said, and motioned for Mica and Ignacia to follow.  "Everyone else can rest in the garden.  I'll have Candice and Franco bring out some water and some food.  It looks like you're all hungry."  I shot Franco a look that told him not to argue.  This was serious.  

I could see a long story in the way Mica followed me.  The girl clutched the yarn.  She was dark and pretty but I could tell she had gone through a lot, maybe even more than Candice had.  She linked hands with the king and I led them back through the castle, ignoring the cramping in my legs.  

I had to take them past where Ebert and Humphrey were still lurking in the wine cellar.  Their low voices drifted out as we walked in silence, but neither one of them dared say anything to me.  I still wasn't sure where they fit into the picture but if they knew about what I'd done, they had to be from the Fox Kingdom. 

I led the couple up the stairs and pounded on the door of the Astronomy tower again.

"Yes?"

"Company," I announced.

There was a pause on the other side of the door and it opened a crack.

"They're not here to kill us," I promised my grandmother.

She opened the door all the way and took in the two newcomers.  Her features relaxed only after she did that.  My grandmother didn't even trust me.  It was a great feeling.

"Come in," she told the two of them, closing the door on me as much as she could as they entered.  I stood aside as the king and the princess from the Swan Kingdom stepped inside.  "Do you bring news?"

She closed the door, leaving me out.

I turned away and stalked back to the garden, taking a way around the wine cellar.  I was having a very weird and very disturbing day.  Candice and Franco had let in the rest of the refugees while I was gone.  I saw most of the villagers sitting on the benches and wandering around the garden, checking out the flowers.  These people had seen things.  I knew the feeling.  They walked around as if they had just come out of a war.  My girlfriend and Franco were nowhere to be found.  They must be bringing out food and water.

The girl with the long braid sat down, leaning on the freckly guy.  I walked up to them.  "So...where did you all come from?"

"It's a long story," the girl said.  "I used to live in a tower and my mother was a crazy dark witch, if that's what you're asking."

"That's nice," I said.  

"She's trapped in a glass coffin in Alric's lair now," she finished.  "That's also a long story."  She looked around in amazement.  "You have rampion growing everywhere here."  

"We do," I said, right before her words sunk in.  "Your mother is trapped in Alric's lair?"

I knew what that felt like, too, only I had never met my mother.  She had been sealed away right after I was born and Alric had only allowed me glimpses of her through his magic mirror or occasionally through a pond to remind me that I had to do whatever he wanted or she would remain there forever.  It had all been a lie.  I had gone to the other world to find the frog prince and she still wasn't free.  I had even killed Lawrence and she still lay there under glass.  I didn't even know where Alric's other lair was.  He had mentioned something about sands.  There were several deserts in the dark region.  That could be anywhere.

The freckled guy nodded.  "We were there.  We made it to Alric's lair after she left her tower.  Alric wanted to kill Rae here to make our story end the wrong way, so--"

"So whatever kingdom you were in could turn dark," I finished.  "I've seen it happen.  It's not good.  Candice and I were in the Fox Kingdom when it went dark for a short time.  I won't say why we were there."  I remembered the graying skies right after I had killed Lawrence, along with the shattering windows and the rotting food.  Alric wanted to rule a Fable filled with despair and death.  

I wished I had a hood to pull over my hair.

It was the exact shade as his.

"It sounds like you know a lot about what's going on," Rae said, bunching up her braid on her lap.  It sparkled in the sun.  

"We hear a lot of things in the Star Kingdom," I told her.  

"I'm Henry," the freckled guy said.  "I'm a prince from the Acorn Kingdom.  This is Rae.  She used to live in an old tower in the Stone Kingdom and lucky her, I stumbled across it and got to climb her hair."

"Short for Rapunzel," I said.

"You know the story?" Rae said, mouth falling open.  "This is far from where Mary used to live.  She had the only book with all of Fable's stories.  It was from her that I learned what mine really was."

"The only other book in Fable with the stories is in Alric's lair," Henry said.

I had backed myself into a corner.  Alric had left his copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales, the book with all the workings of Fable inside of it, unguarded a few times and I had taken a peek or two.  He probably would have killed me if he'd caught me in his little library, but I'd gotten away clean and read most of the tales.  They were supposed to be about real people in Fable who were born over and over, leading out the same lives again and again.  After I had been assigned to go after the frog king, I believed that whole theory.    

There was one story Alric had torn out of the book, though.

The Glass Coffin.

His story...and my mother's story.  

I needed a lie.  Mary and Nori had spoken a lot about the book.  That was my cover.  "Mary used to talk to my grandmother," I said.  "I heard about some of the stories from listening to them."

Rae and Henry bought it.  I'd had to tell Candice my parents were Watchers, or spies of Alric, when we first got stuck back in Fable together.  The whole thing had blown up, of course, when Candice caught me talking to Alric through a pond.

"So," Rae asked.  "Is the Star Kingdom where all the rampion comes from?"

"Of course," I said.  "My grandmother creates shooting stars and rampion grows wherever they land.  If one lands in a dark spot, it starts healing the area.  She's been sending them out every night, trying to keep the darkness in the world from getting worse.  The dark spots are growing all the time, though.  She's tired.  Magic drains you."  I thought of her studying her globe, trying to figure out where she hadn't sent out her stars yet.

"At least that's answered," Rae said.  "My real mother ate some right before I was born.  That's why my hair can heal people."

"Saved me many times," Henry added.  "I hated being blind."

 I wondered how many characters had just landed on our doorstep.  Most people in Fable were just peasants, extras in the stories.  These were some of the more important ones.  

They had targets on their backs.  Like me.  

"Who else is with you?" I asked.  "Who I might recognize, that is?"

"Well," Henry said.  "There's Brie and Stilt, if you remember the story about the girl who had to spin gold.  Ignacia just had to save her six brothers from being swans.  They were cursed by Alric's sister..."

"Alric's sister?" I asked.  "Alric has a sister?"

I had never heard of her.  Then again, I had never heard of much, being trapped in the castle nursery most of my life.  

"We didn't know, either," Rae said.  "Maybe they don't get along so they don't talk to each other.  It sounds like Annie is jealous of her brother and she's eager to show him who's the most powerful.  That's not a good thing for us.  It's why Ignacia and Mica had to leave their kingdoms.  I hope her yarn took us a way that she can't follow too easily."

"She has seven league boots," Henry reminded her.

"She'll check the Swan Kingdom first.  Ignacia's brothers are busy hiding in one of the villages there," Rae said.  

My head was spinning.  There were so many stories overlapping here and I couldn't get a word in.  Candice's story was the Frog Prince, but we had improvised and made that end the way it was supposed to in order to save the Fox Kingdom.  I didn't want to talk about that part.  

And I wasn't sure I was part of any story.

I had never read The Glass Coffin or about how my mother was supposed to be freed.

"So you know where Alric's lair is," I said.

"It's under a tower in a desert," Rae said.  "Stilt was able to find it.  The elf, I mean.  It's in the upper part of Fable's underworld.  But now that Alric knows where it is, he might end up moving it to another place."

"I would if I were him," Henry said.

I itched to ask the question.  "Did he have prisoners there?"

"Lots of prisoners," Rae said.  "At least two whole kingdoms of people were trapped down there.  He turned most of them into vapor and kept them in jars.  And there was a woman down there, trapped in a glass coffin.  We tried to get her out, but her coffin wouldn’t break.  Henry was there too and I had to free him by breaking his glass box.  It turns out he had two kingdoms down there.  We freed Henry’s kingdom, but there was nothing we could do about the other one.  I think it wasn't our story to do so."

My mother had fled to the Tree Kingdom right before she had me, all in order to get away from my father and Lawrence, who were both overbearing jerks to her.  After she had me, Lawrence found her and sold out her location to Alric.  She’d been trapped ever since and the Tree Kingdom had gone with her.  

I held back the emotion, not letting it get to my face.  “Have you thought about going back and freeing the others?"

“Like I said, we couldn’t,” Rae said.  “I think that’s because it wasn’t in our story.  The glass wouldn’t break when we beat on it.  We can’t find the guy who’s supposed to free that woman.  We’ve read The Glass Coffin, which is supposed to be the story he’s in.”

I about jumped.  

“You’ve…read the story.  How?”

Henry spoke now.  “Ignacia and King Mica went to the other world and found another copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales.  They used their magic ball of yarn to find a portal there and back.  It can take you wherever you ask it to.  Why?  Would you possibly know anyone from that story?”

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

“Why do you want to read the story so badly?” Henry asked me.  “Is someone you know trapped down there?”

“No,” I said, telling the truth.  I didn’t know my mother.  Alric had made sure of that.  She could be a total witch for all I knew but I’d never know unless I did something.  For years, I had lived without a way to ever reach her.

But if they were right about this ball of yarn…

“Well, this could be a way to stop Alric,” I said.  “He’s supposed to die in the story, right?  The bad guys usually do.”  I sat on the bench under the biggest plum tree and ran my finger down the table of contents until I reached the Glass Coffin.  I turned to that story.

There it was, the pages Alric had torn from his copy.

It started out with a young man seeking shelter from an older man for the night.  He  then woke to find a bull and stag fighting outside the house.

My heart sank.  Alric could change his shape and a bull was his favorite, most intimidating one.  If anything got someone to do what he wanted, it was having a bull breathe down your back.  I’d never seen him do it, but he had mentioned it many times.  

The stag finally killed the bull and the stag then took the young man to a desert on his antlers.  The young man opened a trapdoor and flames shot out, then stopped.  The young man climbed down some stairs and found a woman trapped in a glass coffin, along with an entire kingdom.  He freed her and the kingdom was restored and its people freed.

It turned out the magician loved the princess, but trapped her and the whole kingdom in glass when she didn’t love him back.  

The stag turned out to be the brother of the trapped woman.

I slammed the book shut and stood.

“What’s wrong?” Henry asked.

I faced the castle.  “I have to go ask my grandmother something.”

She had never mentioned a son.  

I left Rae and Henry behind and entered the castle, passing a bunch of tired townspeople.  Candice and Franco came out with servants in tow, all bringing out platters of food.  My grandmother had been generous but I didn’t have time to reflect on that now.  We might have an answer to all of this and it wasn’t going to wait.

“Shorty,” Candice called.  “Come and eat with us.  It’s almost lunch time.  We can share our platter.”

“Later,” I said, stepping over the silvery robe I had left on the ground.  I picked it up and headed back up to the Astronomy tower, taking the long way around to avoid running into Ebert and Humphrey.  I was having a long, weird day.

I found her studying the globe and her door was open.  Mica and Ignacia had left.  “Yes, Shorty?” she asked without looking up.

“Do you have a son?”

Queen Nori stiffened and stood up straight as if I had shocked her.  

“Do you?”  My gut told me this wasn’t going to end well.

She turned away and ran her hand down a framed map on the wall.  The torch nearby sputtered like it was gasping for air.  “I did,” she said.

I let out a breath.  “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

I hated saying those words.  Nori withered and she wouldn’t face me.

“It was Alric, wasn’t it?  He wanted to make sure he didn’t die in his story.”

“Shorty, go away.  Do not mention this again.”

The way she said that made me about die inside.  

This was why my grandmother didn’t want to hang around me.  I was the son of the man who had killed her son as well as the son of her missing daughter.  It didn’t get much more complicated than that.  

So I turned and left.  The whole world seemed surreal.  This wasn't just about where I had come from after all.  

No wonder my grandmother couldn’t stand to have me around.  She’d been nice at first, but maybe I looked too much like Alric and the pain got to her after a while.  

I kicked the wall when I got to the bottom of the stairs.

“Shorty,” Candice said from down the hall.

I looked up.  She stood there, brushing crumbs off her white dress.  She was beautiful despite that.  Candice was always gorgeous.

"You asked your grandmother something, didn't you?"

"Yes," I said.  Rae and Henry must have told her.  "I asked her if my mom had a brother.  It's him who's supposed to kill Alric."

“I wanted to tell you about that."

“You knew?” I asked after a pause.  “You knew my mother had a brother?”

“Nori told me a while ago.  She didn’t want you to know about it.  You have enough to feel bad about, Shorty.”

I couldn’t feel mad at her.  This whole thing did suck and it did hurt that I had to carry the guilt of someone else.  “How are we going to stop Alric, then, if he's gone?”

Candice walked up to me and put her arm around my shoulder.  She pulled me close to her and for a second, I wanted to be the one supporting her.  “There’s got to be a loophole,” she said.  “We’re the ones who found one with the Frog Prince, remember?”

“I had to be the frog,” I said.

“But it still worked without Lawrence.  Even with the main character of the Glass Coffin gone, we can find a way to make it work.”

“Is there anyone who can resurrect the dead?” I asked.  “Or will he just get reborn again?  That always happens to everyone in Fable.”

Candice let go of me and thought.  Alric would have made sure that no one would ever kill him.  “I’m sure it’ll take a while,” she said.  “Maybe generations, since your grandmother would have to be reborn, too.  Right?”

I thought about it.  “I don’t know how long it takes,” I said.  “It’s never clear.  I don’t know how long ago he died or how Alric did him in.  It’s not like I can turn myself into a stag and then go kill Alric.”  I paused.  "Or can I?"

“You couldn’t kill him with that wand,” Candice said.

I made sure the corridor was quiet.  Only a torch popped on the wall and sunlight streamed in through the stained glass, forming the shapes of stars on the floor.  “No.  I couldn’t.”  I was half relieved that I’d failed.  Even the killing spell couldn't finish him.  Alric had grown too powerful from all the gold under his castle, the gold he had inherited from King Henrik when he disappeared.  “We have to find a way, Candice.  And I might have to be the one.”

“But you’re not even in that story.”

“You’re right.  I’m not,” I said.  “I wasn't in the Frog Prince, either.  I’m like an extra.”

“That’s right,” Candice said.  “Maybe you’re an extra.  Someone who can stand in whenever they’re needed.”

I hated the thought of having that burden but I didn’t have a reason not to believe it.  I had stood in for Lawrence in every way at the end of the last story.  

Maybe I could stand in for my mom’s brother and Alric had no idea.  

Or he had.  Alric had sent that wall of fire after me and Candice, after all. 

“Shorty, you shouldn’t have to do all of this.  Life isn’t treating you fair.”

I could see the moisture in Candice’s eyes.  She cared about me.  Candice actually gave a crap about how I felt.  She was the first person who ever had.

We hugged and started making out.  Her kisses were salty and wet but I could do this all day.  I didn’t dare let go.  

Until the trumpets blew again outside.

And again.  And again.

We separated.  “What’s that?” Candice asked, facing the direction she had come.

“Don’t know.”  I’d heard those trumpets blow at least once per day, but not three times in a row.  My gut told me something was off.  “I think we should investigate.”

Candice and I ran back towards the courtyard, pushing open the wooden doors only to about get trampled by the crowd.  We pressed to opposite sides of the corridor as the peasants poured in, pushing around each other and screaming.  The trumpets blew again and the elf pushed in, too, holding the hand of another blond girl.  Rae and Henry were the last inside and Henry pointed to the sky.  “Annie’s found us.”

I looked.

And swore.

A moving black cloud approached the castle.  I blinked and realized it was a huge flock of ravens.  The cloud got thicker and spread over the small city while the two knights posted at the gates watched.  They flipped their visors down.  I had to commend those brave guys for getting ready to face that.

Ravens weren’t bloodthirsty unless they were in the dark region or someone with a lot of dark power was controlling them.

And also nearby.

That meant—

“Close the doors!” I shouted as the two knights drew their swords.

Henry and I got on either side and pulled the heavy doors shut.  Nobody was left in the gardens.  They clicked as the cawing met my ears.  

Alric had a thing about controlling ravens.  

And Annie, being his sister, must too.

Henry and I made sure the doors were pulled tight and there were no cracks for any birds to get under.   My heart raced and I wished I knew a bird repellent spell, but without a wand and lots of practice with magic, I was useless there.  

“We’ve got to make sure the castle is secured,” I said.  I thought.  Most of the windows were glass and the ravens might not break through that.  But this place had lots of doors and passages that even I hadn’t explored.

So we did the only thing we could.

The four of us ran after the peasants and Franco, screaming that all doors had to be closed.  I knew we’d left those two knights out there.  Their armor might protect them, but none of us in here would stand up against the flock of birds and whoever was coming with them.  I might see him again and within minutes.  I wasn’t ready for the fight.

“Shut all the doors!” I shouted down every corridor we passed.  A few maids stopped there and stared after me.  “If you don’t want to die a horrible death, close them now!”

We ran past the stained glass windows.

A bird hit the outside, and then another.  It sounded like someone was throwing rocks at the castle from all directions.  We were getting pelted.

My grandmother.

The Astronomy tower was open to the world.

I cursed and ran up the stairs.  Candice must have realized the same thing, because she joined me, leaving Henry and Rae at the bottom to yell at anyone within hearing distance.  

I didn't bother knocking this time.  I yanked the door open and found the Queen at her globe again.  She looked up at me and glared at me with annoyance, but I rushed in, grabbed her arm, and pulled her out of the room.  She managed to grab her star staff and before she stumbled out after us.

"Shorty!" she shouted, raising the staff with her other hand like she wanted to use it on me.  I'd seen her fight Alric and she was tougher than she looked.  "What are you doing?"

"Ravens!" Candice shouted, closing the tower door behind us just as two black birds fluttered in, cawing with their sharp beaks and ready to peck and cut.

"Haven?" Nori asked.

"Ravens!" I yelled.  Her hearing must not be as good as I thought.  No wonder she hadn't noticed them.  "Someone from Alric's family must be here.  They're trying to get into the castle."  I realized too late the irony of those words coming from my mouth.

Lots of thumps sounded on the other side of the door.  I had rescued my grandmother in time.  Barely.

She wrenched her arm from my grasp and faced the door, uttering a curse that I didn't think she was capable of.

"Can't you do something?" I asked.  "What is that staff good for?"

Shouts echoed off the stairwell.  Everyone in the castle was panicked.  

"For creating shooting stars," Nori said.  "That's it.  The wand you stole from Alric's mother is down in the safe room, locked away in a chest.  I need that in order to use any other magic."

"The safe room?" I asked.  I'd forgotten about the wand I had swiped from my other grandmother.  Nori had taken it after we had escaped the Fox Kingdom and I'd been glad to see it go.  

"It's under the castle, in the tunnels."

"There are tunnels?"

My grandmother had lost her patience.  "All castles have them, Shorty.  We always need to be ready for invasions.  We need to get everyone down there before the ravens figure out they can fly down the kitchen chimneys.  The tunnels lead to the underworld so we can cut through there if we have to."

The underworld.

King Henrik had been sucked down there.  I'd heard that it wasn't pleasant in most places and that things lived down there like trolls and hermits and evil elves.  Alric never even ventured into it.  It was a zone that was neither light nor dark and with many layers.  Some stories took place down there but I couldn't remember them off the top of my head.

Candice grimaced at me.  I could tell Nori wasn't thrilled about the idea, either. 

The thumps increased on the other side of the door.  The ravens were trying to bust it down.  More pounding echoed from the windows below.  

And then there was a distinct, high cracking sound of glass.

That sent all three of us running back down the stairs, where Henry and Rae were waiting.  We joined them and all three of us bolted down the hall just as glass shattered far behind us.  The cawing and fluttering of wings followed as the ravens broke into the castle.  We turned a corner and I prayed they hadn't seen us.  Getting pecked to death wouldn't be a great way to die.

The corridor ahead was empty.  The servants had all fled.  Torches blazed, then went out one by one, casting the whole place in darkness.  Rae screamed and I flailed, trying to find Candice's hand.  I did and we kept our fingers linked.  I hoped that the entrance to the tunnels wasn't by the kitchen.  The main chimney was there.  

"We need to go past the kitchen," Nori puffed as she ran.  "The tunnel entrance is under the pantry."

Awesome.

We burst through blue light as we ran past narrow, plain glass windows.  Shadows of ravens danced on the floor.  They had the whole place surrounded.  Voices echoed from somewhere but the castle seemed to have emptied.  I wondered if the servants had some evacuation plan and I'd been left out of the loop about it.  

Nori might have even prepared them to escape from me.

We passed the kitchen.  The doors had been closed and no servants shouted from inside.  I followed her around another corner and into a very narrow corridor only wide enough to let two people through at a time.  Candice and I had to squeeze together like conjoined twins to get through, which wouldn't have been a bad thing if the cawing wasn't getting a lot louder.  The ravens had found the chimney.  Even more awesome.

I guessed the kitchen was on the other side of this wall.

"Do you think they know we're in here?" Candice hissed in my ear.  Her hot breath blew against my ear.

We hurried along.  "I don't know.  I tried to stay away from ravens."

The corridor got darker and Nori led us down some stairs.  I had to fight to keep my footing.  The stone here was loose like this hadn't been used in a long time.  Alric might not think to search down such a crappy stairwell, but I couldn't put that past him.  Candice held my hand tighter and Henry and Rae pushed us from behind.  I hoped someone had found Mica and Ignacia in time and led them down here, that no one was left in the castle, but I seriously doubted that.  Any servants outside would be getting pecked to death right now.  Ravens liked to go for your eyes first and then you were fair game.

The stairwell got so dark that I could barely see.  It was just me and Candice, pressed together.  It smelled of earth and dust now.  No one said a word.  I kept thinking about that ball of yarn.  We might need it if we got lost down in these tunnels.  I knew just as much about them as anyone else.

The floor evened out and Nori whispered something.  Her staff tapped the floor and a breeze blew against my face.  The air smelled damp.  We were below the castle, all right.  I was glad we couldn’t see a thing.  I imagined we were surrounded by mossy stone, tree roots and vines judging from the reek of this place.  The cawing got fainter.  We were headed down and putting ground between us and the ravens.  

“Is this the underworld?” Candice asked.

“No,” Nori said.  “This is only the tunnel beneath the castle.  I hope we do not have to go down any further.  I’ve never been in the lower tunnels myself, but my knights have and what they have reported to me is not pleasant.  The safe room is straight ahead and to our left.  The floor will change to sand when we are near it.”

More cawing exploded behind us, but the sound echoed now.  The ravens must have filled the castle behind us.  I wondered if tunnels would spook them.  They weren’t bats, after all.  Those had to be down here but I had never heard of Alric or anyone else controlling bats.  

Candice kept her hand in mine.  I just wished there was some light, but that would give us away.  Darkness would keep us cloaked for a while.

Wings fluttered right behind us and stopped as a single raven hit the wall with a faint boink sound.  It was pitch black down here.  I didn’t dare say a thing in case it came to its senses and decided to go get its buddies.  Ahead in the distance, lots voices bounced off the walls.  We had come down here behind everyone else.  The servants were all ahead of us, trying to save their own lives.  I didn’t blame them.  I wondered if the king and the girl with the yarn were up there, too.  Franco had gone ahead.  If the yarn could take you wherever you asked it to and she asked it for safety, it might have led her down here.

I really, really wanted to use that yarn.

But first we needed the wand.

My feet hit sand and we all stopped, our footsteps drowned in it.  Sand crept in through my leather boots and sneaked in between my toes.  No one spoke in case the raven behind us was still alive.  I heard no signs of movement.  More voices floated back at us.  A woman said something in panic.  I could see nothing up ahead.  We were all fleeing through darkness and it wouldn’t get lighter.

“Shorty,” Nori whispered.  She was very close to me.  “Go and get the wand.  The door handle is near the ground.”

"Okay."  I crept across the sand, shocked that Nori wanted to let me handle it.  I had saved her from the ravens.  That might have built some trust up.  I needed all the trust I could get, so I walked through darkness, hands up, and bumped right into what felt like a solid stone wall.  I felt down the cold, ancient brick until my hands scraped wood.  I got on my knees, hoping no rats had made nests in this sand, and felt a cold handle.  I slid the door up with a horrible screech.  I would have to crawl.  

But there was faint light on the other side.

“Go,” the Queen whispered.  No one else dared to speak.  I knew Candice and the others were with them, helpless to wait in the dark.  

I did.  I got on my belly and crawled through, emerging in a room that was as strange as I could imagine.

The ceiling was black and domed—but it had stars dotting it just like the night sky did.  An entire galaxy spread over my head with stars of every possible color.  It looked so real that I swore I was outside for a second.  The room was huge.  The false sky spread over the whole space and for a moment I wanted nothing more than for Candice to be here, enjoying the scene with me.

But she was waiting out in the dark.

I stood and a shooting star streaked overhead, landing somewhere to my right.  My eyes adjusted and then I saw that this room was almost as large as the one under Alric’s castle…and that treasure was heaped up everywhere.

It was mostly gems, not gold like Henrik had stockpiled for generations.  They shone in the starlight in every color and lay in piles taller than me.  I was in a field of colorful hills and I felt like I’d woken up in some weird dream.

“A table,” Nori said from under the door.  “I can’t get on my hands and knees, but the wand is on a table in the middle of the room.”

I walked straight through the space, kicking gems out of the way.  I couldn’t care less about the treasure and neither would Candice.  A square shape took form in front of me and I blinked, only to find the gnarled piece of wood on it.

My other grandmother’s wand.

The same one I had used to kill Prince Lawrence and the same one that had failed to kill Alric.

I wasn’t sure how I would feel, seeing it again, but I recoiled and backed away.  Now that my life wasn’t in immediate danger I didn’t want to touch it.  Even the wood it had been carved from looked evil, with faces forming in the lines and grimaces between the cracks.  

“Shorty, hurry,” Candice said from outside.  “Grab it and get out of there.  We need to go.”

She sounded nervous.

And the air around me was getting colder.

Sharper.

It was the feel of dark magic nearby and it wasn’t from the wand.  It was in the air everywhere and dread crept into my gut.

The air felt like this whenever Alric was near and I had learned to hate that feeling.

I seized the wand and turned towards the door, which was a black square on the bottom of the sky.  I ran for it, but not before something fluttered into the room and hit me in the chest.

I pedaled back as the bird bounced off me and went falling into a pile of gems.  The raven cawed and flew around my head, a dark shadow against the stars.  I got up and slipped again.  The roar of thousands of rolling gems filled the room and another shooting star zipped across the sky like it was fleeing.

The bird fluttered again I kept ahold of the wand, glad that I had it with me.  I could deal with a single raven.  I clutched the wand tight and relished the cold energy that thrummed through it.  This was a very powerful wand.  I wasn’t sure where my grandmother had gotten it and I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“Where are you?” I asked, managing to stand and almost going down again on the gems.  I ran words from the Old Language through my mind, the language that people said originally held Fable together.  It was full of magic.  I wished I had heard more of it.  

“Shorty, come on,” Candice said.  “Towards me.”

I whirled around, searching for the invader, but the room was too dark to see clearly. 

And then I did the dumbest thing I could have done.

I uttered the Old Language word for light.  "Licht."

A space around me lit in a bright glow and I winced as the gems reflected light back at me.  The night sky seemed to disappear.  The wand remained the same and the light came from everywhere and nowhere all at once.  It was enough to illuminate the whole center of the room.  

"Well, this is where my mother's wand disappeared to.  A nice find."

I whirled around.

Standing there was a woman in a red and black dress.  She had dark hair the same shade as mine, black eyes, and skin that looked more like wax than actual flesh.  She paced back and forth like a hungry predator about to strike.  She'd been the raven and had followed us in here.

This had to be Alric's sister.

Annie.  That was her name.

And now I had to face her alone.

 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

 "How did that wand get here?" she asked me, drawing a bit closer.

I backed into another pile of gems and they fell around my feet.  I had never seen this woman before but she looked so much like Alric that there was no denying who she was. 

"How did you get here?" 

"I walked down the hall, pulled open the door, and crawled in," I said. 

"Are you a thief?" she asked.  "You chose a bad time to loot this place.  Or maybe you chose a smart time.  I don't blame you.  There is treasure here to set you for life.  I followed you, by the way.  I heard your footsteps going down the tunnel.  I thought you were someone else.  And I see you can use magic."

She hadn't seen the others in the pitch black corridor, then.  As far as Annie was concerned, I was the only one here.  Nori had kept the tunnels dark for a good reason.  The fact that I had taken off my silver robe had probably just saved my life.   If she'd seen that, she'd know that I had some status here.   

"I agree," I said, hating that I was doing this.  I kept the wand clutched tight because she kept eyeing it.  "This is worth more than one kingdom.  Do you want to split it?"

She laughed.  The sound grated on my nerves and the air got colder, sharper.  

"I don't have much use for treasure," she said.  "I have my own kingdom and a king who does what I want him to."

I thought about the Swan Kingdom and Ignacia, who had fled from there.  Annie must be talking about her father.  I wondered how she had wormed her way into power.

"I was wondering if you had seen a girl with a purple ball of yarn.  She is a threat to my kingdom and I need to do something about her."

"I haven't," I said.  "I think everyone fled the castle.  Why would someone from the Swan Kingdom be here?"  I knew the answer but I had to stall Annie.  She was just as dangerous as Alric, perhaps even more.  I still had the wand and this woman knew I could use magic.  

Would the killing word even work on her?  I didn't know her story or how she was supposed to die.  I had the feeling that Ignacia's tale was still in danger if this woman was pursuing her.  Ignacia had come to the Star Kingdom for help. 

"That," Annie said, nodding at the wand, "belongs to my mother.  I would like to take it back.  Give me the wand, and I will leave all of this treasure for you." 

I backed away, mind scrambling for the killing spell.  This woman had turned six boys into swans and forced a king to marry her from the sounds of it.  Who knew what else she had done.  She would kill me after taking the wand, leaving me all the treasure.  It was how Alric rolled.  I shook all over.  

I couldn't do it, but I had to.  I had to kill her before she could hurt Candice.  I raised the wand, arm shaking, but she laughed again.  

With a pop and an explosion of black feathers, she took off into flight, leaving my ring of light.  Wings fluttered towards the back of the room right when I shouted the killing spell.  Gems flew where she had stood a second before, clattering to the floor and rolling in all directions.

"So you do know some decent magic," the woman said from behind me.  "Most people have none at all."  

I turned to see her shadow standing against the stars.  Coldness wrapped around me.  She was thinking some spell and my legs felt heavy like the wanted to freeze, but I pulled my foot off the floor and managed to break it.  I could resist some of her magic.  

"Shorty!" Candice shouted from the doorway.  "Come on!" 

"So you also have friends," Annie said.  Her hair moved as she turned her head to face Candice.

My girlfriend was poking her head through the doorway.  Annie stood only feet from her.

I couldn't risk a killing spell with Candice so close.  Instead, I turned and pointed the wand at Candice.  I uttered the word for back and she slid along the sand, screaming.  I heard a low thump as she hit something.  I had no time to feel guilty.  The air got cold as Annie tried some silent magic again and my limbs threatened to freeze, but I ducked down with the wand in tow emerged into the dark, leaving the stars behind.  She was advanced if she could do magic without a wand and without words.  

