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B

THE DEADLIEST SNOW

By Jay R. Wolf

itter cold nipped at Snow’s nose; tears froze on
her cheeks as she fled through the snow-covered
forest. Her head, shrouded by the hood of her

cloak, was protected from the assault of the storm. She
tried to clear her mind, but the overpowering events of the
past few days threatened to break her.

Death. Ruin. Chaos.
Her father was dead. Her stepmother sent a wild beast

after Snow as though she meant nothing to her. This was a
town plagued by darkness, so long as the new queen
ruled. Snow’s face—no longer the fairest in the land—was
disfigured by the mark of the one who nearly took her life.
Every time she looked in a mirror, all she saw was an
unrecognizable ugliness. 

Snow stuck her trembling hands inside the pockets of
her cloak, hoping that the warmth would keep her red,
stiff fingers from frostbite. The sun, hidden behind the
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clouds of the winter storm, would set soon; she needed to
find shelter before the cold finished off what the beast
started. The forest hummed as the icy wind rustled the
trees and her boots crunched against the snow. Its canopy,
lacking the usual cover of leaves, did nothing to shield her
from the oncoming snow. 

 It felt as though Snow had been wandering the woods
for days rather than hours, desperate to find a new place
to call her own. Even a dark cave would be better than the
absolute hell of the castle she left behind, though the
desire to run back to her stepmother and slide a dagger
through her heart was more than tempting. She wished for
more than the Enchanted Lake—magic waters known for
granting wishes—could give her, she wished that she
could do just that. 

The wolf’s call, somewhere in the distance, sent Snow
into a panic. Her heart raced as she ran. She had to find
shelter, somewhere to hide before the beast found her.
Branches caught on her cloak, ripping the hood from her
head. Hair as white as the snow beneath her whipped
around in the wind, obstructing her view. Yet she
pressed on.

As she shoved her way through a clearing in the trees,
relief washed over her. A house, abandoned by the looks
of its rough stature, stood in the middle of the clearing.
The broken windows and holes in the roof were nothing
compared to the vines and moss that clung to the wood.
How it had managed to survive such weather, she couldn’t
be sure, but now wasn’t the time to worry about the life of
greenery when her own was being threatened. Snow
sprinted towards the house, her lungs piercing with each
sharp inhale, and pushed the door as hard as she could.
The door swung open, sending her stumbling inside. The
chilling sound of the wolf’s howl died as she slammed the
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door behind her. Snow pressed her back against the door
as she searched frantically for something to barricade
herself in. To her right stood a cabinet that towered over
her and with the last of her strength, she pushed it until it
covered the door. Hopefully it would be enough to hold
the beast back, though the windows on either side were
another story. 

Snow backed away from the door, praying to the
Enchanted Lake that the wolf wouldn’t find her. That she
would be safe.

For now.
The inside of the house seemed a little worse for wear.

Cobwebs tucked in every crook, dust in every cranny. No
one had stepped foot in this place for a long time, or if
they had, they didn’t care enough to clean it. She ventured
up a staircase that led to the second story. Rows of doors
on either side stood open, their rooms basically empty;
each of them had nothing more than a bed, dresser, and a
nightstand inside. It seemed odd to her that a place of so
many rooms remained empty. Surely someone had lived
here once, but from what she could tell, that hadn’t been
for some time. It did seem quite odd that there were no
pictures, no portraits, nothing of any kind to show
evidence of a family. She wondered who would leave such
a place? Maybe it had been her stepmother who scared
them off—or maybe the wolves?

Snow, needing more warmth than a cold bedroom
could provide, left the empty halls hoping to find a fire-
place to keep warm. Back downstairs and through a set of
double doors she came to what seemed to be a living
room. At the centre of the large wall stood a grand stone
fireplace; the owners had left a small pile of wood next to
it, and without worrying about what kind of spiders were
lying in wait, she tossed the fuel inside. She lit the fireplace
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with the matches that sat on top of the otherwise empty
mantel and watched the beauty unfold. 

Her hands warmed first, then her face as she sat down
and allowed the fire to thaw her frozen limbs. She prayed
that whatever lurked in the trees would leave her be. 

She pressed her face into her hands, wishing her father
were there to keep her safe. He had always been the spark
that lit her soul, the one person in the whole of the
kingdom that truly saw her. And that awful wretched
woman took him away from her. Snow slammed a fist into
the floor and cried out. No one would hear her and even if
they did, would it matter? Was death better than feeling as
though her heart had already been ripped from her chest?

Pull yourself together, Snow. You’re stuck and now isn’t the
time to lose it.

A yawn escaped her lips as she laid down by the
blazing fire. Outside the snow continued its assault, and
somewhere in the distance, she heard the howl. The same
sound that had sent her fleeing the castle only hours ago. 