"What happened?" Candice asked.  She seethed with pain, but she didn't sound too hurt.  I hated that I'd done that to her but at least she seemed to understand.

I pointed the wand at where I thought the door was and shouted the word for close.  "Geschlossen!"

The door screeched and thudded to the ground right when Annie pounded on the other side.  She scratched at the wood like a trapped animal and I felt around for Candice, following the sounds of her seething.  I found Candice's hand and pulled her up.  "I'm sorry," I yelled.  "She was going to kill you."

"Who's in there?" Nori asked. 

"It sounded like Annie," Henry said.  "Run.  Don't stop.  You got the wand, Shorty?"

"Yes."  I was bolting now with the others, straight ahead into the dark with my hand intertwined with Candice's.  I waited for more ravens to follow, but only Annie had dared come down into the tunnels.  The air got colder and more damp and I clutched the wand, holding it in front of me as Annie's scratching got more faint.  We were leaving her behind but she'd break out in no time with the magic she had.

I held the wand as high as I could and yelled the word for light again.  It had gone out when I'd attempted the killing spell.  

It burst to life around us, coming from nowhere and everywhere, bathing the stone of the corridor.  Candice cried out and squinted next to me.  We were running through an ancient, wide tunnel lined with old dungeons and broken metal bars.  It was as gross as it could get and out of place under the Star Kingdom's center.  The light remained smooth and moved with us as we ran, and at last Annie's scratching faded into the darkness behind.

I slowed and everyone stopped around me, panting for breath.  Nori was leaning on a stone pillar, one that was cracking and looked ready to come down if someone heavier were to lean on it.  Behind her, an old skeleton grabbed at the bar in an old jail cell.  There were things about the Star Kingdom that Nori had never told me, then.  These were literally the skeletons in the closet.  

"I don't hear her," Candice said.  "Who was that woman?"

No one had told Candice yet.  She'd been inside when Henry and Rae had told me about her.  "We shouldn't stand here," I said, facing my grandmother.  I had stopped because of her.  She was old and running wasn't her strong suit anymore.  

"Shorty," she said.  "I need one more minute."

And then a cracking sound echoed down the corridor from where we had come.

Henry cursed.  Rae gasped and Candice pulled on me.  "Come on," she said.  "She's coming."

"Come on!" I told my grandmother.

"Go on," she said, waving at me.  "Go on."

I couldn't leave her even if I wasn't her favorite person.  

I eyed the pillar again and then the ceiling, which was stone and more cracked than a desert in the dark region.  "Move," I said.  "I'll hold her back.  I won't her follow us."

Candice pulled my arm again.  "But Shorty, she might kill you.  Alric must have sent her."

She didn't know who Annie was yet, that I had another relation to be proud of.  

Another cracking sound followed with an even stronger one that told me Annie had just broken the safe room door open.

"I see you!" she called, obviously not caring that we could hear her.  Why should she if she was full of dark magic?  She sounded like someone talking to a little kid.  "Are you going to make this easy for me or not?"

I dug through mud for the Old Language version of collapse.  I'd heard my grandmother using it once on a merchant she'd stolen from, sending him falling under the floor.  Annie’s footfalls approached and Candice broke away from me and pulled Nori away from the pillar.  I waited for an eruption of fire to come at me, but the corridor remained dark.  

“I’d like to know who you are,” Annie said, closer.  "You are interesting.  I can tell."

Then the word popped into my mind and I shouted it.

"Zusammenbruch!"

The corridor trembled as cold energy seethed through me.  Candice kept running.  Nori’s panting got farther away and Henry swore.  I backed off as the column cracked and came tumbling down in a cloud of dust and debris.  Annie shouted something but the noise blocked her out and roared through the tunnel.  The light around me snapped off as all my magic went towards making the tunnel crumble.  

Darkness snuffed out everything as the sound died.  

I stood there for a moment, choking on the dust swirling through the air.  My body trembled and I felt exhausted.  It took everything I had not to go down to my knees.

"Shorty," Nori said like she couldn't believe what I'd done.

“Shorty!” Candice was there, grabbing my shoulder from behind.  She pulled me back so I bumped into her.  “We have to go.  What did you do?”

“Collapsed the tunnel,” I said.  

“You collapsed the tunnel?  How are we going to get out?”

“Shorty!” my grandmother said from behind us.  She sounded more angry than freaked out.  "You caused a cave-in?"

“Did you want to die?” I asked her, not knowing where she was.  “That woman was going to murder every single one of us.”

“Or turn us into swans,” Henry added.  “I’ve seen it.  Well, sort of.  You don't want to mess with swans, though."

“Or anyone with dark magic,” Rae added.  There was more to her voice than that.

I stepped forward in the dark, stuck my foot out, and touched rubble.  A stone block crumbled at my feet.  This tunnel was old, all right, and I feared another collapse that had nothing to do with magic.  

“We can’t go back that way, right?” Candice asked.

I moved up and down the blockage, poking with my shoe.  The entire width of the tunnel was blocked off now.   I kept waiting for Annie’s hand to shoot out and seize me, but it never came.  

Instead, there was silence.

A very heavy, ominous silence.

I could hope that Annie was buried under that rubble, but she'd still been far away when it all came down.  I was going to go on the safe side and assume she wasn’t dead.  

“Shorty, you blocked the tunnel.  Correct?”

I whirled around to where the Queen must be standing.  I imagined her sizing me up with her hands on her hips like some schoolteacher.  I bristled.  “Like I said, it’s better than being dead, right?”

“It is,” she said, injecting a pause.  “but not much.  This tunnel was built a long time ago when a war raged in these kingdoms.  It was meant for hiding in.  Escape through it was a last resort even then.  There is no other way back to the castle, or even to the surface as far as I'm concerned.  The only way forward is through Fable’s underworld.”

 


Chapter Five

 

 

We all stood there in the dark, silent.  Far ahead, someone shouted.  Everyone who was going to escape the ravens had done so by now.  No one else was going to survive out there.

Even if Annie didn't find a way around, I'd heard awful things about the underworld.

There were creepy people down here.  Creepy things.  Weird places.  I tried to remember the stories I had read about Fable's underground area, but I had heard my nanny say that it was neither light nor dark.  

"Well," I said, "I guess we need to go forward.  I have light.  And if Ignacia is up there with that yarn, we'll be able to find a way out of here.  All she'll need to do is ask."

Rae breathed a sigh of relief and Candice did too.  They must be standing just a couple of feet to my right.  This dark was disorienting and worse, I had made a new enemy today.  

"Light, Shorty," Nori said.  "We need light."

I held out the wand.  "Take this.  I'm sure you know the spell.  I'm tired from my saving our lives."  I was ready to punch something.  I didn't hate my grandmother, not this one, anyway, but the more she treated me like this, the closer it became.  

Nori managed to take wand out of my hand after several tries and used it to light the corridor again.  She uttered the same word I had.  The Old Language worked no matter what kind of magic you possessed.

We traveled in a sphere of light and it felt safe.  I rejoined Candice, who was pale with weird shadows under her eyes.  We walked in silence for a long time, listening for any sign that Annie might be following us, for any fluttering of wings or footsteps.  I wondered if she could turn herself into an ant and crawl through the debris or if a raven was just her specialty.  Shapeshifting was hard magic and my other grandmother couldn't even do it.  Most magic users had to stick with one form like some kind of trademark.

That might work in our favor.

"Shorty," Candice said.  "How far down is the underworld?"

"Not sure," I told her.  "It goes down at least a hundred leagues.  I overheard Alric saying that Henrik's wolves all wound up falling down there when some prisoners fed them some scary, cursed apples he was growing back at the castle.  It's a long story."  

"That makes me feel better."

"And me," Rae said. 

"The underworld is huge," I said.  "It goes under all of Fable so there's a good chance we won't run into them."  We still had the wand.  If I heard howling, I'd swipe the wand from Nori and kill them.  We could defend ourselves down here.

"Mica has a sword," Henry said.  "I think I hear him up ahead."

Henry was right.  The voices were getting louder.  The people ahead of us didn't have any light so they couldn't walk as fast as we could.  The corridor was sloping downwards now.  We must be out from under the castle, maybe even under the city.  I thought about the people above, going about their daily lives, wondering why a huge flock of ravens descended on the castle. 

Or what they would do without Nori there.

I pulled Candice close to me.  We were headed down.  A league was the distance someone could walk in an hour.  A hundred of them...yikes.

I hoped we didn't have to go down that distance.

"Hello?" Nori called.  She sounded old just then.  Really old.  "Who is up this way?"

I was shocked she hadn't had me call for the others instead.  I'd been the one to do all the hard stuff so far.  

"Everyone," a man called back.  "When the ravens came, the servants pulled us all down into this tunnel.  Who's there?"

"Queen Nori.  Prince Henry of the Acorn Kingdom.  A few others."  

"And Shorty," I added.  Some credit I was getting for saving our lives and stopping Annie.  I cupped my hands over my mouth.  "Who all is up there?"

"Franco.  Are you there?" Candice asked.

"Yes," he called.  

She sighed in relief and I felt a lot better, too, even though I never liked the guy.  If Candice lost her best friend she'd be devastated.  I didn't want her to go through that.

"Who else?" I called.

"King Mica of the Sun Kingdom.  Ignacia of the Swan Kingdom.  Most of the castle's servants and knights.  Several villagers from the Fox Kingdom who were displaced from their home by the expanding darkness.  Annie, Alric's brother, has been pursuing us and we were seeking help.  We haven't yet been able to speak with you, Nori."

Queen Nori got a serious look on her face as she stared ahead into the dark. "You brought her here."

"We did not think she would know we were coming here," Mica said, sheepish.  I felt bad for the guy.  "She might have spies."

I thought of Ebert and Humphrey.  They might be down here, too.  Just great.  But if they were spies, they were for the Fox Kingdom, not Annie.  No one had known she was going to come here.  

"Stay there," Nori ordered, looking ahead into the brick tunnel.  "We are coming to you.  Then, we need to find a way out of here.  I never thought I would have to use them."

"Um, Alric," I said.

Nori gave me a withering look.  "I did not think it would happen in my lifetime, even with you here."

I wasn't sure when I would win her trust.  I might as well give up.  I sighed and kept walking.  

I made out something narrow and purple in the distance, like a glowing thread the same color as the rampion.  The yarn.  It was up here.  

It was my turn to breathe a sigh of relief.  The light flickered as Nori lost concentration, but then came back on again.  I couldn't see anyone in front of us.  

"What's that?" Candice asked.

"It reminds me of something," Rae said.

"Hold on," I said.  "Does someone have the magic yarn up that way?"

"Yes," a girl called just as the purple line rolled up into a ball.  I guessed it was a couple hundred feet ahead.  The ball moved like someone was carrying it.  "I have it."

"We might need it to get out of here," I said.  I turned to Nori, forcing myself to be polite.  "Whoever built these tunnels a long time ago must have created a way out.  I know you said they were meant for hiding in."  I thought of the safe room that wasn't even that safe.  "The builders wouldn't have been that stupid."

"You're right," Nori said.  "You said something about magical yarn?  I haven't seen any of that in about thirty years, when I sold some to a wise woman."

"You mean, you made the magic yarn?" I asked.

Nori smiled at me.  She had changed her whole attitude now that there might be an escape from this.  "I wove some out of rampion.  It wasn't easy and required all my magic to do.  It was a labor of love for me.  I never found out what happened to it, but I guess I know now."

The purple ball got closer and a white dress emerged from the dark.  Ignacia.  She gave no indication that she'd heard Nori, but she held the yarn in both hands like it was a long lost relic.  

"Ignacia?" I asked.

"Yes?"

"I'm Shorty," I said, shaking her hand.  "Nori's grandson."

I hated saying that just then, but it beat the alternative.  These people were on the run from Alric's forces.  I didn't need to make this any scarier for them.

She didn't want to let go of the yarn.  Ignacia clutched it to her chest and I couldn't stop staring.  At the yarn, that was.  I could feel Candice glaring at me.  It gave off a pale glow like those glow sticks I'd seen in the other world.  I hadn't been there long, only a few months, but some people had been holding them when they left a party I'd been walking past.  This yarn looked the same, only I knew it was full of magic, not some chemical reaction they must use in the other world.

And Nori had created it.  

"My yarn!" Nori said, eyeing it.

Ignacia backed away.  "Who are you?"

"It's okay," I said.  "She's safe.  This is Queen Nori.  Do we look that bad?"

"How do I know who you are?" Ignacia asked us.  "How do I know who any of you are?"

Mica appeared by her side.  He had his hand on the handle of his sword, ready to fight.  Both of them were tense.  They had been through some stuff and I couldn't be quick to judge them.  

They might be very quick to judge me.  Even Candice had judged me--at first.

"Because Annie is behind the cave-in," I said, gesturing behind me.  "She's not getting through for a long time."

"A cave in?" Mica asked.  

I waited for him to ask how we were going to get out of here, but he looked at the ball of yarn that Ignacia held.  Of course.  

"Can that really take us anywhere?" I asked.

Ignacia backed further away from me.  I couldn't blame her.  She didn't know me and things were bad right now.  "Yes," she said.  "Empty your pockets.  In the full light.  All of you."

"Why?"  I glanced at Nori and Candice as well as Henry and Rae.  

Henry nodded.  "Just do it.  They need to make sure you don't have something."

Mica reached for his sword again.  "Now."

I turned out my jeans pockets.  A piece of lint and several gold coins fell to the floor.  I wondered what she was looking for.  "Are you trying to rob me?"

Candice did the same as well as Henry and Rae.  Nori was the last.  She pulled up her skirt, showing her old lady legs.  "Would you like a better peek?" she asked. 

"No.  No," Mica said, waving her skirt down.  He grimaced and I almost laughed.  "It looks like none of you have it.  They're not Annie."

"Have what?" I asked.  

"Nothing," Mica said.  "It's not important now.  We heard that huge crash and thought it was Annie coming through.  What caused the cave-in?"

"I...I did," I said.  

"With the wand," Henry pointed out.

"Well, it didn't take much magic," I lied.  "The ceiling back there was ready to come down anyway.  Ancient tunnels and all."

"So you can do some magic.  That's good," Ignacia said. 

Nori stiffened next to me, swallowed, and then spoke.  "It runs in my family.  Shorty has light magic, like I do."

I silently thanked her for that.  Nori didn't like admitting she had magic, not because she was ashamed but because a lot of people didn't trust magic users at all.  This was an emergency and all barriers were off now.  

"That still might not do us much good," Mica said, voice echoing off the stone walls.  "Annie also has seven-league boots."

I gulped.  "Oh.  Maybe that's how she found you guys."  Annie sounded just as bad as Alric even if she didn't have a stockpile of gold.  These people had only been trying to escape from her and if she was anything like him, she would be very hard to kill.  "I met her back there.  I don't blame you for running."

Mica's face was long and tired.  "Well, we seem to be safe for now unless she's sneaking up on us.  Are you sure that cave-in was complete?"

"Sure," I said.  "I checked up and down.  There were no openings."

"Then we need to go," he said.  Mica was a guy used to being in charge--or he just had to be in charge.  There weren't a lot of really young kings and queens in Fable.  That usually only happened when their parents both died or were out of the equation.  His shoulders were slumped like he was carrying a huge weight.  "Annie might find another way around.  She can move very quickly and cover huge distances in no time with those boots of hers."

We started to walk and Candice and I stepped side by side as the light moved with us.  Nori opened her mouth to say something to me, but closed it again.  My grandmother looked older than ever, with dark circles under her eyes.  I wondered how much longer she could tolerate being Queen.

Then I realized with a punch to the gut that I was her only heir.  

Well, that wasn't shut in a glass coffin somewhere in the underworld.  

I walked faster, almost out of the circle of light like I was leading all of us into darkness.  Candice struggled to keep up.  "Shorty," she said.  "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," I lied.  "It's all cool."

"No.  Something's wrong.  Your mother's down here in the underworld.  You hate using magic."  She kept her voice low.  "Alric said something about her being buried under the sands.  That would mean she's in the underworld, right?  Henry and Rae said something about that, too.  They've seen her."

"She is," I said.  "Candice--we have to get her out."

"I know."

"No.  We have to get her out now.  She's been stuck too long and...and I don't want to be a King.  I've had enough of castles and having to make servants taste my food to make sure it's not poisoned and not being able to go anywhere.  I had freedom out there in the other world even though it was hard.  I want that again and I want you to come with me.  Your own father's waiting for you."

"Shorty, how do you know that's going to happen?"  She leaned close to me.  On the other side of her, Henry walked, trying to pretend he wasn't listening.  Everyone was sizing us up as we continued downhill.  The brick never seemed to end but at least the jail cells with the skeletons weren't appearing down here.  

"Why do you think Nori took me?" I asked.  "My good looks?"

Candice thought.  I could see that there was something she didn't want to tell me.

"You talked to Nori right before you freed me from the dungeon back in the Fox Kingdom.  Did she say why she wanted me?"

Candice stared ahead, walking for several tense seconds.  "She said you'd be a valuable asset."

I'd expected this answer.  "Exactly," I said, checking behind me.  Nori walked in the middle of the light, speaking with Mica in a low voice.  It was traveling with her.  "She doesn't like me, but she needs me.  The Star Kingdom needs me.  I'm the last resort."

"Don't talk about yourself that way."

"I'm just sick of everyone else trying to control me," I said.  "I just want to be Shorty.  You're the only person who gives a crap about who I really am."

"I won't stop giving a crap, Shorty.  Even if you have to use magic."

"And I won't stop giving a crap about you even if you are a princess," I said.

Candice balked.  She hated coming from wealth.  I hated coming from magic.  We were such a great team.

We continued for a bit and armor shone at us in the dim light.  

It was Ebert and Humphrey, standing there in front of the villagers and several other knights.  They had all hung back while Mica and Ignacia had gone to see who we were. Behind them, servants gathered.  The elf and the blond girl stood there, too.  

I got what I expected out of those two idiots.  They backed up into the crowd and Ebert pointed at me.  "He brought those ravens!" he shouted, voice echoing up and down the corridor and bouncing in the dark.  "He brought them upon us!"

Mica looked at Nori.  My grandmother nodded at him, tired.  Mica stepped forward.

"I can assure you, he did not bring the ravens," Mica said like he'd broken up false accusations before.  "None of us did.  Alric's sister has been chasing us and we didn't realize she would find us here.  It is her we need to worry about, not this guy."

The two knights hadn't even brought their swords down.  Other knights stood around them impatiently like they were ready to go.  We were all gathered now.  There must be dozens of people down here in the tunnel.  The air was hot from all the body heat.  These folks must have seen our light coming and waited for an answer.

We told them what the deal was.  Everyone shifted and stared at Ignacia, who still held the yarn.  I kept an eye on Ebert and Humphrey, who were staying as far from me as they could.  Things were going to get bad if we didn't do something.

"We need a way out of here," I said, trying not to sound like a jerk.  "Would you be able to tell that yarn how to show us?"

There was a bigger question I wanted to ask. 

And it had everything to do with my mother.

But not with all these people.  It was something I had to do on my own.  I couldn't risk Rae and Henry and everyone else who was down here with us.  Not the servants, the knights, or my grandmother.  

That made me think of Ebert and Humphrey again.  They might have something out for her and I might need to do something about them before we found a way out, because when we got the servants out of here, I could ask Ignacia a favor.

"Sure," Ignacia said.  She held the yarn up like she'd done this many times.  "Show us the safest exit from the underground, please."

Mica grinned as the yarn floated above her hand and unraveled.

It shot forward into the tunnel and down, making everyone groan.

"I've done this before," Ignacia said.  "You just have go get the right wording so it doesn't accidentally take you over some dangerous pit."

"We learned that lesson," Mica said.

"Are you sure we can trust these people?" Candice whispered in my ear.

"The other option is to face Annie," I said.  "We can't wander down here forever.  I'm just glad we have this thing and she doesn't.  And no, I'm not sure."

It wasn't like we had a choice.  Everyone scrambled into line, with Ignacia at the lead, and began to walk.

We moved through the dark for what felt like hours, always heading downward just a little at a time, and the air got colder and more stale.  The bricks gave way and slowly converted to dirt.  We were all walking through a tunnel that looked dug out by a giant dragon, not people.  The only sign that it was manmade was the occasional half-buried brick that I had the joy of tripping over.

I shuddered.  "This is awesome."

"I agree," Candice said.  "You've never been down here, have you?"

"No.  But I hear there are entrances to the underworld all over in Fable.  Wells are a good way to get down.  Usually someone falls down a pit to get down here."

The feel of the air was different now, more chilly like it had never seen the surface.  A new feeling filled the pit in my stomach.  It was neither good nor evil, light or dark.  It was more...nervous.  This place was independent of it all.   We had entered a part of Fable few entered.

"Hey," I said to the elf in front of us.  

He turned his head.  Like all elves, he had a strange inner glow.  This elf wasn't one of the ones molded into evil by the dark region, but he looked familiar in some way.  Henrik had an elf prisoner once and I'd glimpsed him once several years ago.  Henrik had been trying to force him to spin gold or something, but that elf had been dirty and gross and not someone I would cross paths with.  Still, this guy made me think of him.  Maybe all elves looked the same.

"Yes?" he asked.  He, too, had fatigue in his voice.

"You know anything about the underground?"

"It's a neutral zone," he said.  "I'm from here.  All elves are.  Don't expect to meet many of us.  Most of us don't like dealing with people directly.  You might want to watch out for the dragons, though.  There aren't many of them, but they're not something you want to face."

I coughed.  "Awesome."

"We're not near any, are we?" Candice asked.

"No.  They're usually a lot further down.  This is the upper level of the underworld and a part that's been abandoned for a long time."

"Good," Candice said.

"I'm not going to let any dragons near us," I promised her.  "I'll use magic if I have to."

"Shorty, I know you hate it."

I did hate it.  The more I used it, the more people hated me, but it was better than being eaten alive.  

At last, a faint draft blew against us and hope seemed to rise in the crowd.  People walked faster and the yarn made a sharp turn to the right, always floating next to us.  The light fell on a narrow tunnel with stairs that headed upwards towards the surface.  Relief flowed through me.  These people weren't trying to murder us after all.

"Go ahead," I told Candice as everyone got in single file to go up the stairs.  "I'll take the wand from Nori and I'll come up last."

"Shorty, you don't have to."

Ebert and Humphrey waited at the back of the line.  "I need to."  

If those two were going to try anything, it would be down in this dark tunnel.  And if I had to do something, I didn't want anyone else to see it.  Especially Candice.  

"I'll take that wand," I said, holding my hand out for Nori.  My grandmother hesitated, then handed it over.  She climbed up the stairs without a word.  The tunnel was clearing.  Almost everyone was out now.  A couple of village women brushed past her, heads lowered.    

Candice waited next to me.  Why wouldn't she go up the stairs with everyone else?  

Henry and Rae pushed past Nori, eager to get up to the surface.  Rae dropped her hair and had to stop and pick it up.  The two of them and a few of the villagers were the last to scramble up the stairs.  This group of refugees had succeeded in making their numbers swell.  

And I hadn't helped by trying to fight Annie.  I'd done nothing but give her a new reason to pursue us.  

It figured.  

Darkness would follow me everywhere I went.

"Shorty, I'll keep the wand safe," she said, holding her hand out.  

"Why do you need the wand?" Nori asked.  

I shot her a look.  My mouth was dry.  The light was still around us, but not as strong as it used to be.  My grandmother had used up a lot of energy keeping the tunnel lit.  "You're tired.  You shouldn't have to keep all this up.  You need to get up to the surface and rest."  I shouldn't have let her take the wand but I'd been exhausted after collapsing the tunnel.  

Nori nodded, leaned against the dirt for a second, and started up the stairs, leaving just me, Candice, and the Idiot Squad.  

"What are we doing?" Candice asked.  

"There's something I need to deal with.  It might start with E and H."

She stared at me like she didn't get it.  I flicked my gaze over to Ebert and Humphrey, who were very quiet on the other side of the tunnel.  They still didn't have their swords, but Ebert was reaching into his chest plate, which he had pulled away from his body and lay half-off.  He backed into darkness.  

I pushed past Candice and the remaining villagers.  

This was my chance to show them I was on their side.

I raised the wand and uttered the first words I could think of, the ones for fall back.

"Zurückfallen!"

A cold energy swept through me, a horribly familiar one, and Ebert grunted as a force slammed into him and he came off his feet.  He slid across dirt and there was a thump and another grunt as Ebert hit the wall.  I pointed the wand at Humphrey, whose mouth fell open, and yelled the same spell.

"Shorty!" Nori shouted.  She'd come back down the stairs.  "What are you doing?"

I turned to her for a second and faced where Ebert and Humphrey had vanished into the dark.  "They were getting ready to hurt you!" I yelled.  "Ebert was reaching into his chest plate for something.  He's got a knife.  Get up the stairs!"

"Shorty!" Nori repeated, advancing on me.  She was livid, so much that Candice backed away and Henry and Rae stopped on the steps to watch.  No one was left here.  "The two of them are harmless.  I hired them to keep an eye on you, to see if you were dangerous.  It looks like that question has been answered."

The whole corridor fell silent except for the echoes of her voice, mixing in with mine.  

"You hired them to watch me?" I asked.  The cold energy exploded through my body, begging to be released and used.  I held it back and let my arm slap to my side, wand included, just to show that I wasn't.  "You told them what I did?"

"Ouch," Ebert groaned.  "My back."

"Yes.  I hired them to aggravate you, to see what you would do.  You might be my mother's son, Shorty, but I have to keep the kingdom and myself safe.  I had to see what you would do if you were provoked.  You attacked Ebert and Humphrey in the wine cellar with the staff.  Granted, you did not harm them, but you lost your temper and attacked them all the same."

I felt as if the ground were going out from under me.

She had told them about my having to kill Lawrence.

Nori had betrayed me on the worst level.  

"I thought they were spies from the Fox Kingdom.  It wasn't exactly a fair test," I said.  "You had them remind me of what I had to do.  That's what tipped me off.  That would have tipped anyone off!"

"You should have thought before you acted.  Shorty, you need more work.  I cannot be sure you are fit to stay in the Star Kingdom."

"With the way things are going, maybe I'm not," I said.  I wanted to throw the wand down and go back down the tunnel, to whatever was in the dark.  

"Leave him alone," Candice said.  "You haven't been treating him the best.  Anybody would get like that after the way you've brushed him aside.  He's not an asset you can use to scare the other kingdoms."

"Would you have put me through this testing if it wasn't for...where I came from?" I asked.  I didn't want to say it out loud.  I wasn't sure no one had stopped in the stairwell and that this wasn't echoing up to wherever everyone else had gone.  I didn't know if Ebert and Humphrey knew the whole truth about me but at this point, I wouldn't be surprised.

Nori hesitated.  It might as well have been a yes.

"Well, would you?"

"Shorty, you came from a unique circumstance.  You have to understand why I did what I did."

"You've always been afraid of me," I said.  "I'm sorry, okay?  I'm sorry that I exist.  Do you know what?  I'm going to go and kill Alric myself.  Give me that magic ball of yarn, and I'll prove to you once and for all that I'm not what you think I am."

"Shorty!" Candice yelled.  "You can't go face Alric by yourself."

"I can," I told her.  "I will.  It's obvious I'm not going to be accepted until I do.  I'm a substitute in these fairy tales.  I have no other place and I've already proven that.  I'll substitute for the guy who was supposed to kill Alric in the first place.  And by the way, I'm keeping this wand."

Nori took a step forward.  "You are not keeping that.  I may need it to protect these refugees."

I hated having to say what I said next.  "I need it to kill Alric and save Fable.  That will protect the refugees more than just running all the time, because that's what you're doing.  Running.  Eventually, he or Annie are going to catch up with you."

"What?" Henry asked.

He had come back down the stairs.  He stood on the bottom step, watching.  I could barely see him in the fading light.  Now that Nori didn't have the wand, the spell was wearing off.  "You're going to kill Alric?" he asked.

"Want to join?" I asked, expecting a no.

Henry paused.

And then he said, "Yes.  Do you know what it's like, having your family and your entire kingdom encased in glass?  I was looking to kill Alric myself until I found Rae in her tower.  I wound up encased in glass myself.  Rae broke me out.  When that happened, my kingdom was saved, but there are others down there waiting to be freed.  That includes Rae's adoptive mother."

I felt strange listening to him say that.  I couldn't say anything.  How could I give this away?  But I wasn't the only one with someone down there, at least.  

How many others had loved ones in that prison?  

"Come up to the surface with us," Henry said as the rest of the light faded.  "You might have more help than you thought you did."


Chapter Six

 

 

Nori said nothing more as Candice and I found each other and plodded up the stairs, single file.

I was numb at this point.  I could sense Candice's worry rolling off her.  She didn't want me to go kill Alric.  I had failed last time and I would surely fail again unless I could find a way for a stag to enter the story, get Alric in bull form, and fight him to the death.  That was if we found a way to take his gold stockpile away from him so he couldn't draw the magic from it.  That, and Alric wouldn't go into bull form and battle if he knew there was even the slightest chance of him dying.  He knew his story and how to get around it.

But there was no other way of destroying him.

I would have to force him into it, then.

The stairway felt like it went up forever.  Light returned, just a faint glimmer at first, and then it grew bright and green and hopeful.  Candice emerged into dying daylight first and I followed.  Nori came up behind me and Ebert and Humphrey walked behind her.  I didn't put it past them to try something again.

It turned out that Ebert was just trying to reach an itch under his chestplate and I was the idiot.  Nori had even made him take the plate off to show that he wasn't carrying any weapons.  It also turned out they weren't knights at all, but poor farmers who needed some extra money.  They'd come right from the Star Kingdom fields, begging Nori for help since a dark spot had claimed a good part of their farms and their crops failed.

Not only was I an idiot, but I had attacked a couple of guys just trying to feed their families.

That was another point in my favor.

Needless to say, I wasn't feeling very good about myself when I stepped into the clear air of the forest this entrance happened to be in.  Green trees towered overhead and tall grass surrounded the huge tree stump we had all come out of.  I joined Candice by another tree.  People had sat down under the forest canopy.  Henry waved the elf and the blond girl over to us and Ignacia came over as well.  They all seemed to be in a group together, which might be good for us.  Ignacia still had the yarn and Nori eyed it like she wanted nothing more than to have it back.  Maybe she wanted to go find her daughter herself.  

This forest didn't seem to end.  It stretched out everywhere, but at least there weren't any dark spots.  The knights, about a dozen of them, stood around the perimeter guarding everyone.  That made me feel a lot better.

Nori leaned against the tree and surveyed the scene.  “We haven’t gone too far from the city,” she said.  “I recognize this tree from when I was a little girl.”  She faced the opening, which was big enough to fit one person at a time.  It looked like a tree hole that elves would use to go back and forth from the underworld.  “The other children would peek down the hole but no one was brave enough to go down there.  Now I know where it leads.”

She was softer now, going to a time before Alric started to rise to power.  

“At least you know where we are,” I said.

Nori smiled.  “If the ravens are gone and Annie is gone, we can all go back to the city in the morning.  The walk is not that far.  Perhaps she will continue to search for us in the underground.  I will need to secure the castle."

I was glad something was working out.  Nori wouldn’t die on the trek back.  I peeked through the trees and the dying light, which made orange beams that poked through the trees.  

“I’m not going back to the city,” I said.  “I’m not going back until Alric is dead.”

Candice squeezed my hand.  “He might kill you.”

“He might.  But if I don’t do something, he’s going to kill everybody.”

Candice couldn’t argue with that.  She sighed and looked down at the grass.

“Shorty, you shouldn’t have to do this.”

“I need to.  I can’t live my life until I do.”

We stepped away from everyone else and towards Henry.  He waited with Rae.  Her hair sparkled in the evening sun.  It was magical.  She gave off a warm, energetic feeling that reminded me of all the other light magic in this world.  I wondered what she was able to do.

“I talked to Ignacia and Mica,” Rae said.  “Ignacia wants to come with us and she’s going to bring the yarn.”

“Wait,” I said.  “This is past dangerous.  I think only me and Henry and maybe a few knights should go.”

“So, boys only?” Candice asked.

“You don’t know how to fight,” I told her.  

“I’m not letting you do this by yourself.  I’ve faced Alric before, just like you have.  I survived.”

I could tell she was scared.  I did not want Candice to have to do this.  It was bad enough she couldn’t get back to her father and the world she had grown up in.  

I opened my mouth to say something, but she stopped me by holding up a hand.  “I am going with you, Shorty.  We all have a stake in this.  Every single one of us.  The more people we have, the more likely we are to succeed.  Alric has to go or we’re all going to fall into darkness.”

There was no convincing her.  A big part of me wanted her to come along, but a bigger part wanted her to be safe.  “Fine,” I said.  “Just don’t get killed.  Please.”  She didn’t know what she was to me.  Candice was the only thing I had in this world.

I faced that split in the tree again.  It was even darker now that we were up here in some light.  Even the coming night was full of light compared to what was down there.

Ignacia and Mica separated from the crowd and joined us.  The yarn ball was glowing again, ready for use.

It was the key to wherever I wanted to go.

And maybe, just maybe, we could go to the other world after all this was over and leave this behind.  

“Do you know what, Candice?” I asked.

“What?”

“This yarn can show you how to get to anywhere.  Including the other world.  It works over there, right?”

Ignacia nodded.  She was just as tired as Mica.  “Right.  I've been there.  My brothers and I had to hide from Annie over there."

Candice’s face lit up.  “You should go there, Shorty.  Go there with me.”

My heart leapt at the thought.  I had nothing in Fable.  I was an extra here, someone to fill in missing roles.  In the other world there was every possibility in the world.  Sure, it wasn’t great and there were problems there, too, but at least there was no dark wizard trying to take over the place.

"Then after all this is over, can you show me a portal back?" I asked.  "I know they exist, but they're so hard to find."

"We can," Ignacia said.  "I'll be happy to show you.  Unless we find a way to get rid of Annie, then my brothers and I might need to go there again, too."

"I hate to keep running," Mica said.  "We're not like you.  She knows where both of our kingdoms are and where to find us.  We're not exactly low profile people.  You know that, right?"

"Right," I said.  They had no idea how not low profile I was.

Nori approached us from the side.  "Everyone," she said.  "We are going to camp here for the night while my guards keep watch for us.  That woman, Annie, will likely not know where this exit is, but in case she does find it, I'll post two more guards there to watch and listen for her."  She waved over two knights, who didn't look pleased to have this assignment.  "You will get extra wine for this."

They perked up after that.  They posted themselves on either side of the tree trunk while the rest of us walked away from the exit and towards where the elf was gathering sticks for a fire.  The blond girl rubbed two of them together like she had done this before but she was having a hard time.  The foliage in this forest was damp and moist.  It wasn't fire-starting material.

"You can start the fire for them," Candice said.

I glanced down at the gnarled wood of the wand that I still held.  Nori had forgotten to ask for it back.  She was tired after all or maybe she was hoping I would go off and try to kill Alric.  

"Just what I need is more people to see I'm full of dark magic," I said.  Fire was generally a dark magic type of thing.  

"You have light magic, too.  Just tell them that."

"Nori doesn't like people to know she has magic, either," I said, leaning close to Candice.  "That's why she keeps all that secret.  A lot of people in Fable are suspicious of any magic, even if it's good.  Remember the Fox Kingdom?"

"But Henry and Rae know you have it now.  And Nori was holding the wand when she joined the rest of the people in the tunnel."

"For all they know, the wand is some artifact that gives off light when needed," I said.  "Most people don't know much about magic in this world.  It's feared and not understood."

"But it doesn't have to be bad.  Maybe if people knew that, they wouldn't be so scared all the time."

"Candice, this is a world where you can still be burned for witchcraft.  Literally.  That is a punishment here."

She eyed me with horror.  "Sorry," she said.  "I didn't know."

I thought about my own stupidity with Ebert and Humphrey, but they already knew what I could do.  We shuddered together and settled under a tree as the blond girl, who Henry said was named Brie, continued to struggle with the fire.  I hated watching her but I kept the wand on my lap.  Maybe, when no one was looking, I'd give her a hand.  It was too light out still to risk it.

After fifteen minutes of the blond girl struggling, most of the villagers had turned away to find logs to sit on.  I lifted the wand at the pile and muttered, "flammen."

A spark came to life and the blond girl backed up, amazed.  She knew something was amiss, so I shifted and sat on the wand to hide it.  

"Finally," she said.  "It's about time.  I've never had such a hard time starting a fire.  Does anyone have any dry grass?"  She turned to the villagers, who mostly had their backs turned.  One of the men was taking an axe to a tree with a bunch of hard whacking sounds.  They'd come with supplies, at least.  

But the fire was going on its own.  It overtook the rest of the pile and cast flickering light on the surrounding trees.  I cringed, waiting for Annie or those ravens to approach, but the dusk stayed quiet and people gathered around.  Orange light reflected off the armor of the knights.  It felt safe here.  

I leaned on Candice while three of the village women and one of the servants rummaged through a straw basket they must have brought.  They got out jerky and bags of chips that didn't exist in Fable, but the other world.  The servant--I think her name was Elsie--eyed it and faced me.  "Do you know what this is?" she asked, holding up a pack of Lays.  

"You've been to the other world?" Candice asked.  Hope rose inside of her.  

"I haven't," Elsie said, "but all the villagers said they have."

One of the village women stepped forward.  "It's a very long story.  Would you like to hear it?"

 

* * * * * 

 

The village woman sat with us as we ate the chips and told us how they had gotten here.

The villagers had all come from Mary's little town.  I remembered Mary.  She had been there at the Fox Kingdom castle, meeting with the Queen and Nori when Candice and I had gotten there with the frog prince.  Mary came from the other world, too, and had a copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales she had brought with her when a portal opened in her library by mistake.  Since she knew the tales, she was the advisor for a lot of royals who were trying to hold back Alric's takeover of Fable.  

It turned out that a dark spot had grown over the village and everyone had to flee.  It had happened right after Ignacia had gotten there.  Mica and his mother, the former Queen of the Sun Kingdom, were there also, meeting with Mary.  At first, the people of the village thought Ignacia was the one bringing the darkness, but it turned out Mica's mother and Annie were working together to frame Ignacia and make her story fall.  Annie's presence had made the dark spot grow.  Ignacia used her yarn, which her father used to own, to take everyone to the other world, where they stayed at a camp for a while.  Ignacia's brothers were there, cursed to be swans by Annie.  She managed to free them, but not before she almost got burned at the stake for the death of Mary, which happened in the other world.

Mica's mother had actually killed her.  Annie had promised her the Sun Kingdom back if she did it.  

"I'm glad I didn't see the Ignacia girl get burned," the village woman told us.  "I thought there was something strange going on there, but the rest of the town was so riled up I was too scared to say anything."

"So Mica's mother got burned instead," I said.

A shudder stole over the woman.  She had to be in her twenties, young and still yet to have kids of her own.  "She screamed.  She said we would all burn when Alric took over.  I don't think we have long.  Alric is making story after story fall.  With each one, more darkness spreads.  There are so many of them, according to Mary.  Two hundred, and many of them we don't know about."

I shuddered, thinking about how many Alric could have messed with.  The people sitting here had only come from a handful of stories.  There were so many more out there that might have fallen.  Judging from the way darkness was spreading, this woman must be right.  

"You guys have a copy of the book, too," I said.  

"Yes.  Ignacia and Brie and Stilt went with Mica to find a new one when we were in the other world."

I wanted to look at the book again, but I'd already read the Glass Coffin.  We needed a stag and a dude to go in there after Alric was dead to free all the prisoners.  I racked my memories for any time my other grandmother had turned someone into a stag, but it had just...never happened.  She favored turning people into snakes, shutting them into iron stoves and or actually trying to cook them alive.  She loved Alric and spoke highly of him so much I wanted to throw up.  She'd never turn someone into a stag if he could be a threat to her precious son.  

Because of that, I had never heard the Old Language word for it.

I could ask Nori, but she usually did her spells in silence.  Some advanced magic users could do magic just by thinking the word.  I got up and walked over to where she was sitting.  She sat next to her advisor, Peter.  

"What's the Old Language word for stag?" I asked her.

She stared at me for a long time as if I'd forgotten something important.  Of course.  

"I don't know, Shorty," she said, impatient.  "I have never had need for it.  No one knows all of the Old Language.  It's fragmented.  I only know what my father passed down to me so many years ago."

She sounded sincere and I was shocked she had bothered to tell me that.  I waited for her to tell me not to think about going after Alric, but she leaned against the tree and stared at the leaves.  That was it.  Nori was hoping I'd go away.  I turned and walked off, feeling like a moron for bothering to ask her that when my standing wasn't exactly great at the moment.  I shrugged when I got back to Candice.  "We need an Old Language expert," I said.

"I don't know one," she said.  "I wish I did.  Something does sound a tad bit familiar about those magic words, but I can't put my finger on it."

I sat down next to her.  "It's fragmented," I said.  "The Old Language, I mean.  I once heard Alric say even he doesn't know all of it.  He thinks it's Fable's original language, long forgotten."

"Don't all magical places have an old tongue?" Candice asked.  "In every book I've read, there seems to be one that elves used to speak, or one that's used for magic, or whatever."

"Well," I said.  "Fable is spawned from the imaginations of the other world.  If that's what people think magical places should be like, then there you go."

I leaned against Candice as the night got deeper and the fire crackled, comforting and warm.  This was our last night of safety.  Tomorrow, I was going back down into that tunnel with the others and we were going to seek out Alric once and for all.  

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

I woke before morning had fully arrived.

The air was gray and a bit of pink peeked through the tree trunks.  The air was cool and Candice was warm next to me.  I still leaned against her and she slept against the tree trunk.  A bunch of leaf bits clung to her white dress.  

I sat up a bit, stiff from sleeping against the trunk.  All around me, people leaned against trees and some of the guys had fallen asleep flat on the grass.  Nori was on the other side of the fire as me, lying against a bunch of folded leather sacks that someone must have provided for her.

I stood, leaving Candice to sleep a bit more.  We hadn't nodded off until late last night.  I blinked and still had the image of the fire behind my eyes, blazing and tall.  Across the clearing, the tree trunk with the split waited.  The two knights stood there, keeping guard.  I had to commend those guys.  The other knights had all slumped over around us, giving in to the tiredness.  

The wand still lay there where I had left it the night before.  I had slept over it to make sure no one took it.  I picked it up and made a show of stretching.  One of the knights eyed me, then leaned against the tree, exhausted.

We needed to leave without anyone else knowing.  I wanted this to be as quiet as possible.  Nori wouldn't mind me being gone.  She'd made that clear.  She might have wanted me a little before the screw up with Ebert and Humphrey but my mistake had changed that.  

I dug through my tired mind for the right spell to put them to sleep.  I pointed the wand at the knights, who were staring at each other in boredom, and muttered, "schlafen."

Cold energy swept through me.  The two slumped against the tree even more and then slid to the ground, almost at the same time.  It would have been funny under other circumstances.  Armor squeaked as the two of them took a journey to dreamland.  I hoped they wouldn't get into too much trouble.

I woke Candice.  She blinked and her eyes widened with the realization of what we needed to do.  We then crept around the trees until we found Henry and Rae lying flat, sleeping next to each other with their hands linked.  We woke them, too, and Henry went to go wake Mica and Ignacia.  In just a few minutes, all of us except for Mica were gathered.  The knights remained slumped by the entrance to the underground.

“How long will they be asleep?” Rae asked.  Apparently Candice had told her what I'd done.  It didn't matter.  Rae already knew I had magic.  

“I don’t know.  Twenty minutes.  It won’t be unguarded long, just long enough for us to get away.”

Mica vanished into the trees for a few minutes while we stood in silence, trying to steel ourselves for whatever was in the underworld.  Going through the underworld would be better than traveling on foot over the dark region, where Alric or his forces could find us.  It was also better than traveling near any water, even though I hadn’t noticed his reflection in anything for the past few months.  I didn’t understand that, but I wasn’t going to complain about it.

Mica returned, with the elf and the blond girl behind him.

“More brave souls?” Henry asked.

I hadn’t talked to the girl, Brie, yet.  I wondered if she had figured out that I started the fire.  I made sure the wand was stuck down in my jeans pocket as far as possible and that my shirt was covering it.  Check.

“This is Brie and Stilt,” Mica said to me.  “This is Shorty.  They’ve been in the castle before and they’ve faced Alric, so they know what we’re up against.  They've also been in the lair where Alric keeps his prisoners.  Both have volunteered to go with us.”

“Wait,” I said, holding up both hands.

“We’re going,” Brie said.  “You’re not going to convince us otherwise.”

So many people were putting themselves in danger.  “What stake do you have in this?” I asked.

Brie screwed up her face like she really didn’t want to tell me.  The girl had been through a lot.  I could see that. 

“Never mind,” I said.  “That’s fine.  But do you get what kind of danger we’re headed into?”

“I get it,” Brie said.  “Stilt does, too.  He’s…had a history of being trapped in Alric’s castle, back when Henrik was still king.”

I studied Stilt a little harder.  He backed up.  

Crap.

He was the elf Henrik had kept prisoner, only cured of his darkness.  I'd been a lot younger at the time, but it was him, all right.    

But did he remember me?

I'd been small when the elf Stilt had glared at me last.  I remembered his disgusting greenish yellow teeth, which weren't here.  His horrible nose and his leer.  

It didn't seem like he did.  He just stuck a floppy hat on his head, hiding his ears, and linked his hand with Brie.  I wondered if she'd ever seen the other side of him.

"Well, I guess we should go," I said.

I wanted to say something about a heroic charge against Alric, but this was all I could manage.  I didn't have a giant force of ravens and I didn't know how to control wolves, not that I wanted to do that.  

But I led the way to the hole in the tree and everyone followed in silence.

I'd never had so many people follow me.  Candice drew close.

"What about Franco?"

I turned my head.  He sat there against a tree, sleeping.  I'd forgotten about Candice's best friend and it wasn't just because he hated my guts.  

"We should leave him," I said.  "He'll go back to the Star Kingdom castle.  Alric isn't after him.  He might be pretty safe there.  I don't want him coming along.  If he gets hurt you'll never forgive me."

"You're right.  I won't," Candice said.  "He should stay.  I just wish I could say goodbye to him, you know, in case."

We all stopped at the entrance of the tree.  The knights both snored.  We didn't have much time left before they woke.  

"You should," I said.  "Just do it quietly."

I watched as Candice walked over to him and whispered something in his ear.  Franco made a face and shifted, then fell all the way back asleep again.  When she returned, her eyes were red and full.  

"You don't have to do this," I said.  

"I should.  This is my world, not Franco's.  I want to do everything I can to make sure he gets back home."

Franco was strictly from the other world, while Candice's father was from here.  I guess the three of us were some kind of spectrum. 

I joined hands with Candice while everyone else waited with respect.  

We were the first down, breaking apart once again to descend the steps.

The steps were worse going down than up, with tree roots making up the first few stairs.  I grabbed onto dirty tree wood and went first, the wand in my pocket.  I'd have to use it for light once we got to the bottom, but at least these people had seen magic.  I wasn't around the villagers who had a tendency to burn people at the stake.

Once at the bottom, the air opened up and got cooler.  The cold draft blew against me again and I realized it was coming from deeper in the tunnel.

"I'm here," I said to Candice.  I reached out and brushed her long hair.  I'd recognize that hair anywhere.

She took my wrist.  "I'm not letting go until we have light."

"Then I'll just have to keep it dark as long as I can," I joked.

She laughed.  At least we could manage some humor down here.

The others reached the bottom and the air got warm with everyone's breathing.

"Okay," I said.  "As much as I like this, we need light.  Does anyone have an aversion to magic?"

"Just dark magic," Brie said.

"Agreed.  Just the Alric kind," Ignacia said.  "Or the Annie kind, which I suppose is the same thing."

I got the wand out, dropped it, and scrambled around looking for it for several stupid seconds before I lifted it and cast the spell.  "Licht!"

Light exploded around us and I squinted.  

"Licked?" Brie asked.  "What does that have to do with light?"

"It's the Old Language word for it," I explained.  "Doesn't your elf friend know any?"

Stilt shook his head.  "Elves use magic differently than you do," he said.  He still didn't show any signs of recognizing me.  "We don't use words.  That's for magicians."

He sounded neutral enough.  I hoped I had lost my baby fat enough to not look like that kid he glared at so many years ago.  

"This Old Language," Brie said.  "It kind of sounds like--"

"Hello?  Who's down there?"

One of the knights called down.

They'd woken up.  We'd wasted enough time.

"Come on back up," he called with authority.  "It's too dangerous down there.  We need to head back to the city."

I thought fast.  I raised the wand again, pointed it at where I thought the exit to the tunnel was, and said the word for collapse.

I was sure not to yell it with the intensity that I had before with Annie, but the tunnel rumbled and Rae screamed.  The smell of dirt filled the air as the exit caved in, hiding the stairs from view.  

We all coughed as dust flew through the air.  Dark shadows fell under everyone’s eyes and I had the feeling for a second that I had just locked us all in a tomb.  We had the yarn.  Ignacia still clutched it and it was very bright purple in the light.  Without it, I would have thought twice about collapsing the exit.

And we would have been dragged back up to the surface, kicking and screaming.

“Okay,” I said as the dust settled and the air became clear again.  “We need to ask where Alric is keeping his prisoners, first of all.”

“The Old Language word for ‘stag,’” Candice whispered in my ear.  

Then it dawned on me.  "Could the yarn show us where we could find that out?”

Ignacia had already raised the yarn and had opened her mouth to say something when I held up a hand and stopped her.  “Ask it how we can find the Old Language word for ‘stag,’” I said.  "We need that before we do anything else."

She didn’t ask any questions.  Apparently, Henry had told Mica and the others what was required to take down Alric once and for all.  It saved me a lot of explaining.  Brie and Stilt didn’t look like they needed an explanation, either.  This was a close group of friends and all around my age, too.  I didn’t know them well, but I could see experience on all of their faces.  I knew that look from Candice’s eyes.

It was a look I wanted her to stop having.

Ignacia sucked in a breath.  “Show us where to find the Old Language word for ‘stag.’”

The yarn didn’t move at first, but then it lifted from her hand and unraveled, pointing deeper into the tunnel as it floated in midair.  

The yarn unraveled for a long time, for what seemed like minutes, never getting smaller.  At last, it stopped and a gentle purple line floated on the light draft.  I’d seen some strange things, but nothing like this.

This kind of magic ran on my mother’s side of the family.  It might be worth knowing.

“Come on,” Ignacia said.  She was the one in charge here.  “It looks like we have a long way to walk.”

 

* * * * *

 

She was right.  We did have a long way to walk. 

My feet started to hurt as I held the wand and kept the light moving with us.  We were moving in a soft bubble of glow, which cast the walls in a light brown at first, and then a dark brown, and then a gravel-lined dirt tunnel that looked as if a giant worm had carved it out.  The air changed, too, getting more stagnant and stale.  Whatever draft we’d felt before was gone now.  It had probably come from the exit after all. 

And yet, the yarn still floated next to us.  Ignacia kept her hand on it the entire time as if it were a guardrail.

Or if she were waiting to feel a tug on it from somewhere distant.  I thought of Annie and how she hungered to take revenge on Ignacia and Mica—and how she wanted this wand back.  I didn’t think she wanted to give it back to my grandmother.  

I wondered why I had never heard of Annie until now.  Alric and my grandmother had never mentioned her.  I didn’t see why.  She was just as nasty as Alric was.  

“Shorty, I think we’re headed downward,” Candice said after a while.

We hadn’t spoken much, trying to stay quiet in case there were dragons down here. That was the last thing we needed right now.

"We are," I said.  "I wish I could tell you where we're going."

"To the underworld?" Candice asked.

"We're there already.  This is just the upper part from what I understand."

"It just looks like a dirt tunnel to me.  We must be miles from the castle by now."

I thought about it.  If Annie had to turn around, she might have gotten there.  I hoped she hadn't tried to claim the kingdom.  Maybe underground was the best place to be right now.

"Shorty--what if Annie's on the surface, and Franco goes back to the city?  She might have taken over the Star Kingdom for all I know."

We'd reached the same conclusion.  The horror in her voice was apparent.  I felt horrible for collapsing the tunnel.  I hadn't even thought about that.  

I scrambled.  I had screwed up.  Awesome.  "Even Alric couldn't take over the Star Kingdom," I said.  "How can Annie?  It's so light it might hurt his eyes just to walk through it.  It would be like Nori walking through the dark region."

I could tell I hadn't done much good with making her feel better.  Candice's eyes were wet and worried.  She had been through a lot but the thought of something happening to Franco made sickness fill my gut.  I didn't like the guy, but Candice did and she had known him for longer than she had known me.  We'd rescued him from a pond nix months ago and we couldn't afford to lose him again.  

I wouldn't have her miserable.  

"Crap," I said when she never responded.  "I didn't think.  I guess that's another strike against me, right?"

"Shorty, we should have woken him."

For a second I was ticked and wanted to point out that Candice could have woken him, but I kept my mouth shut.  Ignacia muttered something to Mica as she pulled on the floating purple line next to us.  It extended into the dark for as long as I could see, which wasn't very far.

"We can't now," I said, hating that.  "I wish we could.  But he would be in more danger down here."

"Probably," Candice said.  "I'm just so over this."

"So am I," I said, careful not to let anything slip in front of these new people.  "This is it.  This is the last adventure we're going on.  In Fable, at least."  I eyed the yarn.  "We have a way home that isn't a magic mirror.  We have our first answer at the end of this line."

"But where is it going?" Candice asked.

"I can't know," Ignacia said.  "It'll take us to the Old Language word for stag in one way or another.  Sometimes there's a surprise at the end."

We walked in silence for another several minutes when the yarn made a sharp turn ahead.  

"Another tunnel," Stilt said.  "I can see it."

"How?" Candice asked.

"My vision is a little better than yours," he said.  "There's another tunnel up ahead and it's very wide.  It could go anywhere.  We might have traveled dozens of miles by now."

"Dozens of miles?" I asked.

"Distance is different in the underworld," Stilt said.  "You of all people should know that."

I cringed and Candice did next to me.  Stilt knew something about me and I had the feeling I knew what.  No one had asked why I could do magic yet or maybe they were too afraid to.  

I lowered the wand and the light descended a bit, flickering on the dirt ceiling.  There were no more tree roots now.  We were down way too far.  The path still sloped downward.

The path widened and the sides seemed to fall away.  And then we came to where the tunnel must be, because another draft hit me from the right.  Candice's hair blew in the wind and the air was fresh, but a little damp.  We were close to something big.  A chamber, maybe.

I turned and the light moved with me, illuminating several more tunnels.  They branched away from us in all directions, but the yarn pointed us to the one on the far left.  It was lined with bricks that looked fresh and was no bigger than the others.

"This yarn is a lifesaver," I said.  "Should we dare to go down that way?"  I tried to keep my tone light, but my voice was shaking.

A big chamber might mean dragons.

"We don't have a choice," Brie said.  "Looks like that yarn is pointing us there.  Maybe there's someone on the end who knows the Old Language words we need."

"Or more elves," Stilt said.  "Dark ones, maybe.  I don't know this tunnel.  I've never been down it.  In fact, I haven't been in the underground in years."

Brie shuddered.  There was clearly a memory there.  "That freak from the inn.  If he's down here--"

"It's a big underworld," Stilt said.  "If he is, what's the chance we'll run into him?"

We didn't waste any more time.  I got in the front and we all walked down the new tunnel, me in the lead.

The yarn continued to snake forward and the tunnel curved a few times, but we stayed in the same tunnel and the draft got even stronger.

"This whole place is brick," I said, holding the wand up to study the walls.  

"It's like it's new," Candice said.

"I think we're headed into an inhabited area," Henry said, staring at the ceiling.  "Someone built this not too long ago.  There's someone living down here."

"Maybe someone who knows the word you need," Candice told me.  She poked me in the ribs and I recoiled, but I didn't care.  Dragons didn't typically hang out in places people lined with bricks.  They usually hung out in dark caverns.  I dimly remembered a story with three princesses who fell into the underworld after eating some cursed apples--the same apples that Henrik liked to grow when he was still at the castle.  Some huntsman had to save them from some dragons or something.

"Light up ahead," Stilt said.

I squinted.  The purple line ended and all the yarn rolled up into a floating ball.  That must mean we were at our destination.

I blinked and it came into focus.

The tunnel ended and light reflected off water.  I had to make sure I was seeing it right.  Ahead was a huge chamber, bigger than the Star Kingdom city, and an underground lake spread out in front of us.  My feet sank into sand as we reached what must be the shore.

"Wow," Candice said.

That was it, too.  Like the light coming from the spell, a glow filled the chamber just enough to let us see.  Huge stalactites hung overhead like giant upside-down towers and on the other side of the lake stood a castle.

The castle was huge, with golden shingles that reflected the pale glow and brick of an unknown color.  A pale reflection of the castle wavered in the water.  It was almost the size of the Star Kingdom's castle and a lot richer.  

I wondered how the heck a castle had gotten down here in the first place and what they called this kingdom.

"Boats," Candice said, tugging on my sleeve.  "There's a bunch of rowboats here."

I looked and there were several small rowboats on the shore, complete with oars.  I guessed that made sense.  How else was anyone supposed to get to the castle unless they were nixes?  

"This doesn't look safe," Brie said.  "I don't like castles."

"That's because you were imprisoned in one," Stilt said.  "I'm not a fan of them, either."

I wondered if Brie had ever spent time in the same castle I had.  Henrik had said something once about finding a girl who was supposed to spin gold, but Brie looked so ordinary that I couldn't imagine it.

I kept my mouth shut.  My secret was dangerously close to being exposed already.  I didn't need these people to turn on me.  It would be all over if that happened.

"I suppose we row over," I said.  "The answer we need is going to be over there."  I nodded at one of the boats and me and Candice hopped on.

It was slow, rowing across the lake, and the boat kept rocking with our crappy efforts.  The only person good at it was Ignacia who said she was from the Swan Kingdom, where rowing boats was a common thing.  She and Mica got ahead of us and landed on the rocky shore of the castle first.  

I didn't speak a word as we finally reached shore and dismounted the boat.  The castle was even taller now and the gates were open as if expecting someone.  It looked really fishy to me.

But inside the castle, between the towers, was a courtyard and my jaw about dropped.

The courtyard was full of green grass and trees with silver leaves.

"Are you seeing that?" Stilt asked.

I blinked again.  The leaves were silver, all right.  

“So is that the answer?” Brie asked.  "Silver trees?"

“I doubt it,” I said.  “Someone who knows the word we need must be in this castle.  I can’t think of what story this is from.”  I turned around and faced everyone.  “Does anyone have the book?”

Henry clutched it now.  The pictures of trees and flowers covered the jacket.  It was nothing like the old leather one Alric had.  This was a newer copy.  

“I haven’t read all the stories yet,” Henry said, shaking his head.

I faced Brie.  “Have you?”

“Some of them,” she said.  “This makes me think of something about shoes, but I really just skimmed the stories to find Ignacia’s when she couldn’t talk.”

We didn't have time to sit here and read.  There wasn't enough light to read by, anyway.  The courtyard was lit with a faint glow that seemed to come from the trees themselves, but there was no other light.  We had entered another world. 

"Nothing about stags?" I asked.

She shook her head.  "The story we need is the only one with a stag in it that I found."

"Well, we can't just stand here," I said, eyeing the boats on the lake.  They stayed in place like faithful dogs.  "Come on.  The only way to know is to go in."

I linked hands with Candice again, glad she was with me.  Everyone seemed to be looking to me so far.  Why weren't they looking to Mica?  He was a King, not me.  I was just the grandson of Queen Nori that she didn't want.  

We passed under the silver trees.  The twigs were normal, but the leaves themselves were the same shade as the silver coins I had seen at markets.  My other grandmother had stolen plenty of them while she made me act as her lookout.  I reached up and snapped a twig off the tree, turning it over.  I ran my hands over the leaves' teeth, which were sharp and metallic.

"Is that really metal?" Candice asked.

"Yes.  Real metal," I said, handing her the twig.  There as a gate ahead and it, too, was open to a second courtyard.  "I don't like this."

"Neither do I," she said, staring at another tree.  

We passed through the gate and I held the wand up for more light.  I hoped it wouldn't intimidate the inhabitants here, but I hadn't spotted them yet.  I searched my memories for any spells I could use that weren't dark, that wouldn't give me away.  Light was fine.  If someone attacked us, I couldn't risk anything besides the throwback spell.  

"Are those trees gold?" Candice asked.  "They're gold, Shorty."

I checked.  This second courtyard was full of them and the leaves were yellowish and shiny.  

"Who's there?"

A young man's voice rang out and I turned, wand raised.

"There's no need for that.  We don't mean you any harm."

There was a young guy standing there and he was all decked out in a princely fashion, complete with a sash over his buttoned-up golden shirt.  He might be eighteen or nineteen or so and he leaned against another tree, one that was heavy with solid golden leaves.

"Who are you?" I asked, trying not to sound like too much of a jerk.

"Prince Wesley of the Dark Lake Kingdom," he said.  "Welcome."  He was speaking more to Candice than to me.  The air around him felt energetic, not electric but not cold either.  There might be some unknown magic at work down here.  "What brings such a beautiful young lady down here to the underworld?"