Snow found that she had no more strength to worry,
instead, she shut her eyes, allowing the day's events to
leave her as she slept.

HILDA TRUDGED THROUGH THE SNOW, ignoring the bitter
cold that had sunk its teeth into her toes. It had been
several weeks since the incident that left her on edge, and
she couldn’t take one more second of waiting. The quiet
steps of the wolf followed after her. The only protector that
she needed—one that even she feared—while heading
towards the Enchanted Lake. One slip of her magic and
the beast would change from protector to killer. 

With a tug of her hood, she moved quicker until the
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sound of rippling water caused a smile to play on her lips.
She peered down at the crystal-clear lake and her reflec-
tion glistened against the light of the sun. Ageless beauty
stared back at her, eyes the colour of mocha that compli-
mented delicate cherry lips. Most used to call her wicked,
but that was before she’d married the king. She’d changed
their views of her, all thanks to the years that she spent
sucking the king’s life from his blissfully-light soul. It had
been tricky, especially when his wretched daughter started
to catch on. 

Though she’d taken care of her too, hadn’t she?
A grin pulled at the corner of her lips. “Beautiful lake

of song and call, who’s the fairest of them all?”
The earth beneath her feet rumbled, though Hilda

remained unwavering. She squared her shoulders as the
view before her changed. 

The water split down the centre, working its way up
and up until two large walls sat on either side of the lake.
In its wake sat a fountain concealed in hundreds of ornate
shells—a sea of colours akin to a rainbow flickered against
the water surrounding it. 

Hilda stepped onto the lakebed, her boots sinking into
its muddy depths as she walked towards the fountain.
Trickles of water cascaded down the seashells until it
pooled at her feet. She took in a deep breath, taking in the
scent of salt and moss. An odd pairing for a lake, but
maybe not for one with so much power and magic.

As she stood before the shells, she looked for the one
she’d come for and stopped when she spotted the conch
shell. It stuck out like a beacon against the others; a flash of
blues and purples danced against the lakebed.

“Tell me, great conch shell, who is the fairest of all the
land?”

Hilda stuck her hand out and slid her fingers along the
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magical shell until its power zapped like static against the
tips.

The shells around the conch parted, leaving a small
waterfall that reflected a face that Hilda hadn’t expected to
see. A face she’d thought long dead, one as pale and porce-
lain as the crystals that sat atop her shelves in the castle.
White hair that sat in a long braid while eyes as blue as the
Enchanted Lake stared back at her. 

She cried out, sending a shock wave of magic like bolts
of lightning across the water. Anger swelled within her
and lashed out against the strong barrier that she’d kept
for so long. Unable to control herself, the magic that she’d
conjured sent the water spraying like a downfall of rain on
top of her. The ground shook with her anger and as the
last bit of energy abandoned her, she fell hard on her
knees. 

Seeing that face, the one that was supposed to be dead.
How was that possible? Slowly Hilda turned to face the
wolf.

“Change. Now!” she bellowed, slamming a fist into
the mud.

With help from Hilda’s magic, the swift change of the
wolf made him cry out in agony. Bones popped and
shifted while black fur was replaced by sun-kissed skin.
The wolf, now fully human, panted as the last trembles of
the shift left him. Sweat, or possibly the aftermath of the
spraying water, covered him as he brought angry yellow
eyes to meet her own.

“Explain yourself.”
“I-I tried.”
“You were given orders to kill her! How did you fail?”
“She ran into the forest and I lost her scent. The storm

was too much, I figured she would have frozen to death.
No one could survive that.”
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“And yet,” she pointed to the face that rippled in the
water of the falls, “this tells us differently.”

“Apologies, I will set out to find her at once.”
“This time, Huntsman, you will bring me her dead

body, or it will be your siblings who pay the price.” Hilda
pulled a dagger from her cloak, now cleaned of the blood
of the huntsman’s younger sibling. The one she’d enjoyed
gutting when the wolf finally swore his allegiance to her. It
served him right for his disobedience. She knew that he’d
do anything to keep the other five members of his pack
safe, to keep it from happening again. She brought her
gaze back to the huntsman and watched as his face paled.

A low and guttural howl escaped the man’s throat—
something Hilda always found fascinating—as the
huntsman shifted back to the wolf. The last thing she saw
was the white tip of his tail melt into trees beyond the lake.

SNOW SHUDDERED, her eyes tracing the naked man’s body
as he lay curled up in a ball on the oval rug. His body,
covered in sweat, shivered as though the cold had
followed him into the house. For weeks she had been
alone, wondering if she’d ever see another human being
again. That was until she came down the stairs for break-
fast, only to find the fireplace ablaze and a stranger nude
and asleep. 