Candice was staring at the guy, who had a clean-shaven beard.  He winked at her.  I stood in front of her and the spell seemed to break a little.  This guy was trying to hit on my girlfriend and he was using some strange magic to do it.  The energy got stronger around him.  It felt more biological than anything, like how your palms tingled with you got nervous.

"We're looking for something," Mica said.  "A word.  The Old Language word for 'stag,' if you want to be exact.  Would anyone here know that?  It's all we need."

Prince Wesley stepped away from the tree and the feeling got worse.  Candice backed away and I stayed a shield between her and the prince as much as I could.  He was eyeing her and circling around me like a predator ready to pounce.  I might really have to use a spell soon if he got any more invasive.

"The Old Language?" he asked.  "Do you mean the original copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales?  We have one."

I about choked.  "Excuse me?"

Prince Wesley grinned.  I didn't like it.  I backed into Candice and she didn't resist.  He was giving her the creeps, too.

"The original copy is written in the Old Language," Wesley said.  "What were you expecting?"

"How did you get a copy?" I asked.  I had heard that the original book was well over a hundred years old but no one knew much about it, only that it came from the other world and was hard to find even there.  Alric didn't even have a copy, though he always wished he could find one.  

Prince Wesley was happy to talk.  He took a step closer to us but put his hands behind his back.  The gold of his shirt matched that of the trees around us.  It was no wonder he had blended in.  "Our mother, the old Queen, was able to go to the other world a long time ago and grab a copy for herself.  It's been a very, very long time since she's been here.  My eleven brothers and I have remained here for many decades."

"Decades?" Rae asked.  "Don't you ever want to get out of here and see the rest of the world?"

Prince Wesley turned to her.  He approached and Rae backed up, but then a glazed look came over her eyes and he reached out, took her hand, and kissed it.

I wanted to gag.  This guy thought he was Fable's gift to women.  

"So you're like, seventy or eighty years old?" I asked.  "Or older?"

Rae broke the trance and backed away.  Henry shoved Wesley out of the way.  Wesley backed away as if hurt.

"Time has no meaning down here," Wesley said.  "We do not age in the underworld.  Few pay attention to the underworld of Fable."  He got his composure and stood against another golden tree.  "Our stories are mostly forgotten.  We are not famous.  No one tells our tales.  We can feel it.  We used to be visited by twelve princesses every night, princesses that came from the surface, but ever since their father found out what they were doing, they never come down here anymore.  We are left down here to languish for the rest of time."

I had to feel a bit sorry for the guy--but not much.  There was something about him I didn't like.  Twelve guys down here would get lonely and in need of female attention.  I knew what that was like, having spent all my life in Alric's castle.  

"Candice," I said.  "I'll look at their book by myself.  Can you and everyone else row back across the lake and wait for me?"

"What?" she asked, lowering her voice to a whisper.  

"I know what these guys are going to be thinking," I said.  "I am a guy.  I think I should do this by myself."

"Shorty, you shouldn't have to."  There was a big part of Candice that didn't want to leave and another part that did.  I didn't know which one was stronger.  

"You really should," I said.  "I don't want to have to use violence.  We all need to stay together and my secret coming out isn't he way to do it.  Because if they try anything, I might end up using dark magic."

"They might not care at this point," she whispered, leaning close to me.

"So, who's here to visit us?" 

Another guy had arrived.  I looked up and another prince stood there, this one in a silver jacket with gold buttons.  It was ridiculous and I had to hold back a laugh.  

Until I saw the five other guys behind him, all standing in front of the gate we had come through.  All of them wore the horrible silver and gold jackets and had the same shade of sandy blond hair.  I was liking this less and less every second.  

Wesley was right that he had a lot of brothers.  I wondered how one woman had managed to give birth to all of them.  They looked so close in age, ranging from their mid teens to their mid twenties.  The underworld must do crazy things with time, too.  

"Guests!" Wesley said.  "Percival, can you get the wine?"

"No wine," I said.  "Can I see the book?  I only need to see one thing in it.  After that, we'll leave."  I was plotting my way out, but castle walls towered above and the cave closed us in.  The only way back out was the way we had come.  

"Really," Stilt said.  "The book is all we want.  We appreciate your hospitality, but we really need to get going.  We are on a time limit."  He and Brie were drawing closer together.

"Are you sure?" Mica asked.  "We're on no strict time limit and Ignacia and I might want to see the library."  He kept his hand close to the handle of his sword just as I kept the wand close.  I couldn't imagine guys in gold jackets with great fighting abilities.

But Percival had already vanished.  

"So, where are you headed?  Do you know a way to the surface?" Wesley asked.  He looked like he was the middle brother in age.  "Our tunnel to our princesses collapsed a long time ago and we have been unable to find a way out since.”

“We might be able to help,” Ignacia said.

We had a bargaining chip.  I could see where she was going.

“Help?”  Prince Wesley raised his eyebrows.  “How?  The tunnel is beyond blocked.  The father of our princesses made sure of that, that his daughters would never see us again.”

I wondered what these guys had done that made their father like that.  Either that, or the father was a jerk.  I knew how that went.  

“I can find a way out for you,” Ignacia said.  She tossed her yarn hand to hand as if it wasn’t that important.  It was what I would do.  “If you show us this book and let us just read it, we’ll show you a way to your princesses.  When did you see them last?”

Prince Wesley thought.  “I don’t know.  Perhaps two or three decades.  Not that long.”

I coughed.  These guys had no idea how things worked on the surface, that their princesses were probably married off to other princes by now—and a lot older.  

No one said anything.  Nobody wanted to break these prince's dreams if it meant finding out the Old Language word we needed.  “Let’s make a deal,” I said.  

Wesley reached out to shake my hand.  “We show you the book, and we get some princesses.  Deal."

"Deal," I said.  

I hesitated, then shook.  He didn’t pull out a knife and stab me, so that was a start.

“This way,” Wesley said, waving us further into the golden trees.  

Maybe this would be okay after all.  I wouldn’t have to fight and expose what I really was.  Relief coursed through me as I took a step, and then another.  Candice hung close and I stayed between her and Prince Wesley, just in case.  The promise of their princesses would keep her safe for the time being.

Until they found out that their princesses were middle aged.  

Wesley’s brothers followed behind us as we kept in a small group and followed.  We walked under the golden leaves.  I could almost see our reflections as we passed under them.  There was a third gate right ahead and more light in another courtyard.  The castle still surrounded us.  It was bigger than I thought it had been, almost enough to fit two of Nori’s castles.  I wondered if this was here to protect the strange trees.

 Alric would love all this gold.  Henrik had hoarded most of it in Fable and become almost powerful enough to rule all of it.  This might be some of the last gold left outside of the castle’s basement.  Even Nori had mostly jewels in her safe room, not gold.  

The next courtyard was full of diamond trees, which glittered in the faint light.  The leaves looked like giant teardrops that threatened to rain down on us.  The branches hung low with them.  I wanted to pick one, but we were pushing our luck enough.  I didn't know what these guys were capable of.

We crossed over a huge, round empty space with bluish bricks that matched the trees.  Our footsteps echoed off the towering castle wall around us.  I didn't get where the light was coming from.  There must be some alien form of magic at work, one that was neither light nor dark.  

Wesley held open one wooden door in a set of double doors and waved us inside the castle.  It was bright inside, with torches lit.  I was glad for the normality.  

Candice and I stepped in first.  The inside of the castle looked normal, with brick walls and a stone floor.  It was warm in here.  Inviting.  I started letting my guard down and loosened my grip on the wand.  My hand had gone numb.

Everyone piled into the welcome hall, which had chandeliers and a sloping ceiling.  There were no stained glass windows or portraits here like in a normal castle.  I didn't see any servants walking around, either.  

"Who works here?" I asked Wesley once he had come in and closed the door behind him.  

"It is only the twelve of us," he said.  

"Then how do you run the place?  It takes servants and servants to keep a castle going, especially one this size."

"We have our ways," Wesley said.  "You must know that."

He was eyeing the wand I held.  He knew I was a magic user.  Great.  I had wished to keep that a secret.  

"This way," Wesley said, cutting in front of all of us and walking backwards down the hall.  He looked ridiculous and Candice rolled her eyes.  I had to snort and next to me, Henry was doing the same.  His gold shirt reflected the light from the chandeliers.  "Come and check out our grand castle.  We haven't had people in forever!"

"He'd make a good game show host," Candice said. 

I'd never seen a game show.  I hadn't been in the other world long enough for that, but I nodded.  "We don't have any other choices," I said.  "We need that word."

We followed Wesley as he turned and opened another set of double doors.  The brothers came up from behind us and Percival still hadn't returned.  Everyone managed to squeeze up a flight of spiral stairs, down another hall, and finally to a smaller door that Wesley hesitated at.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Yes," Mica said.  

Then Wesley had to count down.  He opened the door and the most amazing library I had ever seen spread out in front of us.

I wondered if it took up half the castle.  That's how big it was.  Shelves and shelves of old books spread out and I couldn't see the other side of the room.  Bookshelves towered towards the ceiling, which was far overhead and rolling ladders waited at the end of every shelf.  Next to me, Candice's mouth fell open and she let go of my hand. 

It was amazing.  I wondered how a library of this size fit into this castle.

"Your yarn," Henry whispered to Ignacia.  "It's amazing.  The answer has to be in here."

I thought of my mother lying there under glass, somewhere under the sands of Alric was right.  The yarn was key to getting there--maybe the only key.

"So," Wesley said, holding his arms out wide and turning in a circle. "You are looking for the original copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales."

"Yes," I told him.  "No one has ever found one as far as I know.  No one I know has found one, either."

"Then they don't come to the underworld enough," Wesley said.  He strode down the middle of the bookshelves and we followed.  "There are a lot of treasures down here that the rest of Fable doesn't know about.  Follow me!"

Candice rolled her eyes again.

"We'll stick it out just long enough to get the answer we need," I said.  

"Really," Brie said.  "Just long enough to get the answer we need.  If he breaks out into song, I'm leaving."

I choked at the thought.  "I know a spell to shut people up," I joked.

"You might need to use it," she told me.

Thankfully Wesley did not break into song.  We walked for a long time and the shelves towered over our heads.  The smell of mold and paper surrounded us and was almost overbearing at first, but then I got used to it and had to concentrate to detect it anymore.  The library had no chandeliers, but the same ambient lighting that came from nowhere.  There was magic at work in here, too.

And I had never imagined there were so many books in Fable, period.  Henrik of course had a library, one that he never used, and Alric had his own little collection of books on magic, but this dwarfed all of that.  

At last, after we walked for what felt like minutes, Wesley stopped in the middle of a clearing.  It was the best I could describe it.  In the middle of the clearing--which could fit a house, by the way--stood a table with a glass case.  

My heart leapt.  Inside that case was a very, very old book with a leather cover.

"Is that it?" Candice asked.

"It is," Wesley said, resting one hand down on the glass.

The book was so old that some pages were falling out of the leather binding and they were yellowish, almost brown.  There was very faint gold leaf on it and I could make out the words Grimm, but nothing else.  

"So this is the original copy," I said.

"Well, close," Wesley said.  "I've heard rumors of an earlier copy than this, but in the other world, this was the first edition of the stories that became famous.  Our story is inside.  We know what's happened to our princesses and why we cannot get to them, but we do not know a way to get to them."

Wesley hesitated with his hand on the glass.  

"We're not going to steal the book," I said.  "We just want to look at it.  There's only one story I need to see."

"Which is?" Wesley asked.

"The Glass Coffin," Ignacia said.  "It's that one.  We need to know the Old Language word for one thing, and then we'll show you how to find your princesses.  We promise."

Wesley went to open the case.

"You promise?"

"Yes," I said.  "We promise."

"You swear?  We don't take lightly to broken promises around here."

"We swear!" I shouted.  "I just want to see one thing."  I hated that I sounded like a jerk, but Wesley was getting on my nerves.  All of our nerves, actually.

Finally, Wesley opened the glass box.  It reminded me too much of the glass coffin itself and I had to back away.  Candice squeezed my hand and I hated the show of weakness.  She knew my mother was shut away.  She'd seen the image in that pond right along with me.  

The moldy smell got stronger as we all drew closer.  The book lay there like it had been crushed and forgotten.  It must be the oldest thing in this library.  I reached out to touch it, but Wesley stopped me.

"This needs great care," he said.  "Handle it very carefully."

I noticed the date on the cover.  1857.

Candice noticed it at the same time.  "This is over a hundred and fifty years old," she said.  "This was written in the other world.  I wonder how it got over here."

"We can't let Alric get a hold of this," I said.   "Or Annie, for that matter."

I opened the cover and fell on the title page.  The print was surprisingly dark and easy to read.  

And the title was written in the Old Language.  Kinder und Hausmärchen.

I ran my hand across it, trying to piece the words together.  I didn't know all of the Old Language, maybe not even half of it, so it was slow going trying to figure out what it all meant.  

"So here it is," I said, rubbing my hand across the page again.  "Every magic word in Fable we could ever need."  It was a book of magic words, of the language that, if Alric was right, had once tied all of Fable together.

Brie drew closer.  She made a face like she knew something I didn't, like there was something obvious I was missing.  Candice was doing the same thing.  I suddenly felt stupid for taking two seconds to feel a sense of wonder.

"What?" I asked.  "What's so funny?  This is the Old Language we have here.  The answer to what Alric doesn't want anyone to know."

"Um, Shorty?" Candice asked.

"Yeah?"

"That's German."

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

"So the Old Language is actually spoken in the other world?" I asked after a few minutes of Candice and Brie trying to explain it to me.  "As an everyday language?"

"Yes.  By an entire country with more people than Fable will ever have," Brie told me with patience.  "You were in the other world for a while, weren't you?  I thought you would know.  That Stilt would know, too."

"My trips into the other world are always short," Stilt said.  "I never stay there long to learn about everything.  The place is very big, with a lot of people.  How was I supposed to know that this was true?  Elves don't use the Old Language, remember?"

Brie seemed to forgive him.  Wesley called Percival in, who had the wine.  He set down a tray with a wine bottle and several gold-rimmed glasses, which seemed to contradict what Wesley had said about being careful around the book.  Percival went to work trying to get the cork out, which looked like it was going to take him a while. 

"Shorty, did you know this language was taught at my school?  The school that you went to with me?" Candice asked.  

I snapped my gaze to her.  "You're kidding."  Great.  I had more reason to look and feel stupid.

"Mrs. Lavine taught it during sixth hour.  I never took it but you walked past her classroom every day."

I let my forehead slap to my open palm while Wesley laughed.  The answer had been right there in plain sight and easy to get to, but I had never realized it.  It was no wonder Alric had chosen my classes when he sent me to the other world to find the frog prince.  

I struggled to remember the Old Language word for glass and paged through the table of contents until I found the right story.  I gestured for Henry to hand me the other copy of Grimm's Fairy Tales, the ones written in the language I knew completely.  He did and I opened it up beside the original copy, so I could have an idea of where to find the word.  Percival went to work serving everyone the wine while I pored over the book, struggling to read the Old Language words, but many of them escaped me.  I think I was reading the part where the young man who was supposed to rescue the princess from the coffin stopped at the magician's hut for the night when Percival set a glass of wine down on the table.  So much for protecting either book.

"Thanks," I said, taking a sip.  

"You know, Shorty, you could have signed up for Mrs. Lavine's class," Candice said.

I wanted to hit myself already.  "Please stop," I said.  "I didn't know, okay?"

"I was kidding."

"I know you were."  I had to smile at Candice.  I wondered if Alric knew the truth about the other world.  He had taken a risk, sending me there.  

I found the Old Language word for bull pretty quickly.  Steir.  It was easy to remember and I had heard Alric using it once or twice when he changed forms, so figured that was the right one.  I stared at the word and memorized it, shutting it into my memory forever.  I could do this all day.  I ran my finger down the paragraph where the stag, a prince from the kingdom he imprisoned, appears, fights Alric in bull form, and kills him.  

And at last, I figured out the Old Language word for stag.

"Hirsch," I muttered.

The wand I still held flared with cold energy and I shook it out, dismissing the spell.  I didn't need that turning someone into a deer.  That would make the twelve princes standing around us really want to let us go unharmed.  I took another sip of the wine and Candice leaned on the table next to me.  

But that was it.  The word we needed to make sure Alric's story ended the way it should.

"Do you have the word you need?" Wesley asked me.

"I do," I said.  "Thanks.  I really appreciate you letting us see this book.  Keep it safe, so Alric or no one else who is dark ever finds it.  It's even more dangerous and potent than the copy we have."

I closed the book as gently as I could set it down where Wesley had been keeping it safe.  I rolled the new word in my mind over and over until I was sure that I would never forget it.  Once satisfied, I nodded at Wesley and blinked sleep out of my eyes.  Wine made you tired.  I had found that out when I blackmailed Ebert and Humphrey into letting me try some.  Brie was sipping some, too, as well as Mica and Henry.  It didn't hurt.  We were under a lot of stress and this was taking some of it off.  

"It was entirely no problem," Wesley said.  "My brothers and I are glad to entertain.  Finish up your wine, and then we will work out our side of the promise."

 

* * * * *

 

"Shorty!  Wake up!"

I groaned as someone gave me a light kick in the side.  I was lying on the floor and I opened my eyes to find Mica and Henry standing over me.  Brie and Stilt were with them while Rae hung in the back, blinking sleep out of her eyes.

"Huh?" I asked.

"Get up," Mica repeated.

I couldn't remember anything at first and my body felt heavy.  Moving might be impossible.  But then I forced myself to sit up and the library surrounded me.  The book.  The word we needed.  Of course.  In panic, I rolled it through my mind.  Hirsch.  I still could recall it.  That was good.

"What happened?" I asked.

"The wine," Mica said.  "We got to be too trusting.  My mother might have betrayed me and my father, but there is one lesson from her I take to heart.  Never trust someone who seems too nice."

I stood now, wobbling as the effects of the wine threatened to pull me into slumber again.  I remembered nothing beyond Wesley saying something about a promise.  

"Why did we do that?" I asked.

"We got what we came for," Henry said, "but those princes got what they wanted, too.  Princesses.  They took Ignacia and Candice with them."

I snapped all the way awake.  "We never told them they were princesses.  How did they figure that out?"

"I don't know," Mica said, shaking his head.  "They were drinking the wine, too.  Maybe the wine's magical and it only knocks out people who aren't princesses or it made them admit what they were.  Who knows?"

"Where did they take them?" I asked.  Cold energy snapped through me.  The dark magic within me was ready to be used.

"Out of the library," Henry said.  "Obviously."

I searched around for the wand, but it was gone.  I turned out my pockets.  I swore.  The princes had taken it.  Of course.  I didn't know if I could do magic without it.  Alric could and Annie could, but they were super powerful. 

I might be, too, but I had never tested that.

"Come on," Mica said, reaching for a sword that was no longer there.  "Great.  They weren't a stupid as I thought they were."

He was right.  We were the stupid ones, tasting that wine.  The glasses all lay on the floor, scattered and tipped, some with wine still in them.  We all must have lost consciousness quickly.  "We've got to find them," I said, full of hate.  "Those backstabbers.  I'm sick of people like this."  I thought of Candice and what might be happening to her right now.  She'd already had one bad experience with a prince.  She didn't need another, more horrifying one especially if it involved Prince Wesley.

Brie snapped up our copy of the book.  I eyed the one still in the glass case, the original.  Rage burned through me and I lifted my fist and brought it down on the case as hard as I could.  It shattered and I brushed away glass shards to find the book itself.  I pulled it out and held it to my chest.  It stayed together.

"What are you doing?" Brie asked.

"If these princes are against us, they might be with Annie or Alric," I said.  "We can't leave this here.  I won't let them rise to any more power than they already have."

We ran back through the library towards the double doors, which were shut.  I wanted to yell the Old Language word for open, but I held back as Henry and Mica pulled the doors open with great effort, moving them inch by inch.  

"They're enchanted," Henry puffed, looking at me.

"I'm without the wand," I said.  

Stilt got in there and touched the doors and then they came open without effort.  He didn't have to say anything to do it.  We all burst down the stairwell and stood in the entrance hall.  Nobody was here.  I didn't know what to do.  These princes were from a story but I had never had the chance to read them all.

Brie thought.  "I think these princes might have taken them out to the courtyard."

"The courtyard?" I asked.  "Don't princesses usually get shut in towers?"

"You don't have to be a princess for that to happen," Rae said.

Brie tapped her foot.  "There's a story about an underground castle," she said.  "Something about shoes that get danced to bits.  Wait.  Yes.  The Shoes That Were Danced to Pieces.  That's the one!  Twelve princesses sneak underground every night to dance with their princes in the courtyard!"

My mind drew a more perverted picture.  I burst out of the entrance hall, shoving the wooden doors open, and shouted, "Prince Wesley!" 

I was in the courtyard with the diamond trees, which continued to cry in silence.  

My relief was that it really was just dancing that was going on.

My horror was that Candice was struggling to get out of the grip of Prince Wesley himself, who clutched both her arms as he twirled her in a circle.  Bags hung under her eyes and she blinked at me as Wesley stopped.  Next to him, Percival was dancing with Ignacia, who had her face screwed up in disgust, and the other ten princes were standing around in a circle as if waiting for their turn.  Our stuff was under one of the trees.

Percival forced Ignacia to dance a bit longer and then stopped, only then realizing that I was there.

"Shorty," Candice breathed.  She was tired.  Wesley had been forcing her to dance for a long time.  

"Let her go," I yelled, cold energy coursing through me like liquid ice.  The air grew sharp.  I was about to do something I would regret forever.  Everyone was about to see what I was but the only person who didn't care about that was in the arms of Prince Wesley.

"Yes," Candice said.  "Let me go.  I told you that about forty times."

"She's enjoying my company," Wesley said, not getting it.

"That's my girlfriend," I said.  The air got even sharper, but without the wand, I wasn't sure what to do.  Even if I did a spell in my mind the others would find out.  

"Don't do anything stupid," Mica told me, fists clenched.  

He could tell something was up.  I wanted to try out that new word on Wesley so bad, but I held back since Candice was right next to him and I couldn't be sure I wouldn't hit her.  In one loss of control, I charged him and settled for an old fashioned punch across his face.

He released Candice and Mica charged at Percival.  A fight broke out next to me as he and the prince went down.  Ignacia backed away as Wesley blinked, stunned that this had happened.  I dropped the book as I got both fists up for another attack.  He didn't know how the world was supposed to work after all, and didn't know the rules.

His grin vanished and hate filled his eyes.  I had seen that look in Alric's many times.  I was ready for it.  I clenched my fists harder and didn't wait for him to strike back.  I hit him in the chest and he doubled back into one of the diamond trees, which made all of them click together.

Behind him, a prince dropped Ignacia's yarn and ran to his aid.  All ten of them followed as the shock wore off.  

"Shorty!" Candice shouted.  "Come on!"

The two of us backed up, splitting to go around another diamond tree.  Stilt raised his fists and I could tell the elf was not ready for this.  A wall of horrible gold and silver vests closed in as Mica and Percival continued to fight on the ground.  The yarn ball rolled on the ground behind them and Ignacia ran to retrieve it.

And on the ground, under a tree, was my wand and Mica's sword.

Candice and I split, letting one of the gilded princes run right into the diamond tree.  Some of them fell off, showering him.   I ran around the huge courtyard while two of the princes came at me, fists clenched.  They had their thumbs inside their fingers.  These guys had never punched someone before.

"You!" a prince shouted.  "You broke your promise."

I stopped there as the first guy, a kid in silver, raised his fist and rammed it into my shoulder.

The crack of his thumb followed and he swore, clutching his hand and staggering away.  My shoulder stung and throbbed but I ignored it.  The second prince, a much older one with a clean beard, hesitated like he didn't know what to think.  Yeah.  These guys had never fought before.

"Are you some kind of dark wizard?" he asked, trying to make a show of sounding tough and failing.

I resisted the urge to rub my shoulder and said nothing, which freaked the guy out more.  I fake-charged him and he backed away.

Candice.

She was cornered by three of the princes, Wesley included.  She stood against the wall while Wesley reached for her, that stupid grin still on his face.

I had to do something, anything.  I thought of the Old Language word for fall as hard as I could, staring at Wesley.  A horrible cold coursed through me and Wesley's legs went out from under him.  The prince went down on his butt and Candice used the opportunity to break free.  She ran for me and I took her hand.  

Next to us, Mica stood, leaving Percival to leak blood from his nose on the ground.  Ignacia appeared with the yarn and Brie handed Mica his sword.  

"You broke the promise," Wesley told me, struggling to stand up.  "You broke it.  You said you would only look at our book.  We do not take kindly to that."

"I don't take kindly to you treating my girlfriend like that," I said, "or any girl."  I wanted to use the killing word so bad.  It would allow us all to escape.  But using on someone who wasn't Alric would make me like...make me like...

We had to keep the group together.

I had already killed once and I vowed to only do it one more time.

Everyone had stopped.  The brothers all stood there, waiting for something to happen.  Wesley spread his arms like he was challenging me to attack.  The guy had nerve.  Ignacia and Mica stayed together to my right and the other princes gathered in a tight group like they weren't sure what to do.

"Come on," I said to everyone.  "We're leaving."

I was shocked when the brothers all remained silent.  Everyone hung together like they weren't sure what to expect.  These guys had been too easy to fight.  

And then the worst possible thing happened.

"Annie!" Wesley shouted, cupping his hands over his mouth.  "They're escaping!" 

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

"Time to go," I said, picking up my pace.

Wings fluttered.  She had been watching this the whole time.  Brie passed me the wand while we ran and Candice stayed by my side.  We all squeezed out through the gate and through the golden trees.  The fluttering stayed with us.  She was coming.  She must have gotten here before we did.  Annie had all night to roam the tunnels while we slept.  The tunnel to the castle was the most promising, the most obvious.  Of course she would have taken it over the others and gotten here before we did.

And I'd heard something about seven league boots...

"They're running!" Wesley said. 

We squeezed through the second gate and past the trees of silver.  The fluttering got very close.  I ducked my head and kept the wand tucked to my chest.

I had forgotten the book.

I'd dropped it during the fight.  I could only pray that Annie hadn't noticed.

"Go!" I yelled at Candice.  She ran ahead of me and I put myself right behind her.  Ahead was the shore and the boats.  They all waited there like silent servants, bobbing up and down in the water.  We would have to row while I held Annie off.

Candice jumped into a boat and it splashed.  Everyone scrambled to get into one and I dared to turn around.  Annie the raven dove right down towards me and I shouted the one spell that popped into my head, the throwback one.  The raven hit an invisible wall and flew back towards the castle, hitting the brick with a thud.  She fell to the ground, stunned, and fluttered her wings.  

I could have killed her, but I hadn't.  I turned and boarded a boat with Candice.  Annie might go after my girlfriend to make me surrender the wand.  

"Row!" Mica shouted.

Everyone had boarded a boat and Stilt and Henry had wound up together.  There was no time to look awkward.  Everyone took the oars.  Candice took ours.  "I'll row.  You hold her off."

The boat hesitated, then left shore.  The raven was recovering.  It stood up and stared  us down with those soulless eyes.  I had never liked ravens mostly because Alric had a thing about them.  

Candice rowed faster.  I wanted nothing more than to help her, but I was the only one who could hold Annie off.  My mind scrambled for a word that would stop her, that would take her flight away.  Alric had used another to shift forms before and it was on the tip of my tongue.

"Kill her, Shorty," Candice said.  "Don't hold back.  Everyone knows you can use magic by now."

I tensed.  I couldn't do it and I knew I could, which scared me.  This was Candice here.  Annie was evil and would kill her.  No one else knew the real truth about me yet.

If they did, our team would fall apart.  I knew how it worked.  Nori didn't even want me and I was her flesh and blood.

The raven took flight.  

She dove right down at us.  There was nowhere to hide.  Behind her, the prince brothers all waited on shore.

I lifted the wand at her and shouted, "Mensch!"

There was an explosion of black feathers and Annie appeared out of them.

About thirty feet above the water.

She floated there like a cartoon character who's just realized they walked off a cliff, looked down, and fell, screaming.

There was a huge splash, so big that Candice and I got soaked.  One of the other girls screamed as the cold spray fell.  One of the prince brothers shouted and I lowered the wand into my lap.  The water calmed and a single red flower floated towards us.  It was the reddest flower I had ever seen.  I wondered if Annie had dropped it.

Candice scooped it up and turned it over in her hands.  The flower was dry.  That strange detail stuck out to me as she threw it down in the boat.  

I watched as the surface of the water remained still.  

And then Annie surfaced, gasping for air and flailing her arms.  

"Annie!" Wesley shouted.  "Are you okay?"

I got on the other oar and helped Candice row faster as she continued to cough and gasp for air.  Annie hadn't been expecting this.  I had forced her to change shape.  She must know I could do some serious magic now.  

The boat lurched and I realized we'd made it to shore.  The others had as well.  I scooped up the wand and Candice grabbed the flower.  I didn't know what the flower was, but if it belonged to Annie we had to keep it away from her.

"Everyone!" Brie yelled.  "Into the tunnel!  Shorty will collapse it."

I seized the wand and waved everyone in.  Darkness swallowed us as we ran and left the castle behind.  Cold energy pricked at the back of my neck.  Annie was ready to try something and I had the feeling I knew what.

I turned and faced the tunnel behind me.  The castle continued to glow along with its lovesick princes on the other shore.

I yelled the word for collapse and the tunnel rumbled as the cold wrapped around me.  My heart raced as Annie's power pushed back.  She was treading water, pale as ever and glaring at me.  My chest constricted and my heart raced.  She was trying the killing spell on me.  Dizziness overcame me and I focused what I had left on collapsing the tunnel.  I was going to die.  Candice would see and then she'd be free to go after them.

Stone and dirt toppled, blocking her from view.  At the same time, the cold released me.  My heart beat, normal and strong, as her power vanished from around me.  

I fell back, panting, as the energy from the spell flowed from my body.  

"Shorty!" Candice was behind me.  She sounded like she was underwater.  "Are you okay?"

"Yeah," I muttered, holding my chest.  The pressure there dissipated.  She'd lost focus.  I was going to live.  "We have to keep going.  We need to get away from her before she finds a way around.  The first cave in didn't do much to hold her back."

"Really," she said, helping me stand and wrapping her arm around me.  I couldn't see a thing but I could smell her hair.  It had a faint lavender scent.  "I agree.  I don't ever want to see any princes ever again."

"Hey," I said, poking her in the ribs.

"Except you."

"I don't really consider myself a prince, anyway."  I was so relieved to be alive that I didn't care.  My knees trembled, but I got them under control.  