Paralyzing fear anchored Snow to the floor, keeping
her from whirling around and bolting away through the
closest escape route. She hated herself for her trembling
hands and racing heart when all that lay before her was a
simple man, not a beast of the night. He looked innocent in
the way his chest rose and fell with each breath, the way
his simple yet striking was peaceful in sleep. 
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Taking a chance, she covered him carefully with a blan-
ket. A firm hand grasped her own and she let out a squeal.
The man rose to his feet in a blur that sent Snow scram-
bling across the floor until her back hit the wall. The fear
she had just tried to swallow came back, and she fought
the bile that stung in her throat. 

The fire’s light flickered against his face; dark curls fell
over a set of icy brown eyes that sent daggers into her
own. He stood firm with his shoulders drawn-back and his
strong jawline was covered with a thick beard. Though
this man was striking, she couldn’t help the desire to tuck
her imaginary tail between her legs and run. Hadn’t she
gotten over this? Weeks of being away from the castle had
given her time to get rid of the worry that those who
howled at the moon would find her. This man, one as
ruggedly handsome as he appeared, sported no fur or
yellow eyes. So why was she so afraid of him if he wasn’t
one of those monsters? Then again, how could she be so
sure that he wasn’t?

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice gruff as he
wrapped the blanket around himself. His eyes narrowed
as though he recognized her, as if he needed no name and
he was merely testing her. 

It was a good question, one that she, herself, had been
contemplating ever since she left home. She didn’t want to
be Snow White, daughter of King Leopold, any longer. She
realised a little too late that she hadn’t answered him.

“Do you not know your own name, girl?”
“M-my name is Regina.” she said, using the name of

her late grandmother.
His eyes fixed on her, surely staring at the scar that

forever burdened her once beautiful skin.
“Well, Regina, what are you doing in my family's

home?” 
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“I… well… no one’s been here for weeks. I thought it
was abandoned.”

His eyes burned through her as hot as the fire behind
them. “You need to leave.” She flicked her gaze towards
the door and felt a jolt of fear as she realised that the
cabinet was gone. Then Snow noticed that the door had
been secured with a lock. She hadn’t noticed that when
she’d arrived. 

“I’ve been here for weeks without so much as a hint
that someone was coming back. Who are you to come now
and demand that I leave?” Snow left the comfort of the
wall, doing her best to keep her fear to a minimum and
stepped forward into the flicker of light that cast over the
room.

His eyes widened. 
“How’d you get that?” he asked, pointing to her face.
“That’s a bit rude, don’t you think? Demanding all of

these answers from me when I don’t even know you!”
Snow clamped her mouth shut, surprised by her own
anger as she stepped away from the light.

“Apologies, I mean no disrespect. I’ve travelled a long
way and I’m afraid that I’m coming down with
something.”

Snow sucked in a breath, cursing herself for not seeing
the pain that he was in sooner. She’d noticed his clammy
skin but she’d overlooked the pale cheeks and the dark
circles that spoke of tired eyes. 

“Where did you travel from?”
“A place I’d rather leave behind me.”
Fury lit his eyes. It was the same look that she’d had

since the news that her father was remarrying.
“I know what that’s like.”
He looked at her then as if seeing her for the first time.

She knew that look too, the one of pity, the one where the
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scar on her face gave away more than any emotion ever
could. 

“The one who did that to you deserves whatever
comes their way.” 

Snow narrowed her eyes, but before she could say
anything more, the man staggered forward, nearly falling
over before his hand grasped the only piece of furniture
that the room had to offer: a chair that Snow had grown
accustomed to, despite the wear and tear of its age. It
creaked when it rocked and she was pretty sure a cat had
once lived here, considering the claw marks it had left
behind. 

“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. I just need…” The man toppled forward,

landing hard on the floor in front of her. Snow jumped up
and ran a hand across his face. He was burning up.

Uncertainty rooted Snow to the spot. The need to help
this man and the desire to get out, away from this stranger
battled inside her.

Do the right thing, Snow.
You owe him nothing.
He hasn’t hurt you.
Yet.
“I hope I don’t come to regret this.” Snow rushed to the

kitchen where she remembered seeing a cabinet of medi-
cine supplies. Digging furiously for anything that could
help reduce a fever. She pushed bottles and bandages out
of her way until she came across a vial with red liquid, one
she’d recognise anywhere. Grabbing a cloth and bucket of
cold water, Snow ran back to her patient to find him still
lying face down and shivering.

It took Snow several minutes before she got the medi-
cine down him. She then ran the cool cloth over his face
and noticed that his temperature was only getting worse.
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Even though she’d just met him, she felt an overwhelming
need to save him. Maybe watching her father die while she
could do nothing had affected her much more than she’d
thought.

And then it hit her. 
Healing berries. A remedy her grandmother had used a

thousand times for people who caught fever. Snow
grabbed her cloak and rushed towards the door, stopping
as she reached the handle. Was she sure that risking her
life was worth it for this stranger? Could she really make it
to the lake and back without running into her stepmoth-
er’s men, or worse, the wolves? Snow glanced back at the
man who lay on the floor, each breath staggered and weak.
Ignoring the tug of worry, Snow rushed out into the brisk
cold. Never again would she allow anyone to die when
she could do something about it. Not unless it was the
queen.

The way to the lake was as clear to her as the water that
it held. A place every member of her family had visited for
as long as she could remember. Ignoring the ache in her
chest, she pushed herself harder and harder until the thick
pine trees dissipated, leaving nothing but open space and
a lake that was three times bigger than the ponds that
surrounded the castle. On the opposite side, three large
bushes—as green as leaves in spring—sat unhindered by
the snow. 

It had been a long time since she’d stepped foot near
the lake. 

She sighed in relief as the bright red berries came into
view, each one of them plump and ripe for picking. She
cursed herself for not remembering a basket and instead
started stuffing them inside the pocket of her cloak. As
long as she didn’t fall on them, they would survive the
trek back to the house. 

11



Healing berries aren’t your normal variety of berry,
they were magic—or so that was what her grandmother
would tell her. They could cure any ailment, any curse or
poison, but most of all, they would surely bring down the
man’s fever.

She picked gently, taking care not to squish them
between her fingers. As she did so, a faint prickle nipped
the back of her neck, causing the hair on her arms to stand
on end. She shivered, though not from the cold. Her gaze
flicked in every direction but only she stood at the lake.
Unable to shake the feeling that she was being watched,
Snow quickened her pace. If her stepmother found her out
in the open, she’d never get back to the man to save him.

With enough berries stowed away in her pocket, Snow
turned and gasped. She was face to face with several pairs
of yellow, hungry eyes. How’d they gotten there without
her hearing, she wasn’t sure. Her heart thumped in her
chest, her eyes surely as big as the lake was wide. Feeling
every bit afraid as the day that the scar across her face was
made, she did the only thing she knew how to do.

She ran.
Snow’s lungs burned as though her throat was on fire.

Her legs threatened to buckle with every step, though
unrelenting fear kept her moving forward. The wolves
behind her were gaining ground and even as the house
neared, she knew they’d catch her soon.

The wind wailed between distorted trunks and empty
branches. Snow moved faster, ignoring the briars that
caught on her cloak and the snow that had started to fill
her boots. Around her the howls grew closer; she could
almost hear their snarls, but behind her, there was nothing
more than trees. 

As she pushed through the clearing, the house came
back into view and choked out a cry of relief. All she had
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to do was get inside and she’d be safe. Or so she hoped.
Back in the castle and under her stepmother’s control, the
hungry beasts were not to be underestimated. Hilda held
the reins so tight that even their instincts were drowned
out by her magic. They were unable to do anything against
her word and all it took was a simple flick of her wrist in
the right direction. 

Lunging for the front door, Snow pushed it open and
slammed it behind her once more, reaching for the lock,
though she wondered if it would hold against that many
beasts. She looked around her for another barrier, like
before, and found a heavy wooden table. Another barri-
cade that would fail if they chose to jump through the
windows. Swallowing her panic, she sucked in breaths of
warm air that stung against chilled lungs and dared
another glance through the nearest window. Still no sign of
them.

It did seem rather odd that she was able to outrun five
wolves. Had they been told to follow her? Had she led
them right to the one place she’d finally found as a sanctu-
ary? Snow swore. Right now, she had a sick man to
tend to. 

Throwing her cloak to the floor and stripping off her
boots, Snow rushed to the fireplace that still crackled with
dying embers. Though as she rounded the corner, there
was no man lying on the floor. Not a single trace of where
he’d been lingered. She whirled in a circle, doing her best
to ignore the howls that still approached. 

“Hello?” She called out, wishing she had gotten his
name before he’d collapsed. 

Had he woken up and gone to one of the bedrooms
upstairs? 

Taking the berries from her pocket, she placed them on
a nearby table, hoping that the man was still around and

13



thinking that maybe he’d be able to take them on his own.
Feeling uneasy, Snow darted towards the kitchen where
the back door led to more forest. 

She grabbed a hold of the lock, but just as it clicked, a
crash from the front of the house confirmed her fears. She
grabbed the closest thing to her—a kitchen knife—just as
two wolves rounded the corner. Visions of her recent
attack flooded her mind; her scar, now healed, reminded
her what one of their kind had done to her. She crept
towards the back of the kitchen, turning around only to
find the other two prowling closer. 