"Everyone," Mica said.  "We need light.  And we need to move.  The next step is to find where Alric has his prisoners.  We free them first.  Then, we need to destroy Alric."

I could hear the fear in his voice.  This was the most dreadful step in the whole thing.

My energy slowly came back as we walked.  Mica let me eat some of the jerky he'd taken from the surface.  That helped.  First, we all walked up the tunnel in the dark, holding onto each other and following the sight of the purple ball of yarn that Ignacia held.  I didn't want to give us light in case Annie could see through the cave-in or change her shape to something that could get through.  

We walked for what felt like minutes through the dark tunnel in silence.  It wasn't until the air changed and the draft returned that I knew we had made it back into that central room with the tunnels.  It was only then did I do the spell to give us light.

Everyone squinted as the light filled the chamber.  Tunnels spread out in all directions and I had to close my eyes for a bit to let them adjust.  The brick-lined tunnel stood out among the rest.  The other tunnels were plain and made of stone.  There wasn't much dirt down at this depth anymore.

I listened, but no fluttering wings followed.

"That was close," Rae breathed.  We were all trying to calm down the best we could.  Rae gathered her hair, which was soaked from the ride across the river.  All of us were drenched and the air was cold, making me shiver.  

"I don't hear Annie coming," I said.  "I wonder how she managed to get through that first cave in.  This second one won't hold her forever if she got through the first."

"She could have found a way around," Candice said.  "Or she used a spell to clear it.  It was a big cave in.  It would have taken her a while."

"Well, we don't have time to go back and check," Henry said.  "The only way to go is forward.  Whichever way that is."

I turned and faced all the tunnels.  I couldn't even tell which one we had come out of.  This would be utterly terrifying if it wasn't for the magical yarn that my grandmother had made.  

"Shorty, where's the book?" Mica asked.

My stomach lurched.  "I dropped it.  Candice was a little more important," I said.

Mica slapped himself on the forehead.  "Annie will have access to the entire Old Language if she gets it.  Those lovesick princes back there will be happy to share with her in exchange for what they want."

Both Candice and Ignacia shuddered.  "You guys were out for hours," Candice said.  "Knocked out.  I thought you guys might have been killed by that wine.  It didn't affect Ignacia and I for some reason."

"Maybe the wine was supposed to knock out anyone who's not a princess," Brie said.  "They didn't have an interest in Rae and I.  Just Candice and Ignacia.  We dealt with some strange magic back there."

"And now Annie's with them," I said.  "All the reason to keep moving."

Candice was staring at me, burning with the question I didn't want to answer in front of everyone.  Why hadn't I just killed Annie while I had a good shot?  

I knew why I hadn't and she did, too.  Maybe I had gotten lucky and she had drowned or those princes were so desperate back there that she would do for them.  

I had to change the subject.

"Candice," I said.  "Did those princes...do anything?  If they did, I will go back and kill them."  Annie was different.  If someone had ever hurt Candice...

"They just forced us to dance," she told me.  "They said they were doing to dance until our shoes fell apart.  I didn't know what would happen after that, but I don't want to imagine it.  My shoes are fine, by the way."  She pulled up her skirt a bit and showed me.  "It was two hours of hell."

"Two hours?" I asked.  I really wanted to go and kill those princes now.

"It's over with," Candice said.  "Ignacia--can we find where Alric's prisoners are?"

Ignacia had bags under her eyes, which looked worse from the shadows being cast under them by the light.  "Sure," she said, holding up the yarn.  "Show us where Alric keeps his prisoners."

The yarn rose and my heart raced.  I didn't know how far away we were, what kingdom we were under or even what region we were under.  We had only talked a total of a day and a half but distance meant nothing down here if Stilt was right.  

The yarn hesitated.

Then it unraveled, the purple string shooting down a tunnel on the far left.

I watched it unravel for what felt like minutes.  Ignacia cringed more and more as it took longer and longer.  The yarn ball itself didn't shrink for a while, as if there was an infinite amount of thread, but at last, it began to shrink and stopped altogether.  The yarn floated in the air, a silent beacon to follow into the dark.

"We have a long way to walk," Ignacia said.

A big part of me was relieved.  We had some time before we had to face Alric.  We were closer, but not there yet.  We must still be under the light region of Fable, at least.  Not, of course, that it had much bearing down here.

I glanced down the dark brick tunnel again and wondered if those princes would starve or if they were too obnoxious for that.  They might slow down Annie.  That was my hope.

Ignacia had one more order for the yarn.  "Roll up behind us," she said.  "Don't let Annie find you and follow."

 

* * * * *

 

This walk stretched out even longer than the ones before it.

We stopped once and ate some jerky that Stilt had packed.  I hadn't even thought about food down here and had forgotten to mention it when we were on the surface.  Thankfully the tunnel we stopped in was dry and the light spell was easy to maintain.  I set the wand down on my lap while Stilt got out the jerky for everyone to munch on.  I was hungry and I probably ate too quickly.

We'd seen nothing of interest through this whole tunnel, except for a small group of neutral elves going in the opposite direction with a lantern.  None of them wanted to stop and talk to us and pretended that we weren't there.  They didn't even wave to Stilt, but he didn't take any offense to it.  "Most elves are like that," he'd said.  "Most of the time, it's better if we don't take an interest in you."

That had been one or two hours ago, and the light of their lantern had long since vanished down the tunnel.  I wondered if these tunnels were like roads between underground kingdoms like we had on the surface.

This wasn't a well traveled tunnel.  Stilt had said that, too.  The better ones tended to have more elves and dwarves traveling in them.  "Maybe they don't want to end up around those princes," he'd said.  "I don't blame them."

"Or wherever Alric likes to hang out," I told him.

It felt good to take a break and munch on the jerky, which made me hungrier at first.  At least the underworld had lots of underground springs full of clean water so that wasn't a problem.  But if we stayed down here too long, food would be.  

"So," Stilt said to me.  "You're the heir to the Star Kingdom's throne.  Magic must run strong in the family."

I choked on my jerky a bit.  "I suppose it does," I said.  

"It does, in some," Stilt said.  "It's something most keep under wraps.  At least, with your kind that's the case.  I feel bad for you."

"You're right," I said.  "We do have to keep secrets."

"It's stupid," Stilt said.  "There's nothing wrong with light magic.  It's only the dark kind that should be frowned upon."

"I agree," I said, a little too fast.

"So why did you decide to strike against Alric?" Brie asked.

I scrambled for an answer.  "I'm not stupid," I said.  "I know the darkness will get to the Star Kingdom sooner or later.  There are even some dark spots forming there.  We've got to do something before it's too late."

Brie looked at me like she knew there was more to it than that.  

Candice changed the conversation.  "He almost killed us and made our story end wrong.  We want revenge.  Prince Lawrence of the Fox Kingdom worked with Alric at one point from what we understand and he helped put a princess in prison."

"I heard that Lawrence is dead," Mica said.  "That is the message my father got when he was still alive.  An assassin killed him with magic.  It's thought the assassin was connected to Alric, but he got away."

I shuddered.

Mica didn't know that the assassin was sitting across from him in this tunnel right now.  It was all the more reason to keep who I was a secret.  Next to me, Candice shifted.  We were both really uncomfortable and I hoped this break would end sooner rather than later.

But it didn't.  The others continued to talk about the growing dark spots in the other kingdoms, including the one that had overtaken Mary's village.  Brie mentioned others in the forest around that same village and how even the wolves were trying to avoid it.  I remembered the wolves Henrik had serving him at one point.  They would tear your throat out as soon as look at you.  Wolves were normally okay in Fable.  Some were regular wolves and others were shifters, but only when they spent too much time in a dark area did they turn evil.  Alric had enslaved many of them, turning them dark and making them serve him.  

If I remembered right, the ones that used to serve Henrik had been cast into the underworld by Henrik's prisoners, leaving only the ravens.

Awesome.  I had a feeling the prisoners responsible for that were sitting across from me.  Not that I blamed them, of course.  I had never liked those wolves hanging around the castle.  Even when I was heading in and out with my other grandmother, they threatened to snap at me.

Our break ended once we had eaten all of our jerky.  I was relieved when we started to walk again.  The yarn continued to hang next to us, floating.  It formed a pale purple line into the dark.

We passed another group of elves who were pushing a cart full of rocks.  They looked tired and spoke among themselves in a language that I didn't know.  Stilt said something to them in the same tongue and they waved to each other, then kept going.  He was right that elves didn't want much to do with others.  We were probably as interesting as a bug crawling up the wall.

The tunnel sloped downwards and we started seeing dwarves instead of elves.  The dwarves were even more gruff than the elves and ignored us even more, even brushing past us as if we were a nuisance.  I didn't want to engage those guys.  Even though I had the wand, the dwarves all had long beards, ugly faces and teeth that were even more yellow than a pile of dirty dishes.  They didn't smell the best, either.  We passed our first group of them about an hour after we passed the elves.  Three of them pushed a cart of black ore past us and we all had to get in single file to go around.  One of the dwarves stared right at me and grinned, showing all his horrible teeth.  I grinned back and kept walking.  A smile wouldn't start a fight, right?  I had heard from my nanny that dwarves usually fought with brawn instead of brains, but they were strong, even though all of them stood about four feet tall.

"Was that Doc and Dopey?" Candice whispered once the cart and its lantern were past us.  "Dwarves weren't that ugly in the Disney movie."

"You're talking to someone who has never seen Disney movies," I told her.  "Except for that one with the girl and the dog creature on a surfboard and that one had nothing to do with any fairy tales."

"It's just that...in the other world, people think that dwarves sing and are all cute," she said.  

"I've never seen a cute dwarf."  I'd seen only a few in my life.  "If you called them that, you'd probably earn a hammer over your head."

"I'll remember that."

"We're in their mines," Mica said, "or close to them.  This yarn is taking us down very far into the underworld.  Rae, you said Alric's prisoners are in the upper part?  I don't understand why this is happening."

"I don't, either," she said.  "Maybe he moved them after we found out where he was hiding them.  He might have taken them farther into the underworld."

"That would make sense," I said, shuddering.  I'd never seen his prisoners.  Not in real time, that was--only through the visions Alric would send me when he wanted me to do his bidding.

The dwarves passed us more frequently now.  Just when a cart of black ore or maybe even jewels would pass us, another lantern would appear down the tunnel.  Maybe they had finished their shift and were headed back towards the surface.  There were more tunnels branching off from this one now and they must have a way up.  Even dwarves didn't stay underground all of the time, even though that was their favorite place to hang out.  My stomach rumbled and I wanted to ask if there was any food around here, but I didn't even want to risk that.  As we passed another cart, a dwarf tried to slap the floating yarn out of the way as if it were bothering him.  At least none of them had snatched it.  Dwarves tended to like treasure over yarn, though.

Henry spoke what I was thinking.  "We're going to need food soon."

"I agree," Brie said.  

"The dwarves might have some stored," Ignacia said.

"I'm sure they do," Mica told her.  "But they won't appreciate us taking it."

"Or there's dwarf beer," I said.

 That got morale up, at least among the guys.  Mica asked the yarn to divert and show us where some food was, some safe food.  The yarn rolled up and pointed down another tunnel, one on our right.  This was a dark tunnel with no lanterns rolling down it.

Just in case, I extinguished the light spell and we all shuffled down that tunnel.  We didn't encounter any more dwarves or carts and the whole place seemed way too silent for my liking.  We all stayed quiet and it was the just the sound of our breathing.  Minutes crawled past and I put my hand out to feel the cold stone wall.  It was chilly down here, too.  Maybe we could ask the yarn to show us where there were some warmer clothes.

And then the yarn disappeared.

"What the heck?" Brie asked.

"I think it's going down some stairs," Ignacia said. 

She was right.  As I pushed forward past someone I noticed the yarn spiraling down and then vanishing from sight.  I was nervous about stepping off, but my foot hit a step and then another.  It was stairs, all right.

"I think I can turn the light back on," I said.  "We're far enough in so that the dwarves out in the other tunnel won't notice us.  I think."

I did the light spell and I had never been so glad to see light in my life.  There was no cliff or drop off there, but the stairs were narrow.  We would have to go down one at a time.

"I'll go first," I offered.

"What are you going to do if there's something down there?" Mica asked.

He wasn't trying to be a jerk.  "I fought off Annie," I said.  "I think I can handle whatever's down there."  I tried to sound all cool about it, but it wasn't working.

"How much magic do you know, anyway?  I hear it takes decades to master it."

"I'm not sure.  My grandmother didn't tell me too much about the magic in our family."  I stepped forward, leaving Mica behind me and following the yarn.  I focused on it and held onto it lightly as I descended the stairs.

The stairs seemed to go down forever and there were cobwebs like the dwarves hadn't used these all that much.  I wondered if this was some forgotten storeroom down here.  Well, the yarn said there was food and we had to take it.

Only the spiral stairwell seemed to go down forever.

And ever.

"Is this ever going to end?" Candice asked after several minutes of spiraling down in silence.

The yarn continued to descend.  I couldn't answer her because I had no idea.  None of us did.  We were heading down into the unknown.  

But at last, the stairway opened up.

The yarn pointed ahead into darkness and the light of my spell fell over a huge room.  The air was different down here, almost so warm that I knew it would get uncomfortable if I hung out here too long.

The room had a high, arching ceiling big enough to fit two houses stacked on top of each other.  There were several large, wooden double doors on each side of the room and all of them were closed.  The light around us got stronger as if to make sure we could see the entire room, but it was impossible.  The place seemed to stretch away into infinity and it was all made of very dense, compressed stone that almost appeared black.

We were very far down by now.

"I don't like this," Mica said.

"I don't, either," I told him.  "I think I should be the one to check these doors out.  Which one does the yarn go to?" 

The yarn still stretched ahead, straight through the room and right into the center.  I couldn’t see what was at the end of it.

“This looks easy,” Brie said.  “Maybe this is a big storage area or—“

A low rumble sounded.

It reminded me of a giant snoring or something.  I’d never seen a giant but they did exist in Fable, usually in areas that were devoid of people.  If there was one sleeping behind one of these doors, that was the sound I expected.

“You were saying?” Stilt asked.

“Never mind,” Brie said.  “Ignacia, can you ask your yarn to find us a safer way to get food?”

She did, but the yarn remained pointed towards whatever was on the other side of the darkness.  

“This is the safest way,” she said.  “Unless we want to starve, this is our only choice.”

“Maybe there are weapons down here,” Mica said.  “Dwarves are supposed to be good at making them.  We can always borrow some.  We’re going to need them.”

“Maybe,” I said, even though the wand was enough for me.  I had never even handled a sword.  Henrik used to have knights, but they had disappeared along with his wolves not too long ago.  They had left their weapons, but Alric ordered me never to touch them.  Don’t rely on anything but magic, he’d told me.  Not, of course, that you even care about magic.

I shoved him out of my mind and held up the wand.  “I’ll go first,” I said.  “If I see anything, I’ll curse—I’ll throw it back so we can get away.”

“Curse?” Brie asked.  “That’s dark magic.  You couldn’t do that if you’re from the Star Kingdom.”

“You’re right,” I said.  “I couldn’t.  Like I said, my grandmother didn’t tell me much about my magic.  I’m still learning.”

“You’re doing a good job,” Stilt told me.  “You held off Alric’s sister.”

I wondered where she was and remembered how she had almost killed me.  

And I plowed forward through the middle of the room just as another rumble came out from behind a door.  

From my left. 

I walked past the door as fast as I could while everyone else walked behind me, not taking my eyes off it.  It never came open, but another, smaller door emerged from the darkness as we got to the end of the long room.  It was opposite of the stairwell and smaller than the others.

The yarn stopped there.

“This is it,” Henry said, tugging on the door handle.

“It’s locked,” I said.  “There’s a way to deal with that.  Let me.”

Henry moved out of the way and I pressed my ear to the door.  Nothing.  This wasn’t the door with the beast behind it.  I took the wand and the light wavered as I uttered the spell to unlock it.  We had broken into the Fox Kingdom’s castle through the cellar this way and it was a pretty easy spell my other grandmother had used millions of times to break into shops.

The lock snapped and the door came open a little.  The light went back to full strength as I put my focus back on that spell.  My stomach rumbled worse than ever.  Magic required energy and keeping this light going was no exception.  If we didn’t want to run out, I needed to eat.

“Anything in there?” Candice asked.  “As long as it’s not as scary as Prince Wesley, I’m fine with it.”

I got in front of her and peeked in.  

“No Wesley,” I said.

Inside this room were shelves and shelves of leather sacks, flour bags, and even some wooden buckets filled with water.  There was nourishment here, all right. I opened the door all the way so the light could shine in.  Brie sighed in relief and everyone poured into the room, pushing past me.

“Food,” Henry said, reaching into one of the leather sacks.  “More jerky, but that’s better than nothing.”

“And fruit,” Rae said, pulling an apple out of another bag.  

It looked harmless enough.  Rae took her own sack and filled it up with apples and jerky and even some things that might be pears.  Henry splashed the water on his face and sighed in relief.  The heat in here wasn’t much better and I resisted the urge to do the same.  I watched and listened for any dwarves that might be coming down or worse—the creature behind the closed door.

But nothing ever came and the light flickered again.  I was losing energy and I had to eat, so I joined the others in raiding the food and chowing down.  As I ate, it got easier and easier to maintain the light and Rae had filled the sack to the brim with food.  We were good for a while.

I sat down next to Candice after I had drank some of the water.  “I feel so much better,” I said.  “Nothing’s killed us, so maybe that yarn’s even better than I thought.”

But she was deep in thought.  “I thought I heard crying,” she said.

The place had gone silent as we all sat there, absorbing our meals.  There was another low rumble and then I heard it.

A girl sobbing.  It seemed to be in the distance, but it was unmistakable.

“I hear that,” I said, clutching the wand.  “It’s no one in here, is it?”

“I’m not the crying type,” Ignacia said.  “When you care for six brothers since you were eleven, you don’t cry.  There isn’t any room for it.”

“It’s not me,” Rae said.  

The crying came again.  The girl was getting more and more distraught.  I stood up.  “We have to check that out.”

“We don’t,” Stilt said.  “It might be another story that we shouldn’t interfere with.”

“But we can’t leave someone down here with whatever’s doing that rumbling,” I said.  “Besides.  There is no light or dark down here.  If a story doesn’t end the way it normally would, it won’t change a thing.”

I left the storeroom and the others behind.  The crying got louder.

Please, I thought.  Don’t let it be coming from—

It floated out from same door with the rumbling.  Awesome.

I stopped there in front of it.  The temperature was even higher here, so much that I pulled my shirt away from my chest.  The crying got softer, but it was definitely behind this door.

“Shorty, you’re not going to do it.”

Candice was right behind me.  I faced her.  The light had followed me, leaving the storeroom in darkness.

“You are not,” she repeated, grabbing my arm.  “You don’t have to be a hero.  You didn’t ask for the parents you have.”

I searched around to make sure no one else was in earshot.  I had left them back in storage.  

“Candice—“

“You don’t have to be, Shorty.  You’re going to kill yourself trying to prove you’re not like Alric.  You don’t have anything to prove.”

“To you, I don’t.”

“Stop caring what everyone else thinks.”

“Candice, if they find out where my magic came from, they’re going to freak, like you put it in the other world.  Who would want to follow the son of the darkest wizard ever into Alric’s prison room?  If you didn’t know me, would you?”

Candice hesitated.  “Well, I would be a bit worried, but you’ve proven that you’re not on his side.”

“I've proven I'm not on Annie's side.  For all they know, Annie and Alric hate each other."

“You’ve done nothing but help us.  The girl behind this door might be part of another story and she needs to wait for someone to go in there and save her.  And that someone is not you.”

“Girl?” someone asked.  “Did you say girl?  A princess, to be exact?”

I had never heard the young man’s voice before, but something about it made me want to punch the speaker.  I whirled around right along with Candice and the light followed me.

There was a hole in the ceiling I hadn’t seen before.  A rope hung from it now, along with a huge pail with a figure sitting inside of it.

It was a huntsman, one clothed in green with a quiver of arrows on his back.  He was a young guy maybe a couple of years older than me, with dark hair, a short beard and a long, serious face.

“Who are you?” I asked, keeping the wand close.

“I’m Macon,” he said.  “I heard there was a princess trapped down here and I’m here to save her.  Can you move out of the way and let me do my job?”


Chapter Ten

 

 

“Excuse me?” Candice asked.  “How did you get down here, and who are you?”

“I already told you that.”  Even the guy’s voice was serious and he said that in a tone like Candice was stupid and needed patience.  “I was traveling through the forest with two other huntsmen and a dwarf told us about a princess trapped down here.  She apparently ate a cursed apple and sank down here a long time ago.  I came down a well on this bucket.  The other two huntsmen lowered me down.  They told me to send the princess up first and then they would bring me up as well.”

Candice eyed me.  “This must be a story.”

Brie and the others appeared out of the darkness.  “Did you say cursed apple?”  The look on her face was utter shock.  

“Yes,” Macon said.  “Apples so red that she couldn’t resist tasting one.  She then sank a hundred leagues into the ground.”

Stilt and Brie gave each other a knowing stare.  I almost joined them, but remembered my secret.

“Do you think—“ Brie started.

Stilt spoke for her.  “Henrik’s daughter.  The one who fell through the ground several years ago.”

“Henrik had a tree that grew cursed apples,” Brie said.  She was very pale and backed away.

They were right.  I thought about that scary tree that the ravens liked to hang around, the one with the apples that hung almost to the ground that nobody dared touch.  

Stilt spoke for her, thankfully.  “Brie was married to Henrik in her past lives,” he said.  “In the one before this, they had a daughter.  It’s her who’s down here, then.”

“We can’t leave her,” Brie said.

“She’s not really your daughter,” Stilt said.  “She’s the daughter of who you were in your past life.”

“Still,” Brie said, full of emotion.  “You told me about her when we were in the castle.  We can’t leave her.”

Candice’s expression softened.  “This is too strange for me,” she said, shaking her head.

I knew that stories in Fable took place over and over, with the characters reincarnating in some cycle that went on forever.  Brie’s kid from her past life must be even older than she was now.  It was strange and usually stories didn’t overlap like this.  Brie held her hands up to her mouth, overcome.  I felt bad for her.

Macon had to speak up.  “Here’s the thing,” he said.  “I’m obviously the huntsman who is going to get her out of here.  Maybe that’s her story.  She falls into the ground, is stuck down here for a while, and gets rescued.  Girls always get rescued in these stories.  It’s the way of Fable.  I will get her out.”

He sounded so confident it was fake.  “Hold on,” I said.  “Are you sure you can just walk in there and get her?”

Another low rumble sounded from behind the door, one so intense that the door itself trembled and I backed away.

“Sure,” Macon said, shrugging.  

“We’ve met this guy before,” Stilt explained to me.  "You and Candice are the only people who haven't."

Ignacia stepped forward.  “You’re not Annie, are you?”

Macon whirled around to face her.  “Do I look like an Annie?”

I sighed.  “Don’t tell me Annie took Macon’s shape at one point.”

“She did,” Mica said, about to draw his sword.  “We can’t be sure that she hasn’t done it again.  Turn out your pockets."

Macon held up his arms and backed away.  Apparently Candice and I were left out here.  We had never met this guy before.  Henry glared at Macon with pure hatred and Rae did the same.  There was some bad blood here I didn’t want to get into.

“Hold on,” I said.  “Can’t we start at the beginning?”

“He shot me through the leg,” Henry said.  "There's your beginning."

“It was an accident,” Macon said, recoiling and rubbing his face as if someone had just punched him.  “You knew I was stationed at that exit and ready to shoot whoever came out.”

“So it’s never your fault,” Henry said.  “It’s always someone else’s fault.  I swear, you’re a curse that doesn't go away.”

Macon’s face flushed red.  Candice and I backed into the door, which was a mistake as it was still pretty hot.

“Can you stop arguing?” Ignacia asked.  “If this Macon was actually Annie, he wouldn’t remember shooting Henry on accident.  That, and he wouldn’t have that fading bruise around his eye from where Mica punched him.”

Macon went to turn away, but not before I saw the yellow bruise around his eye.  Mica had gotten him good.  I could see Macon screwing his face up, trying to come up with some comeback, but Brie interrupted.  “Macon, what happened to you after you disappeared into the woods?  Annie said that she made you get lost out there and then she took your form and tricked all of us until Ignacia was almost burned at the stake.  What’s happened to you?”

There wasn’t much sympathy in her voice.  Macon cleared his throat and Mica backed off a bit.

“I wandered through the woods, surviving on my skills,” he said.  “I hunted game and kept myself fed.  What did you expect?  I wandered for a long time and came across two huntsmen who have been searching for a King’s missing daughter for a long time.  It turns out a king sent them out a long time ago, years ago, and they were promised the kingdom in exchange for her return.  They offered to share their reward with me if I was the one to come down this well.  I’m to send the princess back up this bucket, and then the two of them will bring me up.”

I thought about it.  “Sounds like they’re getting ready to screw you over,” I said.  “Sorry.  I just don’t believe the best in people.”

“Naw,” Macon said, dismissing that with the wave of his arm.  

“Did you know the king who sent those two huntsmen out was Henrik?” I asked.

Behind me, the growling went silent as if whatever beast was in there had heard.

Macon’s eyes got big.  “Henrik?  But he’s been gone for months.”

“Think about it.  When did those two huntsmen get sent out?” I asked.  “Months ago.  Before Henrik disappeared.”

“There’s no king left to take this princess to,” Brie said.  “If those two huntsmen take her back to her home, Alric will destroy her and them both.  He won’t want the real heir to the kingdom to return. You can’t send her up to them.”

Macon thought.  We had backed him into a corner.  “It wouldn’t be a good idea,” he said as if it were his thought.  “They would take her through the dark region.  That alone would be bad for her, even if that’s where she’s from.  I think we should get her out and keep her with us.  Am I right, or am I right?”

I was hating this guy more and more.  Now he had to take credit for everyone else’s ideas.  But the girl had started crying again on the other side of the door.  She hadn’t heard us talking out here.  We were keeping it quiet.  I was just about to hold the door open for Macon when Brie held her hand up.

“We don’t know what’s in there,” she said.  “Let me open the book.”

We waited in the heat as she paged through.  It didn’t take her long to find whatever story she needed.  “Okay.”  She frowned as she traced her finger down the page.  “There’s a five-headed dragon behind that door and a princess who’s stuck combing its hair.”

“Combing its hair?” I asked.  “Dragons don’t care about having their hair combed.  Do they?”

“These ones do,” Brie said.  “Macon, you go get that five headed dragon.”

Macon backed away from the door.  He’d gone very silent.  

“I’ll even let you borrow my sword,” Mica said, unsheathing it.  “Go cut off its heads and get that princess out of there.  You can do it.”

“I…” Macon started.

He was deflating.  I knew what would happen if Macon went in there.  He’d get annihilated.  The other two huntsmen on the surface must be laughing.  I tried to peer up the hole he had come down, but no light dared come through.  They must have lowered him for a long time before he got down here.

“You’re the hero of this story,” Henry told him.  “You’re brave and you have great survival skills, Macon.  Get in there.”

“I’ll hold the door open,” I said, enjoying this.

Macon gulped and reached for an arrow.  “I’ll shoot it first,” he said.  “Stun it.  We’ll wait until the dragon’s asleep and then strike.  We wouldn’t want it breathing fire on any of us.”

“True,” I said.  I had to agree with that.

So we waited.

And waited.

The girl’s cries softened and there was one final rumble, and then what sounded like a snore.  We had stood out here for what felt like two hours.  

“Now,” I whispered, opening the door and backing away.

I wasn’t sure whether to freak out or laugh.  The dragon actually had nine heads, not five, and every single one of them had a full head of hair complete with a bow.  The dragon itself was a dark purple color with a body the size of a shed, with its long necks all resting on the stone floor of the huge chamber.  It slept on a pile of clean hay and there was no treasure, no anything else in the room.  

Except for the young woman.

She stopped running a comb through the hair of the rightmost head and stared at me, her green eyes widening.  They were Henrik’s eyes.  She was his daughter, all right, his and the daughter of whoever Brie had been in her past life.  The girl had to be around twenty or so and her green eyes were red from grief.  She was very pale like she hadn’t seen the surface in a long time and she wore a tattered dress that was red and green in color.  She knelt on the floor and looked very tired.  

The dragon’s nine heads all snored at once.  I made a motion that she should continue to comb and she did.  

And then I took a step into the room, careful not to crunch the hay underneath.  I waved Macon and Mica in behind me.  Henry followed.  Candice mouthed my name but it was too late.  I was already in here and we were going to finish this.

I ran the Old Language word for freeze in my mind.  

But just then, Macon stepped on a noisy piece of straw.

The girl did a silent sigh.  

The dragon’s eyes—all eighteen of them—opened.  

They were horrible, deep yellow eyes that were as ancient as the stone around us.  Ancient—and mean.  A low growl filled the entire chamber and Macon swore, backpedaling towards the exit.  Only Mica and I remained.

“Why did you have to do that?” the princess asked.  “Now I’m going to watch three more young men get eaten.  Well, I suppose that will be my entertainment for the day.”

The dragon lifted all its heads, its yellow eyes trained on me.  The princess backed away towards the wall as if she were following some kind of drill.  She dropped the comb to the straw.  One of the dragon’s bows fell out and landed next to it.  The dragon turned that one head to face it, but the eight others remained on me.

“Shorty!” Candice shouted.

“Stun it!” Mica yelled.

I lifted the wand and the word for freeze flew out of my mind.  The dragon sucked in a breath, or eight breaths.  Wind blew against me as the dragon’s chest puffed out.  I knew what was next.  Fire.  All dragons could breathe it.  

“Hey!” Candice shouted, breaking in front of me.  She dove down and grabbed the comb.  “I’ll comb your beautiful hair.  Just lie down and I'll even tie your bow."

"Candice!" I shouted.  

But the dragon turned all its heads on her as she held up the comb.  The princess on the wall peeled herself away from it.  I couldn't believe it.  This dragon was more like a princess than the one standing in front of me.

The dragon set its nine heads down on the floor.  Candice actually started to comb.

And then the beast purred.

"Are you kidding?" Macon asked from behind me.  "That's the solution?  Come on.  I'll get you out of here."  He burst in front of me and waved to the green eyed princess still standing by the wall.  "I told her to comb the dragon's hair.  Clearly it just wants to be pampered."

She smiled at Macon.  "Finally," she said.  "Someone who knows what he's doing."

Macon practically glowed at the compliment.  "Why, thank you," he said, waving to her while Candice continued to comb.  "I figured having Candice comb the dragon's hair would distract it enough to allow you to walk out."

"It wasn't your idea," Candice said through clenched teeth.  

Macon sighed as if Candice were the problem.  I turned to Macon as my girlfriend continued to comb the dragon's purplish black hair.  She affixed the bow to its head and grimaced at me.  I knew what it meant.  Get me out of here.