Snow’s heart was beating harder than when she’d been
running. There was nowhere to go—nowhere but up. 

She darted up the back staircase from the kitchen, her
boots slipping on the wood of the stairs as she climbed
them. The last stair caught the tip of her boot and sent her
flying face first onto the hard floor. Something wet
streamed from her nose but she ignored it and ran into the
closest room. The lock clicked into place but Snow knew
that her fate was inevitable. After all, what good would a
weak door do against hungry predators? 

Her stepmother had won.
The clatter of nails on wood edged closer as she tucked

herself behind the bed. Shaking with adrenaline and terror,
she tried to think of an escape, but all that flooded her
memory was a flash of fang and claw. Fear became a tangi-
ble, living force that crept over her like the hungry beasts
who stalked her. It was as if seeing them again had paral-
ysed her thoughts, leaving only weakness behind. 

Clutching the knife tighter in her hand, Snow turned
her gaze towards a bedside table and on it, a mirror that
reflected an image that turned her dreams into nightmares.
Blood trickled from her nose, but that wasn’t the worst
part of her. Not when a white scar ran down her left
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temple to the bottom of her cheek—thankfully her eye had
managed to stay intact. Again, she thought of the one
who’d done it. She hadn’t seen him downstairs; he wasn’t
one of the five who chased her. If he had, Snow wasn’t
sure she’d have been able to move, let alone run away. 

A loud bang sounded and the door shook, sending the
wood splintering as the beast collided with it, over and
over.

Snow winced, knowing that this was it. There was
nowhere left to go, nowhere to hide, or run. She turned her
gaze away from the door and froze as she met a pair of
yellow eyes. The wolf moved, large paws first, from its
hiding place in the wardrobe, its dark fur swaying in the
breeze from the open window. The wolf’s maw opened
and its red tongue lolled from its mouth.

Goosebumps drifted down her arms as the familiar
face of her nightmares crept closer. There wasn’t even time
to scream before the beast sank its teeth into her flesh.

Death had finally come for her, and she was helpless. 

“SHE’S STILL BREATHING, Everett. You didn’t kill her, if
anything you saved her.” A soft voice as sweet as honey
pulled Snow from her nightmare. Though she didn’t dare
open her eyes—not yet.

“I may not have killed her, but her life ended because
of me.” Snow recognised the voice as the naked man’s. His
words were just as deep and sad as they’d been when he
awoke on the floor in front of the fire. 

What did he mean? Whose life had ended? Snow could
still feel her heart as it thumped against her chest, could
sense the rise and fall of her chest with each shallow
breath. 
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“You didn’t have a choice!”
“Didn’t I? I should never have come here to begin

with.”
“Do you honestly think she wouldn’t have sent one of

us instead? If it weren’t for you coming here, we would
still be under that wretched woman’s curse.”

Snow’s eyes snapped open. Memories of being chased
by wolves rushed to the forefront of her mind and filled
her with terror. She bolted upright and jumped out of bed,
intent on running from the wolves that were surely still
after her. 

Several people stood in the small room, each of them
with burning yellow eyes that fixated on hers. None of
them moved, though they stood on alert. They were tense
and ready to pounce at the first sign of attack. She’d seen
that same reaction before, in her stepmother’s wolves. 

But these yellow-eyed people weren’t canines ready to
sink their teeth into her, they were as human as she was.

“You’re safe.” The woman with the honey voice
stepped closer.

Snow let out a growl, a sound she’d never made before.
She opened her mouth to speak but what came out was
unexpected. 

Humans weren’t meant to howl.
This was all wrong. Snow looked down at her feet, but

they weren’t feet at all. Pure white fur replaced pale skin,
and toes that were once painted red were now retractable
claws that dug into the rug beneath them. Slowly turning
to the mirror on the table, her fears came alive. More white
fur covered her face and body like a blanket. The pointed
ears and long snout were nothing compared to the icy blue
eyes that flickered with yellow. 

Someone cleared their throat, reminding Snow that she
wasn’t alone.
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“I think it’s best if we leave. Everett,” The man who
spoke looked to the one who Snow recognised as the
naked man, “you should probably speak with her.”

“I suppose you’re right. Anna, will you fetch her some
of your clothes? I believe there are still some of our things
left in the basement.”

“Sure.” The honey-voiced woman nodded, giving
Snow a tight smile before retreating from the room with
the others.

Everett took a step closer, his hands spread as he
crouched down—his face level with her own.

“I know this is all confusing and I’d like to explain it
to you, but it would be much easier with you able to
speak. The fact that your wolf shifted for you means you
didn’t feel the actual change. This is going to be…
unpleasant.” 

Snow stepped back until her bottom connected with
the wall. Her body shook as Everett scooped her snout into
his hand. He closed his eyes and hummed a toneless tune,
a sound akin to the whistle of wind through trees. She
wanted to pull away, to run and run until, somehow, all of
this was nothing more than a distant memory.

Numbness like little pin pricks slid from her toes and
moved up her legs. She felt a slight burn as her whole
body experienced a discomfort that she could only
describe as the feeling of an arm falls asleep. This however,
crept higher, over her face, and Snow winced as it turned
into a fiery pain. She cried out as bones popped and
muscles stretched, agony radiated in every part of her
being as though she were being hit by one of her step-
mother’s spells. Closing her eyes, Snow tried to breathe,
but doing so only caused more pain.

“It’ll be over soon, just concentrate on my voice.”
As if his words were the magic key to serenity, the pain
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left her. She sank to the floor, her body convulsing with
lingering aches that refused to go away.

“H-hurts.”
Everett huffed. “Yeah, it’s going to, for a few more

minutes. Just try not to think about it.”
“Wh-what happened?” 
“I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I didn’t mean for it to

happen this way.”
“Explain.” Snow mumbled, her voice like a trigger to

the pain.
“They would have killed you if I hadn’t… If I hadn’t.”

Everett rubbed his hands against his face and paced along-
side the bed. Snow noticed then that he still hadn’t put any
clothes on.

“D-do you ever wear c-clothes?”
He laughed, a deep and smooth sound that reminded

her of her father’s laugh.
“You just turned from wolf to human and you’re

worried about my nakedness?”
Snow’s heart skipped, remembering the fangs and tail

and endless white fur that had only seconds ago been her.
How was any of this possible? How was she even alive?
She sucked in a few breaths, trying to calm her nerves
before speaking again.

“Right, so tell me what’s going on,” she grunted,
“before I start thinking this is all just a dream.”

“The wolves who were chasing you. They’re my
siblings. They’ve been under Queen Hilda’s control for far
too long.”

Just then the realization of who stood before her kicked
in. Rising to her feet, Snow ignored the pain in her bones
and looked at Everett. Gazing into his face, into the eyes
that were blazing as yellow as the sun.

“You’re the wolf. The one who did this to me?” Snow
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pressed a hand to her face, sliding a finger down the ridge
of the scar. 

Everett nodded. “It wasn’t my fault.”
Anger swept over Snow and a fire lit inside her bones,

only this time it was fury, not pain. She leapt forward, her
body moving before her mind, and she tackled Everett to
the ground. As she landed punch after punch, tears
strolled down her cheeks, the pain and suffering that this
man had caused brought back every feeling she’d had
while locked away in the cage that her stepmother put her
in. She’d spent days in utter darkness with only the eyes of
the beast to keep her from escaping. Eyes that filled her
nightmares with death and pain. Every ounce of anger
went behind the punches that she inflicted on Everett. It
wasn’t until she realised that he wasn’t fighting back that
she made herself stop. 

“I… oh god. What’s wrong with me? I—”
Everett groaned as he sat up. “The wolf tends to do

that to us. Bring out emotions that have been hiding deep
within.”

Snow backed away, looking down at her bloody hands.
She never hurt anyone, not even the spiders that crawled
in the cage she’d slept in, or the mice that roamed the
castle grounds—not even a fly. Yet here she was, standing
before a man that she’d beaten.

“I had to change you, to save you from them.” Everett
sat on the bed next to her, patting the empty space until
Snow joined him.

“From your siblings?” She asked.
He nodded. “They were given a job, one that was

supposed to be mine. They would have killed you if I
hadn’t made you one of us. Now that you’re part wolf,
your scent has changed, meaning they were able to stop
the hunt. I was able to save them.”
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“I’m not sure I follow.”
“The queen captured us a very long time ago, put us

under a curse that we couldn’t break. She gave us clear
instructions and once they were carried out, we would be
free.”

“Tasks that involved torturing and killing me?” Snow’s
words came out like venom. Her anger—or the wolf’s, she
couldn’t be sure—outweighed the need for answers.

“I refused at first. Killing an innocent girl, how could
anyone do such a thing? I managed to fight her and the
curse, though it was a fatal mistake.”

“Fatal?”
Sorrowful eyes lifted to her own, hitting her like an

ocean wave. Before she realised what she was doing, Snow
clasped a hand over his. Everett’s muscles tightened under
her grasp but he didn’t move away from her.