That dragon wasn't going to let her go so easily.  Its nine heads were almost between her and the door.  Unless someone distracted that dragon she was going to be stuck there, combing for a really, really long time.  The food down here wasn't for the dwarves.  It was for the dragon's prisoner.

"Candice," I said.  "As soon as I think of the spell to freeze the dragon, you can get up and leave."

The green-eyed princess pushed past me and joined Macon at the doorway.  I could already tell the two were going to make an insufferable couple.  They strode out of the room, almost arm in arm, leaving me and Mica there to deal with the new problem.

"Well, now what?" Mica asked.  

 Candice stopped combing for a second and the dragon growled.  She went back to it and messed with the bow, making the purring return.

"We have a problem," Brie said.  "Macon.  You're supposed to make sure you cut off the dragon's heads.  You have time while she has it distracted."

Macon muttered something that I was sure would make me want to hit him like I had hit Prince Wesley.  

"Macon," Brie said in a dangerous voice.

The word for freeze had escaped me.  We didn't have the Old Language version of the stories and even then, there would be no telling which word was the right one from reading the book.  I couldn't even think of any stories with that word in them.  I could try to throw the dragon back, but the one head Candice was combing might rise up and hit her.

That left the killing spell. 

The dragon might be too big for it to work.  It opened one vicious eye and sized me up like a piece of meat.  To it, I might be a piece of meat.  But it was big enough so I wouldn't hit Candice.  I might kill a few of the heads instead and Mica could chop them off.  

"Do something," Mica said.  

Everyone was watching.

"Shorty, do something.  If I do this too long, I'll go insane," Candice pleaded.  "I was never into bows or dolls.  You know that."

I lifted the wand.  The dragon continued to glare.

"A spell.  Any spell," Mica said. 

I opened my mouth.  

The killing spell was the darkest magic you could find.  

So I did one that would work almost as well.

"St...Schlafen!"

Sleep.  

I uttered the word for sleep instead.  The dragon raised all its heads as a mixture of light and dark energy raced through my body.  It was a neutral spell.  

Then, its eyelids drooped and all nine heads fell to the hay with heavy thumps.  

I almost went down from the amazing amount of energy it took out of me.  I grabbed onto the wall and struggled to stay upright.  Doing this to the knights had never done this to me.  A dragon was bigger.  I hadn't thought it would require this much punch.  

Candice sprung up and dropped the comb.  "Let's go," she said.  "That's good enough for now.  Close the door behind us."

I agreed.  I wasn't sure how long a behemoth like that would stay asleep but I had the feeling it wouldn't be as long as the two knights we had left at the camp.  I followed Mica and Candice out the door.

"But their heads," Mica said.

"Forget it," I said.  I felt drained from using a spell like that on such a big creature, even after a decent meal.  "Let's go.  I have the feeling one of them might wake up while you're cutting and take a chunk out of your leg."

We all piled out of the room and Candice closed the door behind us right when the dragon let out a low growl.  It was already rousing and my knees shook like I had been walking for days.  There was no way I could use magic again so soon.  Already the light around us was flickering.  It didn't have much more energy it could draw from me.  

I leaned on Candice right when the dragon thumped against the closed door.

“Go,” Mica said.

All of us ran up the stairs, Macon and the green eyed princess in the lead.  They fled and left us behind, running for their own lives.  I staggered up the staircase with Candice.  It was narrow.  Maybe the dragon couldn’t fit through here.  Everyone else pushed in front of us and I clutched the wand, trying to find the strength to utter the killing spell, but it was gone.  I stumbled and went down on the steps.  

The door crashed and splintered behind us.  The dragon had broken out.  It roared again.

“Don’t stop,” Candice said, helping me up just as the sack Rae was dragging vanished around the stairs.  The dragon sucked in a breath behind us and I knew what was coming.  I found the strength to bound up the stairs after her just as light exploded in a hot, flickering fire and seared the back of my legs.

I swore and raced up the stairs beside her and the heat faded.  The air reeked of smoke and I coughed.  We could suffocate down here if the dragon breathed fire too many times.  There was no ventilation.  

The air got fresher the higher we climbed and wisps of smoke rose from my jeans.  A second later and I might be lying there, dying in flames.  I grabbed onto Candice’s arm as we stepped over the threshold and back into the main tunnel after what felt like forever.  No heavy footsteps followed.  This stairway had been made narrow for a reason.  

I had never been so glad for the coolness in my life.

The dragon growled again, far below, and there was another thump as it rammed into the entrance to the stairwell.  Whatever dwarves kept the dragon down here sure didn’t want it getting loose anytime soon.  I stopped and leaned against the wall of the tunnel just as the light from my spell got dimmer and closed my eyes.

“Shorty,” Candice said.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, lowering my voice so only she could hear.  “I should have killed it.”

“If putting that dragon to sleep for a few seconds did this to you, killing it might have killed you.  It was too big.”

She forgave me.  That was a plus.  We were all alive and the princess was freed.  

“Hello?” the princess asked.  She was very close.

I opened my eyes.

She stood there in her red and green dress, eyeing me with irises like poison.  They were the exact shade of Henrik’s.  We had brought up the daughter of Fable’s worst king.  Behind her, Brie stood there like she wasn’t sure what to think.

The princess was scowling at me.

“What kind of magic was that?” she asked.  “You almost got all of us killed.  Dragon scales are resistant to most magic.  Don’t you know that?”

“What was I supposed to do?” I asked.  "Give the dragon a big kiss instead?"

I remembered this girl.

Henrietta.  It was what my nanny called her.  

Even though Henrik and Alric had kept us on opposite sides of the castle, I had seen her in passing a few times when I was four or five.  She’d been a few years older than me when she vanished and Henrik sent his knights to go search for her.  

And she was eyeing me with suspicion now like she was trying to size me up.  To place a face at the back of her memory.

I let the light fade about as quick as I could and darkness fell, swallowing us all.  But before it left us completely, I spotted Macon standing to the side, eyeing Henrietta with a loving glance. 

Maybe I had screwed this up after all.

 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Macon had found his soul mate.

It was obvious after the dragon stopped pounding on the walls below and Candice gave me more fruit and some bread to eat.  It was obvious before I even stood up from the floor of the tunnel with renewed energy and put the light spell back on full power.

Macon had a girlfriend and now there was the terrifying possibility he would reproduce.  He and Henrietta stood there in the corner, talking to each other in low voices and laughing.  Macon talked about his hunting prowess (which I seriously doubted) and Henrietta told him about her bravery, combing that dragon's hair for so many years by herself in the darkness.  The dwarves kept the dragon as a pet and she was in charge of keeping it calm so it didn't act out like this.  She didn't once mention her tears.  They were eating each other up.  

Neither one of them had thanked me or Candice.

Candice stood next to me as the quivering vanished from my legs.  She made a face and I pretended to throw up on the floor as the two of them drew closer and closer together.  

"I spent my first ten years in Henrik, my father's, castle," Henrietta said, raising her voice.  "Alric was his magician.  You're saying he's the new king?"

Neither one of them smiled now.  Macon nodded.  

"And my father is somewhere--"

The dragon growled in rage and rammed against the stone below us.  It had woken back up.  The sound echoed up the stairwell.  

I tensed and Brie backed away into Stilt.  The two of them hung together.  They seemed just as nervous about Henrietta as I was although I didn't know why.  Henrietta had said hi to me once in the dining hall.  She had to know my identity.  I glanced at Macon and slashed my finger across my mouth. 

And he actually shut up.

It was the first time I'd seen the guy make an intelligent decision so far.

"We need to go," I said.  "I'm recovered.  Now we need to find those prisoners."

Ignacia held up her yarn and gave it another command, this time to find everyone still in the glass coffins.  

The yarn unraveled again--and struck a wall in the tunnel where we had come from.  The yarn bounced off of it and fell to the floor, writhing like it was injured.  Ignacia rolled it back up with a confused expression.

"I don't understand this," she said.

"We came through that area when we were looking for food," Stilt told her.  He walked over, crossed into darkness and ran right into where the wall must now be.  "Ouch!  Okay.  Something happened here either when we crossed over this area or when the dragon got loose."

"That's awesome," I said.  "Did the dwarves put a wall here while we were raiding the food?"  I walked closer and my light followed me.  

A solid stone wall had appeared in the middle of the tunnel.  I reached out and touched it.  It was just as real as the other walls were and made of the same stone.  I slapped myself on the forehead.  This wasn't right.  Not at all.  Some other kind of magic was at work and I had never seen something like this before.

"Annie," Brie said.  "She must have put this here.  She trapped us."  Panic was rising in her words, ready to pop.

"She could have," I said, trying not to think about the implications of this.

Henrietta sighed.  "Some rescue."

"Would you shut up?" I asked.  "We're doing the best we can and you're not going to get in the way.  We have a common enemy here.  Alric.  He's taken over your kingdom, by the way."

Henrietta hadn't tried to hurt us yet but I was sure she had inherited some of Henrik's magic.  Henrik wasn't as skilled as Alric, but his power was there.  

"Here's the thing," Macon said.  "There has to be another way out.  Ignacia, tell the yarn to find us one."

"It already attempted."

"Then Shorty, blast that wall open so we can get out."

We weren't screwed.  At least, I hoped.  I raised the wand and yelled the word for open.

A mixture of cold and warm tingling coursed through me and the wand trembled, trying to release the magic, but nothing happened to the wall.  The atmosphere thrummed with the same nervous energy the castle back in Wesley's kingdom had given off.  

"Nothing," I said.  "This isn't Annie's magic.  It's this underworld magic that I don't know anything about.  I don't know how to break through it.  Maybe the dwarves had some trap for whoever wanted to mess with their precious pet down there."

"Or they didn't want their precious pet to get out," Stilt said.  "If I were them, I would have put this in place."

"But what about us?" Henry asked.  "Do we get to spend the rest of our days down here?"

Candice appeared next to me.  She kept her face calm, but underneath it was panic.  She was just as scared about this as everyone else.  I took a breath, keeping my own fear down.  We had food and water here, but most of it was past the dragon and the only way to get to it would be to comb its hair and deal with it all over again.  Hello, fire.  

"I hope not," Candice said.  "There has to be a way to break this spell.  I've never been down here before.  Stilt, do you have any idea how underworld magic works?"

"Elves don't always have it," he said.  "I have regular light magic.  Well, as long as I'm not in the dark region.  Brie can look at that story again with the five-headed dragon and see if there's a way out."

"Good idea."  She was already paging through the book, holding it up to the light.  She read and my heart pounded.  "Yes," she said.  "The huntsman who got caught down here thinks he's doomed, until he finds a flute that summons some elves or dwarves.  They take him back to the surface."

I blinked.  "We don't want the surface.  At least, not yet."

"They'll take Macon back to the surface," Brie told me.

Oh.  I got it now.

"Let's find this flute," I said.  

Ignacia asked her yarn to locate it, and the yarn obeyed, pointing to a crack in the wall that was up near the ceiling of the tunnel.  It took Macon himself, who was the tallest, to reach it, and even then he was barely able to get the wand out.  I knew a spell for making it fly to me but decided to make him struggle for it a little.

But at last, Macon pulled an old, dusty flute out of the opening.  He eyed it with disgust and blew the dust off.  "What is this?" he asked.  "Am I supposed to play it?"

"Yes," Mica said.  "You are.  You might have to impress those elves or dwarves with your magical singing voice, too."

Macon scowled at him while Henrietta watched.  But Henry just nodded at him with a huge grin on his face.

"Here's the thing," Macon said.  "There might be a specific way to play this and it might take me a while in order to get the right tune.  Flute playing is not as simple as it looks.  Flutes--"

"You've never played a musical instrument in your life," Stilt said.  "Besides, the story says that you need to play it.  We don't want it to end the wrong way, do we?"

Macon faced me and started to say something.

"Music isn't my forte," I told him.  "Now play."

The huntsman sighed and brought the flute up, blowing through it without putting his fingers over any of the holes.  The result was a faint hissing sound.  

I held back a laugh, mainly because we needed him to play that flute to get out of here.  Macon put his fingers over two of the holes and tried again.  A tune came out and he switched, making another note.  Eventually a disjointed sound that might be a song emerged.

A rumbling sound filled the tunnel.  I turned and another crack was opening up in the new wall.  It got bigger and bigger and tiny pieces of stone rained down on us.  I grabbed Candice and we staggered back into Brie as the crack opened like a jagged, sideways mouth.  Macon continued to play horribly and the sounds cut over the rumbling.  It was awful, like the end of the world.  

And then the crack stopped growing.

"Well," Macon said, all full of himself.  "It looks like we're free to go."

But then a short, stubbly figure emerged through the opening.

It was a dwarf, only about four feet tall, with a long black beard complete with crumbs and who knew what else.  He scowled at us and showed two rows of really yellow teeth.  My nasty grandmother had better teeth than that.  

And following him was another dwarf, and another.  One of them was even wearing a red T-shirt that said Adventure Time on it.  It was the name of a cartoon back in the other world that a lot of the kids were into.  These dwarves had either been to the other world or they were trading with someone who had. 

The one in the lead scowled again as if he was too dumb to form words.  But then he did speak.

"You trespassed."

Macon withered.  He'd been expecting a party of elves to take him up to the surface, but he'd gotten this instead.  The flute had been Fable's version of an alarm system to catch thieves.  Rae moved in front of the sack full of food and Henrietta rolled her eyes and hid behind Macon.

"You freed Molly," the dwarf continued as the dragon thumped down below.  "Molly is hard to keep.  And you freed the princess."

"Why do you keep a dragon as a pet?" I asked.  "Dragons don't want to live in tiny rooms, you know."

The dwarf scowled at me and walked closer.  His breath was as bad as I feared.  "Alric is worse.  Much worse.  He likes to steal our treasure.  The dragon may protect us."

"I agree," I said, trying not to gag.  I counted the dwarves behind this one.  Six more.  There were seven in total and five of them held clubs.  Dwarves preferred to attack with heavy, blunt objects rather than swords and they were good at it.  "But your dragon can't protect you locked in a little room like that.  You need to train her to protect you and you'll be a lot better off."  I was scrambling.  I could knock back these dwarves but I didn't want to burn off all my renewed energy this early.  "I think she's mad because she's been forced to stay in that room.  You might want to go down there and calm her."

The dwarf thought.  He looked at the ceiling a bit and brought his thick hand up to his chin.  "Maybe you are right," he said.  "We should let her out.  We are not cruel to animals."  

"But not yet," I said.  "You need to train her first so she doesn't kill you.  Maybe you need to give her a slab of meat.  Tell her to sit and don't give the meat to her until she does.  That kind of thing."

"Shorty," Candice said.  "What are you doing?  That dragon needs to stay down there."

The dragon roared again.  Another loud thump sounded and all of the dwarves jumped.  I wondered how they'd gotten the dragon down there in the first place but they seemed to have forgotten that we had trespassed.  

"The dragon is angry," the head dwarf said.

They weren't very intelligent.  We had that on our side.  

"How do you know about Alric?" Mica asked.  "I know a lot of people have fled to the other world to get away from him and it looks like you did the same at one point.  You're wearing clothes from there."

The head dwarf thought, trying to comprehend Mica's words.  "We guarded a princess there," he said.  "Princess Sara.  Beautiful princess.  A queen wanted to kill her with a poison apple.  And she did."

Brie gasped and held up the book.  This might be another story, one that I hadn't read.  "She killed the princess?  But that would make the story fall if--"

"Not forever," the dwarf said.  "Alric took Sara to his castle and put her in glass.  Then he took us, too, and put us in glass.  The Queen changed her mind and broke her and us out.  We jumped through Alric's magic mirror.  After that, the Queen broke it.  Alric must have put the Queen in glass after that."

"His magic mirror is broken," I said, looking at Candice.  It must be why we hadn't seen Alric in any reflective surfaces in the past few months.

That ability was gone to him now.  I wanted to sigh in relief.  The Queen who had faced him had done us a huge favor and probably landed herself in a glass box for it.  Alric might even have her sitting in that chamber along with my mother and the rest of the kingdom she had dared hide in.  His display room must be getting very full.  He had touched so many stories and not in a good way.

"That's great news," Brie said.  "Well, about the mirror."  She stepped in front of me.  "We were looking for Alric's prisoners, but got lost.  The group of us are fighting against him and we're looking to free all the people he's put in glass.  We're sorry we came down into your area."

The dwarf's face softened, if that was possible.  Dwarves' faces were all bulges and hard edges.  "You are fighting Alric too?" 

"Yes," I said.  "We are fighting Alric."  

"And everything that has to do with him?" the dwarf asked.

I tensed.  "Yes."

"Then you are my brother!" the dwarf said, lunging forward and wrapping me in a very tight and strong dwarf hug.

I just waited for it to be over.  I sucked in tiny breath after tiny breath while Candice stood there and grinned at me.  I scowled at her and frowned.  At last, the dwarf hug ended and I could breathe again.  My diaphragm was going to be cramped for weeks.

"We will show you the way out of the mines," he said, "and we will try to train our dragon to fight Alric.  We will let our dragon out and our dragon will guard us!"

I was glad I was going to be gone by time that happened.  I wished these dwarves luck with that endeavor.  

"Thanks," Brie said, backing away as if she, too, were fearing a hug.  

The dwarf turned away and the others vanished through the crack.  We all followed and I got in the lead, even though Mica tried to.  The guy was used to being in charge, but I felt a huge sense of responsibility for this.  I'd come from the man who was making everyone miserable.  I'd even done what he wanted by killing Prince Lawrence, even though I had done it to save Candice.  

But if these dwarves found out who I was...

I ducked through the crack and Candice followed.  The rock that had blocked our tunnel was feet thick, so thick that no magic would have penetrated it anyway.  Magic did have its limits.  It couldn't move mountains as far as I knew, even though I had heard of a magical mountain out there full of treasure.  

"This way," the head dwarf said, turning the way we had been headed.

We followed in silence for a long time.  The dwarves broke out into a song about how bad Alric was, but they sang in such drawn-out voices that I couldn't tell exactly what they were saying most of the time.  I did catch a part of the song about drawing and quartering him.  I walked faster when they got to that.  They had forgotten all about us trespassing, at least, or they didn't care.  Alric was much worse.

And they had left the dragon.  Even though I never wanted to see it again, I didn't like the thought of it staying in there and starving.

Once they had all stopped singing, I asked if all the dwarves were against Alric.

"Most are," the head dwarf told me.  "There are some that have gone to the dark region.  He told them he would give them treasure.  Alric lies."

"He does," I said, thinking of my mother.  He'd promised me her freedom.  She was still in stasis as far as I knew, even though I had killed the person he wanted gone.  

Alric had even tried to kill me.

"I thought dwarves stayed underground?" I asked.

These were the first dwarves I'd seen, even though I knew they existed.  Candice stayed close to me as they broke out into song again.  They sounded drunken or maybe this was what dwarf singing sounded like.  Maybe they were all tone deaf and they liked Macon's horrible flute playing.

Even he stayed quiet through the singing.  I wasn't sure what was worse.

Eventually, after many minutes of walking, the tunnel sloped uphill.  We passed lots of strip mines and more dwarves that were hammering away inside of them.  It looked like they were taking us to the surface.  I was ready for a break from the underground.

The tunnel leveled off after a long time and by then my knees were protesting from the climb.  I let out a breath and the dwarves all laughed.  "You are weak," the head dwarf said.  "Walk the mines every day and you become strong."

"Thanks," I told them.  "The exit is that way, right?" 

"Yes.  Walk forward to the exit."

I reached out and shook hands with the dwarf.  Some crumbs fell out of his beard.  Candice grimaced but my light wasn't bright enough to betray that to everyone.  

And with some hurried goodbyes, the dwarves turned away and vanished into the darkness.  We listened to their footsteps get fainter and fainter.

"I couldn't imagine being down here all the time," Candice said.

"Well, dwarves like treasure about as much as dragons do.  Maybe that's why they get along so well," I said.  

We walked along the even tunnel and at last, some light that wasn't mine appeared up ahead.  We were all sick of the darkness and eager to get out.  Candice and I got in the lead, letting our eyes adjust to the brightness, and at last we emerged out into the daytime.

The world expanded forever.

I blinked.  We must have been walking all night, because the sun was low in the sky and the air had that clammy nighttime feel.  Early morning.  The horizon was orange with dark clouds around the mountain peaks.  I took a breath of the cold, fresh air and let it out slowly.  We had come out on a mountain.  All of us stood on a large, stone lip that jutted way above a pristine river that flowed far below.  One fall off this would be the end.  A narrow stone trail led off to the side and down the mountain.  The entrance to the mines stood there, a dark square rimmed with ancient lumber.  

This looked nothing like the Star Kingdom.  The Star Kingdom was flat and full of warm forests and beaches.  Some of these mountains had snow on them.  I had never seen mountains on the horizon from anywhere in the Star Kingdom.

We had traveled very, very far.

"This is so bizarre," Candice said.  "I can't believe this.  It's like we just entered another world."

"Like I said," Stilt said.  "The underworld is weird.  Distance is different down there.  For every step we take down there, we might be taking ten steps on the surface.  Or we could be taking ten steps down there for every step on the surface."

"That doesn't physically make sense," Candice said.

"Does Fable physically make sense?" I asked.  During my stay in the other world, I learned that no one really believed magic was possible.  People had science there which told you that there were strict laws that governed the universe--laws that could never be broken.  Maybe it was why people there had to have such good imaginations.  

But at least we were on the surface for now.

We could take a break before making that final journey to Alric's lair.

It could be our final one.

 

* * * * *

 

It was cold up on the mountain.  We weren't at the peak and only scrub plants grew around us but it was still enough to make me and Candice shiver.  She was still in the white dress she'd been wearing back at Nori's castle.  We all went to work gathering the scrub plants and making a pile for a fire.  The wind kept blowing and it wasn't easy to get it started, even with magic, but at least I didn't have to hide all of my magic anymore.  Brie thanked me for getting the fire started.

"You seem to have made a lot of fires," I said.  

She nodded.  "Stilt and I have done a lot of traveling through Fable during the last year.  We worked for Mary and went around, trying to find stories before Alric could get to them."

"You're pretty dedicated," I said.  I could sense there was more she wasn't telling me.  "Does it have to do with Stilt being a prisoner there?"

Brie gulped and checked to make sure Henrietta wasn't in earshot.  She and Macon sat against the mountain, deep in each other's worlds about forty feet away.  "I was a prisoner of Henrik, too.  It was us who cast him into the underworld with one of his own cursed apples.  I used to be able to spin gold but I was able to put most of that power into the apple he ate.  Henrik can spin gold now, but he's a hundred leagues under us as we speak.  Even the dwarf mines didn't go down that far."

"Shh," I said.  "Henrietta can't know that."

Brie shook her head.  "Whoever I was in my past life didn't do a good job raising her.  She's more like Henrik than what I would have been."

"True," Stilt said.

"Talk about awkward," I said.  I wasn't the only one here who was wading through so much crap.  Brie and Stilt had accidentally helped Alric rise to power.  "I don't blame you for wanting to take down Alric.  What about Rae and Henry?  And Ignacia and Mica?"

"Rae's adoptive mother was working with Alric," Brie explained.  "She was dark, but used Rae's healing hair to hold that part of her back.  A dark spot overtook Rae's tower and forced her to go searching for Henry, who had found her a few days before.  Alric and Rae's fake mother pursued her and it turned out Alric had put Henry in a glass coffin.  We had to rescue him.  And Henry's old kingdom--it was down there, too.  Henry still wants revenge for that, even though that kingdom was freed right along with him.  Rae's mother might still be down there.  Since she turned against Alric at the end, she could still be lying down there right along with the woman in pink that we found."

"Makes sense," I said.  "What about Ignacia and Mica?  I know Annie was chasing them."

"Mica's mother was working with Annie.  Maybe he feels like he has to make up for not seeing that fast enough.  Ignacia almost got killed because of that.  If they strike Alric, they'll strike her a blow, too."

"Also makes sense," I said.  The world tilted around me.  I hadn't slept since that poisoned wine and that hadn't been real sleep.  It might have been days ago with the underworld being the way it was.  Behind Brie, the fire pointed to the side and almost went out in the wind, but managed to stay lit.  

"So," Stilt said.  "What's in this for you?"

My heart raced and I searched around for Candice, but she was over talking to Rae and Ignacia.  Henry and Mica were also having a conversation.  

Should I?

If Brie and Stilt were sort of responsible for letting Alric rise to power, would they understand where I was coming from?  Candice wasn't here.  But doing something by mistake was different than being this connected to someone so vile.  

"I..." I stammered.  "I..."

"Everyone," Mica said, lifting his arms into the air.  "I think we should all rest here in this safe place while the sun is still up.  I'm glad for the fresh air up here and I'm sure you are, too.  Why don't we settle around the fire and try to take a nap?  I will stay up and keep guard and I'll wake someone to take my place every two hours."

Relief filled my chest.  I didn't have to talk about this now.  "Sure," I said.  "Let's get some marshmallows and roast them, too."

"What are marshmallows?" Mica asked.

"Something from the other world," I told him.  "They're great.  You put them on a stick and hold them over a fire.  I got to do that at a party one time."

"You're making me hungry," Brie said.

Candice eyed me like I said I'd gone to the moon.  "You got to go to a party?"

I nodded.  "I hung out with the art kids for a bit while I was at your school.  Not everyone hated me."

But Mica was right.  I was tired.  We had been walking down there for a very long time without much rest.  Candice and I got on the other side of the fire as Macon and his new girlfriend and leaned against the stone of the mountain.  

I must have fallen asleep, because when I woke Mica was standing in front of the fire and the sun was low in the sky--in the opposite direction.  The shadows coming off the mountains were long and tired and the orange of the sky was even deeper than the one we had seen earlier.  

"Awake and ready for more adventure?" he asked.

"That's something I would say."  Candice was leaning on my shoulder and breathing heavily.  She was warm and I didn’t want to move.  "You think it's a good idea to walk at night?  Obviously the way ahead is down this mountain and not back into the mines."

"Alric and Annie can both command ravens," Mica said.  "We're better off walking at night.  And we have you."

"There might be wolves," Ignacia said.  She was awake, too, leaning against the mountain like Candice and I were.  I listened and didn't even hear Macon.  

Mica cleared his throat quietly.  "If we leave now, we can leave Macon and his new love behind, at least for a while.  I've heard them talking.  They don't want to go with us anyway.  Henrietta wants to look for her father."

"That's fine with me," I said.  "We'll leave them some food so they don't die and hopefully we won't see them again."  I did feel a little bad about leaving the two of them on this mountain in the middle of the night but we had to do what was right for all of us.  If Henrietta wanted to go find Henrik and Macon wanted to meet his future father in law that was fine by me.  Henrik would probably like having his daughter back.  I remembered he'd been pretty shaken up about her disappearing.  The guy was evil, but not completely evil, and if we could get rid of all his gold before he got out of the underworld, he wouldn't be nearly as powerful if he ever returned to the surface.   In fact, he'd just be another king in the dark region, no more powerful than any of the others.  If I had to, I could live with that.  

I eyed the spot where the two of them were lying together, asleep, hand in hand.  Macon had a faint smile on his face and Henrietta the same.  She was probably the first woman to ever tolerate him for more than five minutes.  

"I agree with you," I said.  "I'll get them some food and leave it.  We'll need to do something about Henrik's former stockpile of gold, though, if they go looking for him."

"Gold?" Mica whispered.

I got up, leaving Candice to lean on the mountain.  The fire flickered a little brighter as a tiny breeze kicked up.  The wind had calmed down.  "The more you own, the more magic you have on your side.  I won't tell you how much Alric has possession of.  It's almost enough to make him un-killable.  Henrik used to be the same way.  He'll be pretty hard pressed to get it all back, though.  We'll have to keep it that way."

"That's nice," Mica said.  "So we steal Alric's gold and maybe we'll be able to kill him?"

"Exactly," I said.  "Maybe we should all split up.  Cut the magic yarn in half."  Then an idea hit me.  "Dwarves like treasure.  Dragons like treasure.  Maybe someone can gather all the dwarves and show them were the ultimate stockpile is.  It's kept underground so the dwarves might be able to mine their way in and get away with Alric’s treasure.  Hardly anyone goes down into that room under the castle.  For one thing, Henrik used to keep severed heads of thieves down there."

"Most kings display them outside.  Not that I've ever done that.  But I like that idea.  It'll only work if we can cut the yarn in half.  I'll have to ask Ignacia how that works."

"I'm sure it will work," I said.  "You can pick rampion and it'll stay alive.  The yarn's made out of it.  It must have the same properties."  

Mica went to wake up Ignacia and he asked her the question in a low voice.  She got out the yarn and unrolled it.  Mica searched his pockets for a dagger.  It wasn't easy, holding the yarn in the dark and spreading it out, but at least it glowed a little bit so we could see what we were doing.  Its full length was only across the stone outcrop that we occupied.  It had been much longer when given a command.  It was just as weird as the underworld.

Ignacia and I held it out and Mica hesitated above it with the dagger.

"I don't know if this will ruin the magic," he said.

"If we don't do this, Henrik will rise back to power even if we get rid of Alric.  And we need to eliminate his gold to get rid of him in the first place," I said.

I held my breath and Mica sawed with the dagger.

The yarn didn't want to be cut, but at last, he got the dagger through and the two pieces fell to the ground and blew in the breeze.  

And they both remained purple and glowing.

I breathed a sigh of relief and so did Ignacia.  We were free to go.  I went to work rolling up the yarn into a ball that was half the size of the original.  I hoped we hadn't messed with the magic or anything and that these halves were truly separate.  Alric's castle and wherever he kept his prisoners weren’t in the same place.  

"Okay," Mica said.  "How are we going to split up our group?  I think Ignacia and I should go gather the dwarves.  Stilt, too.  He'll know how to talk to them."

"I agree," I said.  "You don't want to go to the final fight."

"But we won't have a way of communicating to each other," Mica said.  "It's not like we have a magic mirror.  Do you know any spells that would let that happen?"

I'd seen my other grandmother using the spell at ponds to talk to Alric through the water.  "Yes, but there has to be a magic mirror on one end.  Alric had the only one in Fable that I know of and now it's broken."

"Broken," Mica said, looking to the side.  "Broken.  The pieces might still exist."

My jaw fell.  "You're saying that you're going to go get a piece?  You'll have to go into the castle itself."

"You need to know when you can attack.  Killing Alric when he still has all that gold will be almost impossible, even if you do manage to bring a stag into the equation.  He's done everything to make sure no one can kill him but he doesn't expect us to have this magic yarn."  Mica faced the dark opening of the mine.  "Or the right magical word."

A chill swept through me.  I would be facing Alric with less people than I thought but maybe that would be a good thing.  Mica went around and woke up everyone except Macon and Henrietta, who still slept hand in hand, and told them the plan.

Brie interlocked her hand with Stilt's and Candice faced me with a look that told me what she was thinking.  She was going with me to the end.  I might not ever see half these people again.  Mica waved everyone into two groups and I joined Candice.  Henry and Rae joined us.  I could see how we were split now.  Brie and Stilt were going to the castle's stash of gold with Mica and Ignacia since they had seen the chamber before.  Candice and I would be going ahead with Rae and Henry.  It made sense.  We were the people who had someone we cared about down there in Alric's prison.  We were the ones meant to free them.

The mood was somber as we all stood there, staring at each other.  The fire cast faint orange light on the side of the mountain.  "We should split now," Mica said.  "The dwarves, I'm sure, will be on board for this."

"They will," Stilt agreed.  "I'm under the impression that all of them down there hate him.  If they don't, they’ll go for that treasure that he denied them.”

I shook hands with everyone in the other group and took the wand out of my pocket.  "Well, good luck."

"Good luck," Candice repeated.

"You know," I told her.  "Going to kill a dark wizard isn't something a princess should do."

She slapped me on the arm.  "That's why I'm going."

"He could be at the castle, too," Mica said.  "We might face him as well.  But I think he values his prisoners more than his treasure.  Alric likes to have control."

"I know," I said, thinking of my years stifled in the castle.

Mica looked at me funny.  I swallowed my words.  

"We'd better split now," Brie said, "before we lose our guts."

I agreed.  I slipped my hand into Candice's, nodded at Henry and Rae, and headed towards the trail that spiraled down the mountain.  Candice held the other ball of yarn and cradled it as we stepped forward into the dark. 


Chapter Twelve

 

 

The yarn, thankfully, led us right down the mountain when Candice asked it to take us to Alric's prisoners.  

"Seems like the underworld isn't just one continuous place," Henry said as we walked.  "There must be parts that aren't connected at all.  Makes me wonder how the dwarves are going to find the gold stash." 

"Stilt's going into the dark region," Rae said.  "I should have gone with him.  I can heal him if he starts to go evil."

"Stilt will be in the underworld through most of the journey," I told her.  "He might not need it as long as he doesn't hang out in the treasure chamber for too long.  I'm sure the dwarves will prefer to go underworld rather than risk a surface assault.  Alric still has those ravens hanging out around his castle."

"You've seen his castle?" Henry asked.

I was slipping up way too much lately.  The fatigue was getting to me.  "If I were him, I’d have them guard my place.”

Candice faced Rae.  "You can heal?"

"I've always been able to.  My birth mother ate rampion before she had me.  It happens a lot.  My adoptive mother took me so she could hold her evil back.  It worked for years and I didn't know why she really had me there up until Henry climbed into my tower.  Then my adoptive mother found out and made thorns gouge out his eyes."

I cringed and so did Henry.  "That's nice."

I stumbled on the stone path.  The air was getting a little warmer as we descended but the only things popping out around the mountain were still the scrub plants.  We were moving in a bubble of light that announced to everything out here that we were here.  Bandits might be scared off by the magic, though, unless they had bows.  It was a risk we needed to take.

"You're telling me?" Henry asked.  "I still remember it.  I wandered around after that until Alric found me and stuck me in his prison.  It's weird, being in a state like that.  You're lying there and you can't say anything or move.  It's like being dead and still being conscious in your body.  I don't envy anyone down there."

"Neither do I," I said.

My mother had been lying down there almost as long as I'd been alive.

Years.  

Unable to move, speak, or do anything but think about her life and about whatever might have happened to me.  

And her brother was just plain dead.  Alric might have told her that, just to torment her.  My mother might have heard as Rae and Brie and Stilt stood over her glass prison, unable to get her out.  

She might even be insane by now.

I wanted to kick at every pebble and plant that we passed on the way down the mountain.  I wanted to grab the magic yarn that still floated beside us and strangle it.  I'd thought that the people he enclosed in glass were unconscious, that they wouldn't notice the passage of time.  Alric had devised the perfect torture for his victims.  

But all I could do was walk while Candice slid her hand down my back.  I had someone here who understood what I was thinking.  It was the only thing keeping me sane.

I couldn't divulge my secret to anyone else.  Candice had seen me prove myself.  She got me.  She knew what it was like to come from something you didn't want to be.  Henry and Rae hadn't had that experience.

The walk down the mountain got less steep and the air even warmer, even though the night was deepening.  Rae handed the bag of supplies and food to Henry.  We had split everything up and there wasn't as much to carry.  At last, the land flattened out and the mountains were dark cones that tried to poke into the stars above.  We passed huge pine trees and the air smelled like their needles.  The light cast its glow on all the trunks as we followed the yarn through them, taking a zigzag course.

"At least we know where to go," Candice said.  "I wonder how many times the yarn can be cut before it stops working.  That would be a stalker's dream come true."

"We could sell pieces of it to people who are creepy," I said, doing a fake evil voice.

"Shorty," Candice said.

"I'm kidding.  I wouldn't sell this.  We're keeping the yarn.  Who knows?  We might need it in the future."

"Doesn't seem fair.  Like we're cheating at life."

"Alric's cheating at life."

"Good point," Henry told me.  "We have to make sure he can't shrink my kingdom down ever again.  My father was turned into a jar of vapor.  From what he told me, that was almost as bad as being shut in a glass box, unable to move."

"At least he's free," I said.

"But he wants to marry Brie," Rae told me.  "I met him.  He seems like a nice king and all, but Stilt promised him Brie a very long time ago even though he regrets it now.  Brie can't go anywhere near that kingdom."

"And how old is he?" I asked, looking at Henry.  Henry was about my age.

"Forty-two.  I think," Henry said.  "I've been trying to convince him to marry someone else, but promises are binding here.  You know that.  All I can do is tell Brie to stay far from his kingdom and there shouldn't be any problems."

"We definitely do not need to sell this yarn," Candice told me.

"I agree," I said.  "Henry, don't tell your father this yarn exists."

"I wasn't planning on it.  There are plenty of women who want to marry my father.  I hope one of them catches his eye."

The yarn continued through the trees, which got thicker.  My light fell on some dying trunks up ahead and some branches that were skeletal.  I stopped.  The ground was dark and cracked and all the pine needles covered in black mold.

"Dark spot," I said.

"Great," Candice said.  "I love dark spots."

I scanned the ground for any water.  Alric had come through swamp water at us using his magic mirror when Candice and I were headed to the Fox Kingdom.  The yarn went right through this, but at least the ground seemed mostly dry.  

"Any owls?" I asked, looking up.

"Why owls?" Henry asked.  "Oh.  I remember Brie and Stilt telling me about Alric's owl.  Its name is Peggy and it's a vicious beast."

"I heard about it, too," I said, lying.  Of course I'd met Peggy.  Alric had showed her to me once, probably to keep me in line.  Owls, like some other animals, turned bad in dark spots and in the dark region.  Peggy had stared at me with eyes like black marbles.

She attacks the face, Alric had told me.  If you ever try to leave, she attacks the face.

But there weren't any owls up here, so I took the first bold step into the dark spot.

The feeling of dread filled my gut but I pressed on.  Candice groaned next to me and we walked slowly past rotten tree trunks.  The air was way too quiet and eerie, even for a dark spot.  I had never walked through one at night.  

"Shorty," Candice said.

I didn't like the tone of her voice.

She took my arm and squeezed.  "I hear ravens."

We all stopped and total silence fell.

Well, almost.

I couldn't believe it.  This was the middle of the night and there was distant cawing.  Annie's ravens were still out and about, flying around.  We might not have traveled that far after all.

Or she had found a way to follow us.  I couldn’t imagine how.  

"Extinguish the light!" Henry hissed.

I wove the wand around and the light died.  Total darkness came down and we were still standing in the middle of the dark spot.  The purple yarn was the only light and it didn't illuminate anything around it.  We were standing in a dark void with towering, black trees.  Stars didn't show in the dark spot, just like the sun didn't.  All of us stood in a pit of dread.

Candice pushed close to me.  "I don't like this."

The cawing got a bit louder.  The ravens were headed this way.

And then, voices followed.

"What is this?" Prince Wesley asked.  His faint voice floated through the dark.  "I don't like the way it makes me feel."

"You'll live," Annie told him.  Their voices floated towards us.  It sounded like they were still some distance behind but we'd already given away our position by using the light.  “It’s just a dark spot.”

"Go," I whispered, holding the wand close.  

Annie and the prince brigade were behind us.

They had joined forces.  

All of us resumed following the purple yarn, picking up our pace.  It still stretched out into the night, visible enough for all of us to see.

"Ignacia!" Annie shouted.  "I know you're out here."

She didn't know Ignacia and Mica had gone back into the mine but Annie wouldn't mind finding us, either.  I had the wand.  She still had a reason to kill us all.

"Roll up behind us," Candice ordered the yarn.

The ground was rotten and squishy now.  Our footsteps made horrible squelching noises as we moved.  No one spoke and I couldn't think of a spell to mask the sound.  My grandmother had never used a spell for silence while I was with her. I wished she had.  I wished I had agreed to learn magic from her instead of just having to watch while she did her horrible deeds.  It would have come in handy.

"Is my magic wand up there?" Annie asked.

"And is my delightful princess?" Wesley added.

"Wesley, if you shout, she might run," another prince said.  "You don't want to startle her."

Candice grabbed my arm and we pushed through some low hanging, dead branches that felt like skeleton fingers grasping at us.  The footsteps behind us got heavier and the cawing did, too.  I wouldn't let those creeps put their hands on Candice.  I might even have to kill them to make that happen.  They had no right.  

At least only Henry and Rae would see what I really was.  

"We hear you!" Wesley shouted.  "Why are you running, dear?  I know you are enjoying this."

I was sure Candice was rolling her eyes.  The yarn moved like she had grabbed onto it.  "Roll up behind us," she ordered again.  "Don't let them find us.  Show us how to escape."

The yarn finally obeyed, rolling into a little ball next to her and staying afloat.

"Hey!" Wesley shouted.  "Are you trying to play difficult?"

"I should kill them now," I muttered.

"Don't," Candice said.  "They're not killers."

"But they're potential--"

"I told you, I don't like this place, either," Percival said.  "It makes me have this awful feeling."

"It's a dark spot," Annie said.  She was closer.  "Only the weak can't tolerate them.  If you want your princesses, you will help me capture the party up ahead."

"The yarn," Rae said.

It sloped downward up ahead and appeared to be going right into the ground.

The cawing got louder, so loud that if we still had our light, the ravens would see it.  I couldn't dare turn it on.  All we could do was stumble in the dark after our lifeline.  It had changed course.  We followed.  

And then the ground gave way.

Candice screamed as dirt and mud crumbled at our feet and the two of us went sliding almost straight down.  Earth pressed up against us and someone's boots hit me on the head.  I couldn't breathe.  The yarn pointed straight down in front of me and hugged the mud.  We were headed down into what felt like a muddy well and the chill was overbearing.  Expanding my chest was difficult.  Mud threatened to go up my nose and a space opened up for a second.  Candice screamed next to me and then got muffled again.  We were pressed together.  Henry or Rae fell right above us.  I felt like the ground itself was swallowing us and the four of us would suffocate down here.  

But at last, my feet hit ground and another muddy space opened up.  It was pitch black and only my legs were free.  Someone's boots landed on my shoulder.  Pain exploded and pressure built.  Someone grunted.  Mud caked me and I was slippery.  Henry and Rae had fallen down this well right along with me and Candice.

"Shorty, you have to duck," Candice said.

I caught another glimpse of the yarn and it rolled up next to my face and fell.  I ducked and the pair of boots landed next to me.  We were in some kind of space only high enough to let us crawl on our stomachs.  The air smelled of rot and mud and dirt.  Like a grave.  I wasn't sure what we'd landed in but it couldn't be good.

"Where are you?" Annie asked from far above.  We must have fallen a very long way.  I scooted around on my stomach and realized I still had the wand.  The yarn rolled along with me.  We couldn't light this area yet.  Annie was still up there and if she knew we were down here, trapped, that was the end.

"There's a hole!" Percival shouted.  "I almost fell!"

Annie said something else and then raised her voice so we could hear.  "You're right.  There is!  Why don't you go down there and retrieve your princesses?  I have the feeling that's where they went."

I gulped.  Dirt hugged me from above and below.  I imagined we were in some low chamber in the ground, a well that had gone mostly dry.  A well that was two feet tall and very wide.  I shivered and I was sure we'd all get hypothermia if we stayed down here too long.

"You don't want to go?" Annie asked.  "We need to retrieve that wand.  With that, you can have your princesses back.  I don't know what's down there and I'm not going to take that trip, but a little rain might get them to float back up if we do this right."

I swore.

Rain would fill this chamber and I couldn't even tell where the entrance was now.  The place seemed a lot more claustrophobic all of a sudden.  Rae and Henry were taking panicked breaths behind me.  

"This is supposed to be an underground lake or something," Candice said.  "It's going to fill.  Annie's going to kill us."  She held the purple yarn now, yarn that Annie would take out of her cold, dead fingers.  I could barely see her face in the purple light.

"But won't that hurt the princesses?" Wesley asked.  "They might drown."

"They'll be fine," Annie lied.  "They'll both float up and you can whisk them away to your castle.  Everything will be happily ever after."

Annie hesitated for a long time, but at last, a crack of thunder roared and the sound of raindrops hitting the mud followed. 

Panic rose in me and I shouted the spell for light.  The space lit, revealing what I'd feared.  We were in a very low, wide dirt chamber, one with tree roots hanging down everywhere like ancient gnarled fingers.  It expanded in every direction as far as I could see.  The raindrops landed a few feet away from me, darkening the soil.  Rae and Henry were on the other side of the weather.  The rain intensified and a puddle formed and expanded towards us.

"Candice, the yarn," I said.  "It led us down here.  There must be a way out."

The rain poured down harder and harder.  Annie was making the storm stronger.  It turned into a roar and the flow became a waterfall.  Water seeped up around my elbows.  We didn't have long before this filled.

Candice held the yarn up.  It had rolled all the way up.  She was covered in mud, with only her face clean.  "Show us how to survive!"

The water was rising fast down here.  The yarn expanded and went further into the tree roots.  The purple line hugged the ceiling like it, too, was scared of the rising water.

"Go," Henry said.  "Crawl after it."

I felt like a worm trying to crawl through the muck, but the water kept getting higher and higher, even tickling my chin as I crawled over a dip in the floor.  The mud tried to slow us down and Candice struggled next to me.  All four of us were on our stomachs, going after the yarn.  I hoped it wouldn't beat against a dead end.  The only other way out was back up the hole we'd fallen down.  

The chamber sloped up a little and we crawled out of the water and onto drier dirt, but then it sloped back down after that and got even narrower.  The ground pressed into me from above and I held back total panic.  I would never be able to deal with tight spaces again.  This must be what being buried alive felt like.  

Once the water rose high enough behind us, it would surge down this part of the chamber and we'd be helpless.  We were crawling right into a trap.  The yarn showed no signs of stopping.  It continued into the dark, where no one should go.  We hadn't even seen any rats down here.

Down, and then up again.  Water rushed.  Candice panted next to me and Rae was having the worst time.  Her hair was dragging in the muck behind her, slowing her down, and Henry was trying to loosen it from the mud the best be could.

A tiny river of water flowed past me.

And another.

"It's getting ready to flow over," I shouted. 

"Henry!" Rae yelled.  

"I've got your hair," he said, holding it all in one arm with great effort.  "Go."

And then all hell broke loose.

Freezing water flowed down around us and I couldn't see the floor.  It was all brown water, flowing down and getting higher.  Candice screamed.  I struggled to stay calm and keep a hold of the wand.  Someone had to.  "Come on," I said.  "It can't be too much longer."  The yarn sloped upwards just a couple of feet ahead.  The water pooled at the bottom of the slope and Candice and I plowed through it, our heads hitting the ceiling and our noses barely out of it.  I kept my mouth shut, but I could taste the muddy water.  I might need some of Rae's healing abilities if I got sick from this.

The ground came up again and Rae was crying with panic now.  Henry hyperventilated.  "Come on," I shouted.  "It's better up here."  The water was still rising.  Rae and Henry's faces appeared from below.  They were soaked.  The yarn pointed forward.  We were on a time limit.  There was nothing I could do about that.

And then the chamber opened.

I could stand.  There was darkness ahead, but I could stand.  

"We're out!" Candice yelled.  

Rae and Henry stood next to us and the sound of rushing water got more muffled.  The light fell on a large stone tunnel that sloped right back down into the underworld.  Our break above the surface had been short-lived.  Behind us, the water got more and more muffled as it rose back in the chamber, cutting off all the air.  

I heaved a huge sigh of relief and held the wand up, illuminating the tunnel better.

It was a smooth tunnel with two channels on either side.  It was like they were carved there to make sure the water had somewhere to go.  This was Fable's version of a sewer pipe.

All four of us were caked in mud and residue.  Rae's golden hair had gone brown and Henry didn't look any better.  But I managed a smile as the yarn rolled up beside Candice and stopped at her feet.

"Well," I said.  "This is the last leg of the journey.  I'm glad we're having fun."

"I think it is, too," Henry said.  "I'm not sure if I'm ready for this."

I shook my head.  "I know I'm not."  

Candice gave me an understanding look.

If the dwarves got to his gold stash in time, I would be killing my father.

I would become even more like him and everyone would find out.  I'd end up more alone than I had ever been.    

But without a word, the four of us walked down the tunnel.

 


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

I was right that this tunnel served to give the water someplace to go.  My light stayed on and I kept a hold of the wand.  The tunnel turned to stone brick and muddy water flowed down the channels on either side of us.  The sound was a lot less horrifying now.  It was more like a happy gurgling and it showed no signs of overflowing.  

"I think I left our food on the surface," Rae said.  "I'm sorry."

"None of us knew we were going to fall down that hole," Candice told her.  "We're alive and that's what matters.  We can always find more food.  Besides, dark spots tend to rot food.  Maybe the princes up there will eat it and get a major case of the runs."

"I like that thought," I said.  "We can always find more food.  We did it once."

"But there was a dragon down there," Henry said.  "I wonder who carved this tunnel."

"Probably dwarves," I said.  "Or elves.  Or maybe even trolls, even though I think they like to hang out in worse areas than this."  I sucked in a breath of air.  I was still shaking and heat was coming back to my body.  If we got out of here, I would have to study the Old Language some more so I could learn a spell to warm people up.  Maybe I would even use it to help the poor.  Who knew?  If I did go into a magic career, it would be for good and never for evil. 

This would be the last evil thing I did.  Once Alric was gone, my connection to him would disappear forever.  

"I wonder if Annie will follow us down this way," Henry said.  "She might have to turn herself into a worm in order to do it.  Then maybe we can step on her."

"Or better yet, she'll turn the princes into worms," Candice said.  "It sounds like something she'd do."

"Turning people into animals isn't easy," I said.  "Most magic users never master that.  It takes a lot of magic to even do it to yourself and even more to do it to someone else.  Didn't Annie have to weave some shirts to do that to Ignacia's brothers?"

"She did," Candice said.  "I talked to Ignacia a lot.  She said that's what happened.  But the wand might help Annie do worse magic than she can already do."

"She just controlled the weather," Henry said.  "And she can change her shape.  I guess that pit is why she didn't change her shape and come after us."

"That is weird," Candice said.  She rummaged through her pocket and pulled out a very bright red flower.  She twirled it in her hand.  I couldn't remember where she'd gotten it at first, but then I remembered her finding it in the boat when we were fleeing from the princes.  It looked dry, like the water had never touched it.

"Candice, let me see that," I said. 

She handed the flower to me.  "I think Annie dropped this.  She must like red."

I turned the flower over in my fingers.  It felt strange, a lot more alive than it should, and full of a strange energy.  It reminded me of the rampion, only it was the color of blood.  There was some kind of magic in this and I wasn't sure what it was.  It felt both warm and tingly and cold and sharp.  

Like me.  

"Maybe this is important," I said.  "I think I remember seeing something about a red flower in a story, but it was a long time ago.  Let's keep this."

Henry eyed it.  "Annie dropped that by mistake when you hit her with that spell over the lake.  Maybe it's useful."

"Man, I wished Brie had given us the book, but I think she kept it," I said.  

"Which is good," Rae said.  "The book would have been destroyed in what we had to crawl though.  I hate being dirty.  We need to find a clean waterfall down here or something."

The air got warmer the farther down we got.  I had no idea what part of Fable we were under now.  So far, this tunnel hadn't branched or left us any other way to go, so we didn't have a choice but to keep going this way.  Candice hadn't bothered to ask the yarn where to go.  It was pointless right now.  

But at last, after we had accompanied the flowing water down into what felt like the center of the world, the tunnel split.  Twin rivers of rainwater, now much cleaner than they'd been at the surface, went in two separate directions.

"Okay," Candice said, holding up the yarn.  "Which way to Alric's prisoners?"

The yarn rose and pointed down the left tunnel.  It unraveled for what felt like a minute and then stopped, hovering there in the air.  

"It looks like it's not much farther," Henry said, holding his chin.  I could see the fear in his eyes.  

"I agree," I said.  "The yarn went a lot farther the other times, except for when we were looking for that food."

I might be facing Alric soon if he was hanging out around his prisoners.  When I was growing up, he wasn't in the castle very often and that was still true with Henrik gone.  

I took a breath and walked after the yarn.

 

* * * * *

 

The tunnel stayed mostly level and the water rushing past us got quieter and less intense.  The rain was stopping on the surface.  Annie had called quits on the storm.  We all breathed big sighs of relief and the tunnel stayed quiet behind us.  We hadn't seen any elves or dwarves in this section.  I wanted to ask Stilt if there would be any but he wasn't here.  If things had gone all right, he was helping to get the dwarves together and they were going after Alric's treasure right now.

I hoped they didn't have a huge distance to cover or going against Alric would probably be a losing proposition.

The water channel dropped off into a stone hole next to us and we left that behind, too.  The air down here had a slight warm draft like there might be a fire up ahead.  

"The visions," Candice whispered to me.  "Did you see where your mother was when Alric showed her to you?"

I glanced back to see Rae and Henry walking some distance behind us.  "I didn't," I said.  "It was just her and darkness.  I think he's keeping her in some dimly lit place.  Ask those two back there.  They've seen the chamber."

She did.  Henry told us that the prisoners were in a big, torch-lit chamber which was attached to many hallways and corridors of the underground.  

"Alric might have moved them after we found the place," Henry said.  "He doesn't want anyone to know where it is.  Our yarn might be leading us to a new location so I can't tell you what to expect."

"That makes sense," I said, heart falling.  I had wished to have someone who knew the area we were going into, at least a little.  We were going in blind on this.  Alric might have even upped the security around the place.  He knew he needed more than obscurity to keep everything safe.

And we still had the matter of the stag.  

I might be the guy to fill in.  I was the only one related to my mother and the only prince in this group.  Nori's son had been a prince.  So was I.  

The longer we walked, the worse I felt.  Candice didn't even say anything as the tunnel gradually turned from gray stone brick to reddish stone brick.  It was brick that you might see in a desert.

A desert that we might be under right now.

"We're close," I said.  "Even the air here is more dry."

"I agree," Candice said.  We passed an old, burnt-out torch on the wall.  

Alric would be happy to tell everyone here who I was.  

He knew how to tear people apart and that would be the perfect thing.

I had to force myself to walk now.  My knees quivered and I glanced down at the wand that I still held.  It was our lifeline.  

The tunnel opened up into a tan brick chamber.  We stepped inside but there was nothing here.  The yarn turned right now, taking us down another tunnel.  We passed through chamber after chamber and even an area where ancient bones were piled into a pit. 

"We're in a necropolis," I said.

"That's great," Candice said.  

"Well, kingdoms had to put their dead somewhere.  If we're under the desert, they didn't have a lot of options."

"The kingdom that was once above Alric's prisoners is gone," Henry explained.  "I saw it when Alric was bringing me here.  It's all sand.  There's just one tower remaining inside this huge desert valley and even that was ancient.  The bricks were this color."  He tapped the side of the tunnel with his boot.  "I hate to think of what might have happened to the people who once lived there."

We passed another pit full of skeletons.  "There are places like this in the other world," Candice explained.  "Under cities.  This is the same."

I shuddered and we walked past the pit.  The light cast weird shadows on the bones.  So many people had lived here once.  This place might not have been dark before whatever cataclysm happened.  Well, on the surface.  We were still in the underworld down here.  The nervous, biological feeling was still present.

The tunnels and chambers seemed to go on forever and the yarn took us in what felt like circles.  Without it, we would be lost down here for days.  I was getting thirsty and there wasn't any sign of water.  We should have drank before coming in here, but if we met Alric, thirst would be the least of our problems.

And at last, the yarn pointed us down some stairs.

"I don't remember this," Henry said as we descended.

"Neither do I," Rae said.  

"Then Alric moved his prisoners," I said.  "I'm not surprised."

The stairs spiraled down forever and it was like we were headed down to another dragon lair.  However, I heard no sign of growling.  Even Alric wouldn't want to mess with a creature like that.  

"He didn't seem to move them very far," Henry said.  "He wasn't expecting us to have this yarn."

But at last, the stairs ended and we stepped out into a chamber much bigger than any of the others we had gone through.

One lit with torches.

And one filled with glass jars and boxes.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

I froze.

I had imagined seeing this place many, many times.  I had always known that there were lots of prisoners down here, turned into vapor and imprisoned in jars, but I hadn't imagined there were probably hundreds.

Hundreds.

Glass jars stood everywhere, reflecting the pale yellow light.  Some were on pedestals as if Alric revered them, but many others were sitting on the floor, scattered like Alric had just finished with a move and not yet put everything where it belonged.  Vapor swirled inside all of them, vapor ranging from white to gray to every color of the rainbow.  Rae and Henry were right.  

"This isn't the same room," Henry said.  "This one is a lot lower."

His words sounded like they were in the other world.  I checked the whole room as I stood there in the threshold, but shadows took up the corners and made it impossible to see everything.  There were no glass coffins right in front of me.  It was all jars and even some small glass boxes.  Nearby, a glass case covered what looked like a tiny, tiny kingdom that was so small its houses could be picked up with tweezers.  Even the castle in the center was small enough to hold between my thumb and my forefinger.  

"This must be the kingdom she hid in," I said. 

"She?" Henry asked.

"The princess that Lawrence betrayed," I said.  "I heard that she hid in another kingdom and Alric found her there and shrunk the entire place."

"He's good at that," Henry said.  "I'd know.  My kingdom was in one of those boxes.  If we free this princess, we'll free the entire kingdom.  That's how it worked with mine."

"Then all we have to do is break her out," I said, hope rising inside of me.  I stepped further into the room.  We might not have to face Alric after all.

My heart raced.  This was the moment I had dreamed about all my life.  I knew nothing about what my mother was like.  She had magic.  It was the reason she'd gone to Alric, thinking he'd understand her struggle.  

She might even be horrible.

Everyone else in my family was.  

"Shorty," Rae said.  "Don't venture too far in there yet.  We don't know if Alric has any magical wards."

I hadn't thought of that, but I already stood in the middle of the jars.  This whole place was cold and I felt like all the clouds of vapor were watching me.  

"Well, it's too late now," I said. "If we tripped any wards, we tripped the wards. We're here. There's no turning back." I tried to sound tough but I really didn't at all.  Alric could be hiding in the shadows anywhere.  I checked the corners again but no movement came.  He could be waiting for us to get farther into the room where he wanted us.

"The pink lady," Henry said. "She's got to be in here somewhere."

I agreed. It was darker towards the back of the room. I jumped when a figure in white joined me until I realized it was Candice. She was the only beautiful thing in this place.

If Alric found her, he might encase her in glass.

And then no one would save her. Her story was done. There would be no prince. 

Unless it was Wesley.

"Candice," I said. "Go back. Please. Let me do this on my own."

"Are you crazy?" she asked. "You're not doing this alone. You shouldn't have to."

I faced her. Henry and Rae hung back like they were afraid to knock over any of the jars. One of them already had a crack going down it like someone had knocked it over. The vapor still swirled inside, trapped forever. I wondered what would happen if we broke the jars and the glass boxes. The vapor could turn back into people...or it could just disperse forever. I wasn't going to take the chance of extinguishing someone's entire existence.

So I stepped further into the room and Candice followed. We were in this together and a part of me was glad she was here, a part of me that was taking up too much room. She should never have come on this trip. If I lost her...I couldn't stand the thought.

"There's a box," Candice said.

I squinted. Straight ahead, on the other side of another jar army, was a glass box on a raised platform.

Rae and Henry rushed into the room and the sound of a jar sliding against brick echoed through the room. They kept their footsteps quiet and I hesitated, waiting for them to catch up.  I didn't want to do this alone. I was finally going to see...

"That's not her," Candice said.

I drew closer, stepping around a small glass box full of green vapor. 

Inside this glass box was a girl about my age with black hair and really pale skin. She wore the type of clothes people would call gothic in the other world, complete with black cut-off gloves and shiny boots. Something about her seemed majestic, almost royal, and I had the strangest, most distant feeling that I had seen her before. There were a lot of people in the dark region and some of them had visited Henrik's castle while I was there. I wondered if this girl was one.

"I don't know who she is," Candice said. "Maybe we should try to break her out."

"Obviously she doesn't like Alric," I said, raising my fist.

"Wait!" 

Stilt's voice rang out, faint like it was coming from a neighbor's house. His face appeared in the glass, barely visible in the dim light. I stopped mid-swing and stared at him like an idiot.

"You found a piece of the magic mirror," I said. 

"He did," Rae breathed, drawing closer. "Who's this girl lying here?"

I looked closer. Stilt was standing in front of two huge piles of gold. Short, dark figures milled around behind him, mere blurs in the vision. He had made it to the gold stash. I wanted to reach through the glass and give him a man hug.

"Alric threw his broken mirror down here," Stilt said. "I'm holding a piece. I'm surprised he couldn't put it back together again with the magic he has. That queen must have broken it and cursed it at the same time. I'm impressed. Have you found her yet? Where are you? Are you staring at me through water or glass?"

"Glass," I said. Relief coursed through me. "I think I might be standing over this queen you're talking about."

Stilt's eyes got huge. "You're already in the prison room? Break her out. She might help you. You need all the power on your side you can get. I sent two dwarves to scout this castle and they both report that Alric left in a hurry. I think he knows what you're up to. Get her out and we'll worry about the treasure." 

The image tilted like Stilt was lowering the piece of glass. 

And disappeared.

I looked at Candice, Henry and Rae in turn. 

"This is a dark queen if those dwarves were right," Rae said. "Maybe we should leave her."