“Niklaus, my brother, was killed for my actions. She…
she slaughtered him right in front of me as if he were
nothing more than a fly on a window.” Yellow eyes turned
on her, anger and grief replacing the sorrow that had
enveloped her only moments ago.

“My stepmother isn’t known for mercy and she defi-
nitely isn’t known as some sweet and innocent queen. She
tried to silence me from telling the entire kingdom that she
was the one who killed my father. None of what she did,
or what she continues to do, is your fault.”

“It should have been me.” He spoke through gritted
teeth.

“No, I can see the hurt you bear and more importantly,
I can sense the good in you. I don’t know how but—”

“—A wolf has ways of knowing. Now that you have
the keen sense of the moon rushing through your blood,
you will come to see that it brings along many benefits.
Scent being the most prominent.”
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Snow found herself sharing his anger and grief. The
desire to prove to the world that her stepmother was the
worst human being was overpowering. How could one
woman cause so much pain and suffering and still be able
to get away with it all? Everett may have given her the
scar on her face, but it was Hilda who had been the one to
deliver it. 

“So then, how did you finally break the curse?”
“After I did that.” He pointed to the scar on her face. “I

searched the entire forest for you. I don’t think she realised
that her hold on us would weaken the further away we got
from her. It didn’t go away, and I knew she would still be
able to find me, but for the first time in a long time I had a
clear mind. It was then that I realised that she would never
let us go, even after your death. So, I lied. I told her what
she wanted to hear.”

“That you’d killed me?”
Everett nodded. “And then I waited until I was at full

strength, when she usually kept us caged. You see, a full
moon is much more than just the source of our power. It’s
also what gives us our freedom. She thought she had
finally broken me, and the night of the full moon allowed
me to roam the grounds without being with her. So, I
snuck into the room where she keeps all of her potions and
cursed objects. I found the cure to our curse.”

Snow knew exactly which room in the castle he was
referring to. It was the room that she and all of the staff
were forbidden to enter—a room that she told the king
was her private quarters for thinking and meditation. One
night, at the tender age of seven, during a jaunt through
the halls, little Snow stumbled across the room. Curiosity
got the better of her and she opened the door. What lay
behind it was so much more than she could have imag-
ined. Rows and rows of shelves littered with different
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coloured vials and cupboards full of objects, from rocks to
jewellery. There were several cauldrons and a random
assortment of flowers and plants that hung from the ceil-
ing. Though what had caught her eye, above all else, was
what sat at the middle of the room: a tall, black pedestal
with legs that weaved like vines. At the very top, an apple
as shiny as her father’s throne floated in mid-air. It turned
the entire room into a fluorescent gold and practically
begged Snow to touch it. Just as she reached the pedestal,
the door behind her thrusted open and slammed against
the wall. Her stepmother stood in the doorway. There
wasn’t a time where Snow had seen a face so red with
anger.

“The apple?” Snow asked.
“You know of it?” 
“I know that it’s her greatest treasure. It can also cause

and break curses with a single bite, though there are side
effects.”

“That’s what my sister, Anna, said. I suppose that’s
why I was given these.” Everett stood, pulling his shirt up
to reveal a chest full of dark fur. “It started with my fangs
and then my legs. Before long I’ll be nothing but the wolf.
When I realised what the side effect had done to me, I left
it and tried to find another way to end the curse for my
brothers and sisters.”

“The next day she wanted to head down to the
Enchanted Lake and called upon me to be her guard. The
lake told her that you were still alive and before I knew it,
she was sending me off to find and kill you once and for
all. I suppose when I didn’t return, she sent my siblings
after us both.”

To her surprise, he laughed. “If I’d have known that
those berries you brought would have broken her curse? I
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would have eaten them a long time ago instead of being
subjected to this.” He ran a hand over his chest. 

Snow smiled, doing her best to ignore the sudden
sadness in his voice. “So, are you going to teach me how
this wolf thing works, or what?”

“You seem to be taking this thing a lot better than I
would have thought.”

Without answering him, Snow shrugged and left the
room. He didn’t need to know the real reason why this
new gift excited her.

But soon, very soon, Snow thought, her stepmother
would.

“AGAIN.” Everett called out to her, still in his half-human
form as Snow circled him as a wolf. They had been
training for days and as each sun rose and set, Everett’s
curse worsened. Today fur sprouted from his chest, up and
over his shoulders, and down his arms until it reached his
wrists. Brown eyes had ceased to exist days ago, leaving
only the yellow of the wolf in its wake. She and Anna had
gone to the lake for more berries when they realised that it
had slowed down the process. But before long, Snow
knew what she was going to have to do.