"Not everyone in the dark region is evil," I said, sounding more defensive than I meant to. 

I slammed my fists down on the gold box.

It cracked and everyone backed away. I did it again and again until at last, the box exploded into pieces, leaving the girl covered in shards.

"Wake up!" I shouted. "Alric is coming and we need your help."

The girl's eyelids fluttered and then opened. My heart was racing. We didn't have time for explanations. 

"Huh?" she asked.

"Alric is coming. We need help fighting him," Candice said. "Get up. Whatever you can do can help. Do you have magic?"

The girl opened her eyes all the way, sucked in a breath, and sat up so fast that glass went tinkering to the floor. She scowled and searched the room as if she expected Alric to be here already.

"He's not here yet," I told her. I gave her a hand which might have been really dangerous.

"I need to kill him," the girl said, swinging her legs around the platform and brushing away my hand. "He took what was mine."

"Your mirror," I said, eager to search the rest of the room. I didn't know how Alric would travel. I hoped that without his mirror it would take him a long time. Please, let him take a long time. 

"How did you know about that?" she asked, turning a glare on me. "Are you connected to him?"

"No," I lied, backing into the shadows. I didn't know how much this girl suspected about me. "Some dwarves told us you were trapped here. They wanted us to free you. We came here from the Star Kingdom to free everyone and kill Alric. Want to help?”

The girl faced me.

And smiled.

“I’m Queen Mara of the Vine Kingdom,” she said, reaching out to shake my hand. “I guess you wouldn’t have freed me if you were with Alric. You have no idea how he’s messed with my life.”

I shook her hand and looked around the room again. Time was running out and Candice was searching around the room, walking around the jars and boxes. Rae and Henry were doing the same. Rae looked desperate. She was supposed to have someone down here, too. We were all in the same boat.

My side was sinking faster than the others. Mara stood up and the last of the glass fell off her and landed on the floor. There were five of us now. The two of us stepped further into the room and I didn’t even care that we had a dark queen with us that may or may not betray us. Anyone was better than Alric. 

“I found her!” Rae shouted. “She’s here!”

Her golden hair hung from the shadows and I rushed over to the glass box she was standing over. Stilt had left us and his reflection was absent, but I knew the dwarves were taking off with that treasure that supplied Alric's magic. There was so much it might take them a while…unless there were a lot of dwarves. At least Alric wasn’t over there and they hadn’t been caught. 

I could see clearly inside this box even though we were fairly far away from the torches. An older woman was lying inside this one, one in a dark dress that I couldn’t tell the shade of. Her black hair hung over her chest and her face was strange, like it was caught somewhere between good and evil. I’d never seen anything like it.

“Is this your adoptive mother?” Candice asked Rae.

Rae’s eyes were full. “Yes.”

“The one who shut you in a tower,” Candice said.

“It’s complicated,” Rae said. “If I healed her with my hair she was all right. She…she fought Alric to save my life down here. I fed her some rampion before Henry and I escaped. She might be okay, but if we don’t break her out, we’ll never know.”

“But she still wanted you shut in that tower,” Henry said. “You owe her nothing, but if you want to break her out, this is your chance.”

“Free her,” Mara said. “No one deserves to be shut in glass.”

Rae lifted her skinny arms and brought them down on the box as hard as she could. 

Again. And again.

And at last, it gave way.

The woman on the pedestal sucked in breath like she had been underwater for minutes. She reached up with one clawed hand like she meant to strangle someone and sat up, blinking.  Glass fell everywhere.

“Mother!” Rae shouted, wrapping her arms around the woman.

She hugged back. The woman appeared softer by the minute as if the rampion were finishing its job on her. The evil melted away.  Her eyes brightened.  The two of them hugged tighter and tighter.  I hoped that this woman wouldn't be in need of Rae's hair anymore.  She didn't deserve to be trapped all over again.

“Your mother, Shorty,” Candice said, grabbing my arm. “I think she’s back here.”

My heart swelled and I turned. 

In the very back of the chamber, between a set of red curtains, was a final glass coffin. 

“Your mother?” Mara asked.

I turned away from her, praying she didn’t know the story. If she found out, I might become Mara's hostage when Alric got here, not that he would care about my life. I scrambled through the jars and sent one of them rolling away into the others. These were the residents of the Tree Kingdom I was stepping through plus who knew how many others. 

There she was. 

Still in pink, with a pearl necklace and a tiara on her head, Princess Kathryn looked like a younger version of Nori and she lay perfectly still, lifelike in stasis. She had my eyebrows. My nose. Even a bit of my chin. I had taken more after her than I thought. Emotion threatened to overcome me as I stared, chest swelling. I had only seen her through visions before, but this was the real thing and it was more real than I could ever imagine. 

“Break her out,” Candice said. “I’ll help you. We have to hurry. Henry says if we break her out, this entire kingdom should be set free.”

“Do it!” Henry said from behind us.

Princess Kathryn would have to know who I was.

What if she didn’t want me, just like Nori? Maybe she hadn’t wanted to get pregnant with me. I couldn’t blame her. 

I trembled.

Once I broke her out, there would be no more secrets.

I raised my arms and slammed them down on the glass as everyone watched.

Again. And again.

No cracks formed and the glass remained solid as if enchanted. I swore and beat my fists on the glass over and over, sounding like a little kid throwing a tantrum. This glass should open for me. Maybe Alric had secured this more than he had the others. This was his most valuable prisoner.

I straightened up and caught a breath. “Sorry,” I said.

Candice held up her hand and shoved my apology aside. “Get angry,” she said. “You came all this way and this won’t open. It must be that Alric has to die first. That was in the story. Brie even told me so.”

I remembered. Alric had died before the princess got her freedom. Either the story was interfering or Alric had some kind of curse on this glass that wouldn’t go away until his death. 

This meant we had to face him before we knew the truth.

“Candice,” I said. “You need to go. He’s going to be here soon and I don’t want you in the—“

“That glass won’t break. Not while I’m alive, that is,” Alric said from the other side of the room. “Unfortunately for you, that will be a very long time.”

 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

All of us froze and faced the hooded, robed figure who now stood in the tunnel entrance.

I had seen this man many, many times, but this time was the most frightening. This was even worse than the time Alric had almost caught Candice and I in that dark spot. We were deep underground now. Trapped. 

Alric took a step closer, black robe flowing around him.  His face was in shadow.  He was panting like he had used some major magic to get here. He was drained. I knew how that felt. I’d heard of some magic users teleporting but it was very intensive and difficult. It was the only way he could have made it across kingdoms in a few minutes. But with each step he took, he grew more confident, even kicking one of the jars out of the way and sending it sliding into another. His breathing got less labored. Alric's energy was returning. His gold stash must be providing him with more power from afar. He still had a good amount behind him and probably wouldn’t feel the effects until most of it was gone. 

“Shorty,” he said. “I’m impressed. You’ve embraced magic after all.” He nodded to the wand that I was holding. “You must have in order to find this place.”

Next to me, Rae held the magic yarn behind her back. Her adoptive mother stood in front of her, fierce and unyielding.

“I haven’t even uncovered a location spell,” Alric said, circling a bit to the right. The guy was right in my sights and he wasn’t even flinching. He knew he was invincible. I couldn’t strike yet. If he had recovered so quickly from what must have been a teleport, he would still be very, very hard to kill. “Would you mind telling me the Old Language words for that?”

And I wasn’t sure I was ready to fight as a stag.

He studied us again. “Mara here broke my magic mirror, and since then, locating things has been much more difficult. And not to mention, I plucked thorns from my robe for days. The fight was quite an inconvenience.”

“That’s it?” Mara asked, insulted. “I almost killed you, Alric. I’m sure it was a very memorable experience, with those thorns poking into you everywhere.”

I had to smirk a bit. This girl was someone I’d get along with if we got out of here alive.

Alric shifted. His pride must be hurt. “There are no brambles here for you to command,” he said. “What are you doing to do? Get the dust to do your bidding? That will inflict plenty of damage.”

Mara muttered some words and a choking cloud of dust rose from the floor. It condensed into a whirling column and plowed right into him head on. Alric grunted but the sound of the wind roared and filled the room, knocking two more of the jars over. We had another magic user here. We might not be sunk. 

I joined in. The wind drowned out everything. I had to take the opportunity. I raised the wand at wherever Alric was behind the whirlwind and shouted the killing spell. 

“Sterben!”

My voice vanished into the roar, unheard, but the cold, sharp energy cut through me like a million sharp blades and drained out of me. My knees wobbled as I put all my concentration into the spell. Candice steadied me but I found my strength. Wind snapped against me and threatened to knock me over. Mara was powerful. The column of dust raged and Alric remained out of sight. Maybe, with the two of us, we had done it. 

The column died.

Alric fell, a living shadow collapsing to the floor.

And he remained still.

The whole room went silent. Mara was open mouthed next to me. She hadn’t heard me yell the killing spell. No one had. I stood there with the wand at my side as Alric lay there, draped in black and red. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. 

I held my own breath. 

“I think he’s dead,” Candice said. “The gold. They must have taken it.” She gave me a knowing glance. Behind her, Rae and Henry whispered to each other. Candice had seen what I did. No one else had. 

He might really be gone.

My secret might be safe but this had been too easy. Something was off. The heap on the floor remained still. 

I took a step closer as strength flowed back into my limbs. My body was getting used to doing magic. I held the wand up as I crept closer. Alric’s hood was down over his face. He might be peering through the fabric. 

“My brother,” a woman said from the other side of the room. “You’ve killed him.”

I turned. 

Annie stood there in the archway along with Wesley and Percival. Their shirts shone in the pale light. Annie was paler than ever and her hair was scraggly like she had spent a lot of time crawling through thick forests and caves. She looked down at Alric and then back up at me and Mara, who stood in front of everyone else. The air in the room got colder as if her presence were sucking the life out of it. Annie took a bold step into the room and held her hand up to me as if to say wait.  She made no motion to attack.

“What are you doing?” I asked. The look on her face wasn’t hatred. It was something different. Amusement, almost. She strode towards Alric, red boots flashing.  How the heck had she followed us and known where we were going?

Annie lifted one boot and pushed at Alric. He rolled a bit but flopped back into place. He wasn’t reacting. Either he really was dead or he was just acting.

“He’s gone,” Annie said, looking up and me and Mara. She smiled. It was victorious. “My brother is gone. I never imagined that by following you I would ever see this. Or where he keeps his stash.  I'm glad there's a great reward at the end of this journey.”

“You wanted Alric to die?” Candice asked. “But you’re his sister!”

“You do not understand,” Annie said, circling around us, “what it is like to be born to a mother who adores your sibling and marries you off like a burden that needs to be dropped. Alric has been the bane of my existence for my entire life. I have always lived in his shadow. Always."

"So you're jealous," Candice said.  "Is that why you've been competing with him?"

I stepped in front of her.  

Annie continued.  "Don’t get me wrong. I resent you for not letting me have the kill. He took everything from me. He took my glory. He took the love from my mother that I deserved. He even took away my best friend as soon as he knew that I had found someone who treated me like a sister."

Annie circled around us. She was staring at the back of the room. 

Princess Kathryn still lay there, encased in glass. Annie put her hand on the box and glared back at where Alric lay. It was like the rest of us had ceased to exist. That was better. If Annie knew who I was, I was going to die a horrible death.  

“You were friends?” I asked. The shock in my voice echoed through the chamber. My fears about my mother were being confirmed. She wasn’t unlike the rest of my family after all. I felt like I had come here for nothing, even though I had expected this in the back of my mind.  But I had held onto a crazy hope that nothing like this would be true.

“It doesn’t seem like we would be,” Annie said. “Magic users have to stick together. Kathryn and I met at a secret gathering of magicians. We both knew the struggles of growing up in a family where we’re dwarfed. Alric dedicated his existence to making sure I could never be happy, that I would become as dark as him. Kathryn’s brother, Prince Peter, did the same to her. It was clear that their mother, Queen Nori, loved him more. Our brothers were the stars of their families and Kathryn and I were left with the scraps. We had magic that society didn’t want. I suppose it was inevitable that we got along, even though we had two very different forms of magic. But then Alric found out about our friendship. He came into the Star Kingdom. He seduced Kathryn and killed her brother. Being good hearted, it devastated her.”

Good hearted. Annie spoke it like that was some kind of weakness. 

“I didn’t know where he had imprisoned her until now,” Annie said. “My life has turned me dark and bitter. It’s become about revenge against Alric and becoming more than he could ever be. I’ll admit that. You’ve taken my revenge from me and I will not forgive you for that, but I thank you for bringing me back to my friend. I imagine you have my flower, don’t you? I know where it is at all times.”

Candice balked. 

The red flower. She still had it in her pocket. She couldn’t have thrown it away, not if Annie was able to follow us to this point.

“They must,” Wesley said. “The princess must. I saw her tucking it into her pocket after you fell in the water.”

Annie whirled on Candice. “I’ll take that back, please. You don’t know what it’s capable of.”

Candice backed away and I moved to stand in front of her. “Leave her alone,” I demanded. 

Annie looked between me and Mara. “Which one of you killed Alric? That would require a lot of power only someone like me would have.”

The air got thick and Annie studied me and Mara very closely. Mara glanced at me, confused. 

And Annie’s gaze shifted to me.

“You look familiar,” she said at last. “And not in a good way. Tell me. Who are you, exactly?”

My throat locked up. 

This was the ultimate time my secret could not get out.

“Who are you?” Annie stepped away from the glass box. She was apparently in no hurry to free her friend. I had to be dealt with first. “Why are you here? Is this woman someone special to you?”

I muttered a curse under my breath. Candice shot me a knowing glance. 

Annie knew the truth. It was that obvious. The magic. My looks. Maybe even my voice, though I had never heard it from outside of my body. 

Annie held up her hand.

Candice shot off her feet and flew towards her. She screamed as Annie seized her arm and wrenched it behind her back. Candice stood in front of Annie like a human shield and sucked in a breath, her hair hanging in her face. Ice filled the air. My girlfriend didn’t struggle. Annie was freezing her, making her stay in place. 

“I can kill her,” Annie said. “Now, tell me who you are and why you came here. I’m sure your friends here would be entertained by your answer.” She sounded so much like Alric that I wanted to throw up. She had Candice. Annie could destroy her at any second. I had the feeling she had done this to someone before. 

I trembled. Magic was useless here. Only one thing could give her the chance of surviving. It was me or her. 

It was going to be me, then. Candice was the only person I had ever met who cared about me, who could see beyond my past. 

In one big gulp, I swallowed my pride.

“I’m Shorty,” I said. “Son of Alric and Princess Kathryn.”

 

 


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

It was out. The whole thing was out and blown. A shocked silence filled the chamber as Henry and Rae snapped their gazes to me. Rae dropped her hair. Even Mara studied me in flabbergasted silence. 

I had nothing to hide anymore.

“I knew it,” Annie said. “I knew you had that wand for a reason. Alric kept you hidden from me, didn’t he? He was afraid I would take you away the way he took away my best friend. I bet that’s it.”

“Alric doesn’t care about me,” I said. “What gave you that idea? He doesn’t care about anyone. I doubt he even cares about his own mother.”

“We traveled here with you,” Henry said to me. I couldn’t tell what he was feeling. “We traveled with you this whole time and you never told us who you were!"

Candice tried to open her mouth but I could tell she was having a hard time of it. 

And to my shock, Annie let her go. Candice toppled forward and landed on a jar, sending it rolling away. At the same time, the cold sharpness spread through the room from behind me, building like the world’s fastest storm. Annie went flying back and off her feet, flying over Princess Kathryn’s prison and hitting the wall with a thud and a crack. She fell to the floor and remained there in the dark. 

I turned.

Alric was standing. Alive. Well. He had been faking the entire time. He kept his hood lowered over his face so that only his clean beard was visible. I vowed I would shave every day for the rest of my life.

“I wasn’t expecting to see my sister here,” Alric said. “Quite a pleasant surprise, actually. I haven’t seen her in years. I thought I had killed her spirit enough to keep her away forever.”

Rage pumped through me. My right arm thrummed with a mixture of warmth and cold. Magic was waking and now it had no barrier. “You’re disgusting,” I said. “I can’t believe I came from you. How did that even work?”

Prince Wesley took a sheepish step into the room as Candice got to her feet. She was unhurt and freed from Annie’s spell. “Excuse me, sir.”

Alric faced him. “Yes?”

“May I have my princess?” Wesley asked. “I came all the way here for her. I’m sure you won’t mind.” Behind him, Percival shifted. “I have plans for her. I’m going to sweep her off her feet and she will be my bride. I would like to get her back to the Dark Lake Kingdom. We have a busy night ahead.”

“You mean Shorty’s special friend?” Alric asked. “Sure. You can have her. It’ll teach my son a lesson.”

Wesley strode into the room while Alric watched. I knew he was smiling. Breaking people was what he did best. His cold energy wrapped around me, threatening to freeze my limbs and hold me there so I could watch, but I was too far gone. Candice screamed and backed away. I wasn’t going to let him do this. Wesley reached out for her and I fought Alric’s magic with all my might. I lifted the wand at Wesley and shouted the first thing that came to mind.

“Hirsch!”

Wesley froze, that stupid grin still on his face. 

My arm was on fire as power spread through it. Wesley’s shape changed so fast that I barely caught the transition. His nose lengthened and antlers burst from his head and on the other side of a blink, a stag stood there, tall and menacing. Its black eyes glared at me, then Alric. 

Alric backpedaled as his cold power broke.

He was freaked. My body shook from the lack of energy but I still had just enough strength to utter one more spell. I lifted the wand and shouted the word to make him fall back. He rose off his feet and struck the wall like Annie had, falling to the brick and knocking over two more jars. Another cracked.

“No,” he uttered. “I destroyed the story. You can’t kill me.”

My knees threatened to go out but I kept my footing. There was no time to eat now. The stag stood next to me, totally confused. Wesley hadn’t come to grips with the situation yet. “You destroyed one copy of it in this world,” I said, drawing closer to him. This next spell might kill me, but so be it. The story had to end the way it needed to. I lifted the wand and willed every last bit of my energy into my right arm. It tingled and cramped with the amount flowing through it.

I shouted what might be the last spell of my life.  

"Steir!"

The energy flowed out of me and my legs collapsed as the magic rushed out to hit the stunned Alric.  He couldn't resist it.  His shape expanded and grew to take up what seemed to be half the wall.  He was getting larger than the stag.  I went down on my hands as a horrible grunt sounded through the air.  Candice yelled at me.  Wesley the stag backed away.  My eyelids drooped.

If I didn't move, I would die.

With all my strength, I looked up.

Alric the bull stared straight at me.  He'd forgotten about the stag and he was at home in the form he loved to use.  Now it was all me.

He took one front foot and scraped it against the brick.

"Shorty!" Candice yelled.  "Get up!"  She beat on my back but I was numb.  

My arm quivered and I fell all the way to the floor.  

I was dead.  My heart raced like it was struggling to pump blood.  There was nothing left in me.  

"Run," I managed.  "Just run."

And I closed my eyes.

Hooves pounded brick.  Glass shattered.  

He was charging me.

This was it.

But then a collision made the floor shake.  

I opened my eye.  Candice's shoe stood in my vision.  She was standing in front of me.

And on the other side of her, the bull and the stag fought.  Hooves hit jars.  Vapor spiraled free.  

The stag pushed forward, antlers locked with horns.  Cold filled the air.  Annie stood behind the stag, pointing at it as if she were controlling it.  Her dress swished in the breeze given off by the fight.  Annie grimaced and held an old, tattered leather book in her other hand.  The original stories of Fable.  The Old Language.  The book glowed a faint white like it was giving her the strength to force Wesley to fight.  There was something in her eyes, something fierce and angry.

"Stop doing this, Alric," Annie said.  "You made me dark.  You will not make others dark as well."

She faced me with a mixture of admiration and hatred and tossed me the book.

It slid across the floor between two jars and touched my arm.

It tingled with a mixture of warmth and cold, of nervousness and peace, as it touched my skin.  All magic was within these pages.  It flowed into me, putting strength back into my arm, my torso, my legs, my other arm.  I pushed myself off the floor, a world away from exhaustion, and seized the wand I had dropped.  The stag and the bull continued to fight and the bull pushed the stag against the wall.  Blood droplets flew.  Alric was winning and beating Wesley to a pulp.

The killing spell hadn't worked on Alric before.

But with his gold diminishing this second and with this stag here...

I raised the wand one final time.  Alric shoved the stag further into the wall and a grunt of agony followed.  Blood squirted and the smell of iron filled the room as Alric gored the stag in the shoulder with one horn.  

I shouted the killing word.

And this time, more power than ever flowed through me, exploding in light and dark and everything else behind my eyelids.  

Silence fell as the spell struck the bull.  He staggered back, panting and making a horrible sound that would haunt me forever.  

The stag pulled away from the wall.

Wesley rammed right into the bull-Alric with an even more horrible sound.  A noise like squishing mud and cracking ribs echoed off the walls as the stag’s antlers impaled the bull’s chest.

Annie dropped her hand.

I dropped the wand.  

Alric continued to pant and staggered back as the stag backed away, dripping blood from its antlers.  

He fell.

And bled.

And bled.

And didn’t move any more.

Silence settled over the room and the bull lay there, taking labored breath after labored breath.  He tried to get up, only to fall down again.  A wheezing sound replaced the panting and a cold energy swept through the room, then died again.  Alric was trying to use magic.  It was dying right along with him.

I felt numb.

Out of control, like I was watching a movie that I had no connection to.

There was no way to tell if I or Wesley had dealt the real killing blow.  

The bull took one more breath.

And went still.

All the cold vanished from the air, dropping away as if into the center of the world.  Warmth returned and a heaviness filled the air instead, one that I hadn’t felt before.

I dropped the book, too.  It thudded to the brick, barely missing another jar.

“Shorty,” Candice said.  “Turn around and don’t look at this.”

My mind scrambled for anything but the obvious.  “We need to turn Wesley back.”

“Him?” Annie asked.  “Let him be a stag for a while.  He was quite useful.”  She smiled at me.  It was devious.  Annie had been the true one fighting Alric, not Wesley.  Behind her, the stag looked down at its hooves and back up again in panic.  “He sure wasn’t useful as a prince.”

I tensed, but Annie made no move to attack me.  

Alric was--

I picked up the wand and stuffed it into my pocket but Annie didn’t seem to care about that.  “Free Kathryn,” she said, “And leave me here.  I’ll deal with the mess.  Oh, and I would like my flower back.  Changing forms is much easier when I have it.”

She wasn’t going to kill us.

At least, it didn’t look like she was.

“You don’t want to free her?” I asked. relieved and nervous at the same time.

My mother was liberated now.  We just had to break the glass.

“Kathryn won’t like what I’ve become,” Annie said.  “It’s best if she does not see me for a while.  When you free her, you will be back in the Tree Kingdom.  So will all these peasants.”  She eyed the jars.  “That mess is not mine to clean.”

“Our princesses!” Percival yelled.  “My brother.  You promised us our princesses.”

Annie grinned at him.  “You did not capture the party I wanted you to.  You didn’t fulfill your promise, either.  I’ll turn your brother back when I feel like it.  He was annoying.”  Then she glared at me.  “Go and free Kathryn before I change my mind about letting you live.”

“I’m your best friend’s son,” I pointed out.  “She wouldn’t like that.”

“Now,” Annie ordered.  “My flower.  I will be headed into the wilds to live in peace for a while.  Oh, and keep the wand.  I got more than I bargained for when I decided to follow you.”

Candice hesitated and faced me.

I nodded to her.  It was better than staring at the large, dark lump on the other side of the chamber.

Candice got out the red flower and handed it to Annie.  She snatched it back.  It was better that we didn’t have it in case she ever wanted to track us down again.

I hoped this meant safety for Ignacia and Mica, too. 

Annie turned away and walked towards the bull’s body, twirling the flower between her fingers.  I didn’t know how she planned on cleaning up this mess but I didn’t want to stick around for it.  She vanished into the shadows and waited.  I knew she was staring at us and I turned away.  

She had saved my life.

To serve her purpose, but she had saved my life.

It was easy to turn my back on her.  Annie was the last thing I had of my father and even that was too much.  I might have killed him.  Wesley might have, too.  

We'd gotten a prince stag like we needed after all.  

For the first time, I felt free.

Candice took my hand and we walked together towards the glass box in the back of the room.

Princess Kathryn still lay there.  We walked through a cloud of blue vapor and I held my breath, careful not to inhale anyone’s essence.  She looked like she was sleeping.  Henry and Rae already stood there, waiting, right along with Mara and Rae’s adoptive mother.

“Break the glass,” Rae said, “and get ready.”

I was shaking.  

I lifted my arms and made fists.  

Brought them down on the glass.

A deafening boom sounded through the chamber and Princess Kathryn's eyelids fluttered.  I held my breath as an explosion of light filled the room and I came off my feet.

 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

"Shorty, I think I like your mom."

Candice and I strolled down the main road of the Tree Kingdom, enjoying the bright day and the amazing scene around us.  Henry and Rae walked close behind along with Mara, who studied all the flowers and green trees and happiness with distaste.  She'd be leaving soon, going back into the dark region to rule the Vine Kingdom, but at least she was leaving in peace.  I had amazingly not made enemies with her.  

"I think I do, too," I said, hating that I'd spent so much time worrying about what she'd be like.  Princess Kathryn had actually hugged me once she was free and we were all standing here three mornings ago among the newly freed people, animals, and trees.  It was the first time someone related to me had shown me much affection.  So far, Kathryn didn't have much in common with Nori.  She smiled at me.  Made jokes the way I did.  She was a free spirit.  Kathryn didn't even want to go back to the Star Kingdom to be with her mother, who had pretty much treated her like she didn't exist.  Her brother had been the favorite sibling of the two and when he had died, Kathryn had gone to Alric partly to get away from her.  

I could understand that.  Like her, I'd experienced it.

But at least I knew the entire truth now.  My mother had been running.  Scared.  Like me.

I sucked in a breath of the fresh air.  The Tree Kingdom now stood inside a huge, circular wall of rock complete with waterfalls and thick forest on the peaks.  According to Rae, this place had been a barren desert closed inside the same barren stone wall with only a ruined tower in the center.  This entire kingdom had shrunken and sank right into the ground below it.  Alric kept the prisoners under their rightful home the whole time.

We passed a tall wooden house with a lantern hanging over its front door.  The smell of bread wafted out.  My stomach rumbled.  "We should stop and get some of that," I said.  

"I thought we were going back to the other world," Candice said.  "With Alric gone, we can.  My father has to be worried about me."  She reached into her pocket for the yarn, which she kept with her at all times.

"We will," I said.  "But I'll need to talk to my mom first.  Maybe we can do some back and forth thing?  It would be cool to experience both worlds."

"Franco needs to get back."

I grinned.  "He does."

"I know you don't care for him."

"I don't."  I picked up my pace.  I was looking forward to seeing the other world again and seeing movies and even going to the theater.  I knew it wasn't cool to have to ask my mom to do stuff, but it felt good.  I had someone I could ask and who would tell me to be careful.  I could be normal.

Candice and I walked under lines of drying clothes and perched birds that threatened to crap on us.  Henry had to duck out of the way and Rae laughed.  The castle was ahead, rising above the greenest trees I had ever seen.  The green tile matched that of the forest and the wooden trim actually looked cool.  It wasn't a huge castle but I didn't care about that.

My mom was staying there with Prince Everett and he was actually a pretty cool guy.  He'd been turned into vapor along with everyone else so many years ago.

"Hey, Shorty."  The butcher, Larry, waved at me as we passed.  I was getting to know a lot of the names around here and so far, no one had called me demon spawn.  They'd all heard me fighting Alric and they knew the truth.  "You're going to be late."

"I had to get this tailored up," I said, gesturing down to my outfit.  Candice's green dress looked amazing on her.  "It's kind of important, you know?"

The castle drew closer and the green banners hanging from the entrance waved in the breeze.  It was the best possible day out.  I walked past the guards, who held their staffs out of the way to let us through.  Brie and Stilt were waiting by the front doors, dressed in their best.  

"Hey," I said.  

"Hey," Brie said, hugging me in a totally not romantic way.  "I just heard news that Henrik got back to his old castle.  A messenger just came through with it."

"Really," I said.

"And he just discovered his gold stockpile is gone."

"Really," I repeated.  The dwarves had taken off with most of Alric's gold by time he bled out.  It was another reason he had perished.  I could rest easy knowing that I was only partially to blame.

"And get this," Stilt said.  "Macon's getting married to Henrietta.  He was expecting to have a big pile of gold there, too.  It stinks to be him but he can't back out now.  We won't be seeing him for a while.  Even better, I think Henrik will be too proud to spin any gold himself.  Even if he does, he's so old that he'll die before he finishes.  I don't think we need to worry about him for a long time."

Stilt would now.  I loved the thought of Macon being trapped in that castle.  

The double doors opened and Princess Kathryn stood there in a flowing green and white wedding dress.

"Shorty!" she said, all happiness.  "Get in here.  We're about to start.  This is the happiest day of my life and I'm not going to have you miss it."

"Sure," I said.  Going to the other world would wait until later.

I slipped my hand into Candice's.

I'd have both.  Without Alric, we had time.

Fable would heal and so would I.

 

 

THE END

 


Thank you for reading Glass and Death!  If you want to follow me and know when I release my next series, and also when I have something cool like a free book or sale, be sure to sign up HERE for the latest news.  You also just might get some free stuff just by signing up...and you can also visit my website at www.hollyhookauthor.com to contact me or see my other titles!  

 

--Holly Hook

 

www.hollyhookauthor.com/books

Holly Hook is the author of several Young Adult fantasy, science fiction, fairytale, post-apocalyptic and adventure series.  She has been writing since very young and publishing her work since September of 2010.  
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	If you enjoy teen urban fantasy, check out Blood Magic, the first Abnormals Underground book!



You can find it by tapping HERE for the US, HERE for the UK, HERE for CA, and HERE for AU.  
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	Alone is the first book of the Flamestone Trilogy.  Elaine’s search for her missing best friend lands her in another world full of wilderness and strange creatures.  Can she survive?

-----

You can start reading by tapping HERE for the US, HERE for the UK, HERE for CA, and HERE for AU.  

-----
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	The Pulse is the first book of the Barren Trilogy.  Laney and her friends must survive the fallout of a supernova disaster.  Can she find her father before it’s too late?

-----

You can start reading by tapping HERE for the US, HERE for the UK, HERE for CA, and HERE for AU.  

-----
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	2:20 is the first book of the Timeless Trilogy.  Julia just found out she’s from another time, and a group of immortal time police are bent on sending her back.  But going back home will mean death.  

-----

You can start reading by tapping HERE for the US, HERE for the UK, HERE for CA, and HERE for AU.  

-----
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