Snow leapt off her paws, soaring through the air until
she crashed against Everett. He threw her off with nothing
more than a quick push from his hands, but this time she
dug her claws into the dirt. A controlled landing like that
gave her enough momentum to jump back into the game.
Everett wasn’t just a huntsman and trained warrior; he
was calculated and thorough. Snow, on the other hand,
had caused more damage to herself than to her assailant.
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She charged again, jumping out of his grasp and nipping
at his heel before slipping away unscathed.

“She’s getting fast,” said Dante. He stood next to the
others as they watched Snow and Everett’s fight. Each one
of them had shown Snow a thing of two about what it was
like to be one of them. “Still not as fast as me though.”

Samael laughed, “I don’t know, bro, she almost had
you yesterday.”

“Only because I was going easy on her!” he huffed.
“And I’m Odinson.” Samael rolled his eyes.
“Enough you two, I’m trying to watch.” Anna jumped

down from her perch on a branch above them, landing as
gracefully as any cat.

Everett pinned Snow to the ground, a grin pulling at
his lips. “Give up yet?”

Snow yipped before pushing him off with all four legs
and bounding away. She did her best not to think about
the butterflies that fluttered in her stomach. She couldn’t
deny the feelings that had grown since she’d been with
him, but right now she needed to focus on what was
important.

“They’re still at it?” Talia, the smallest but best hunter
of the group, carried a platter of food with her as she
approached the battle ground. 

“Yep, where’s Freddy?” Samael asked.
“Getting ready for tonight’s run, I guess.” Talia replied.
Snow dropped to her stomach, rolling on her back

before letting her tongue loll from her mouth. Granted, she
could have gone for quite some time—the wolf side of her
had energy like nothing she’d ever experienced before—
but the smell of whatever Talia had brought out sent her
fluttering stomach into hungry growls.

Everett laughed; a sound she would never tire of. “All
right, let’s eat and rest before tonight's run.”
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The change from wolf to human sent rippling pain
over her entire body. A process that Everett assured her
wouldn’t be so bad as she continued to do it, though how
someone could get used to the breaking of bones and
ripping of muscles was beyond her.

Once her transformation—and the tingles that it left
behind—faded, she rejoined the feast where her newest
friends awaited her. A group of misfits that she had grown
to love over the last few days. Snow watched each of them
as they conversed and wished more than anything that she
had grown up with siblings like these.

Anna, bashful and sweet, had taken her in as if she had
always been one of them. The one person who truly made
her feel at home. Her long blonde hair and mossy green
eyes reminded her so much of the mother that she had lost
long ago. While the thought tore at her heart, it also gave
her a sense of belonging and she’d forever be grateful for
that.

Talia, the runt of the family, was still a teen and had the
happiest aura surrounding her. Her soul had not yet been
tainted from the darkness that enveloped the world
around them.

Samael, who slept leisurely against a tree, spent more
time sleeping than he did awake. Though from what Anna
had told her, he never used to be able to close his eyes for
more than a few seconds before a wave of fear crashed
over him. Snow supposed that’s what happens when you
witness the brutal murder of your parents. She related all
too well to witnessing the death of someone you loved.
Sneaking a glance his way, she smiled at the dishevelled
red hair and long cap that covered it. He looked peaceful
and Snow wished more than anything that she could feel
that way too.

Next to him lay Frederick, who had finally joined them.
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His goofy smile and crooked nose always brought a smile
to Snow’s face. The jokester of the family and the one who
had done his best to make Snow feel just at home as the
rest. He was much smaller than a lot of wolves but he
made up for it in combat. She had witnessed Everett and
Frederick fight a couple of times and had marvelled at the
glorious force that Everett was, though he was not much of
a match for his brother.

And then there was Dante, an old grump and the
most competitive of the group. Snow could see that some-
where deep down, beneath that hard shell, he had a huge
soft side. His black hair cascaded down his broad shoul-
ders in waves and he had the biggest chest that Snow had
ever seen. He towered over all of them and even though
he was the oldest, it was Everett who held the role of
Alpha.

Everett was sprawled out next to Snow, chomping on a
chicken leg as if he hadn’t eaten in years. Every time he
was in Snow’s presence it left her unsure of her own goals.
While she spent time planning her revenge, he had taken
her under his wing and shown her what true kindness
could bring her.

Something about being accepted, about accepting who
she was now, lent a warmth to Snow’s once cold heart. It
had taken a few days to come to terms with turning into
the same monster that had scarred her, but when she did,
Snow realised not only was the wolf a beautiful beast, but
it also gave her a strength that she never knew she had—
both physically and mentally.

After her father’s death, she didn’t think it would be
possible to find herself again, or to find a place to call
home. But, looking around at her newfound family, she
knew that staying here with them was what her heart
wanted above all else. However, in doing so she’d leave
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the people of her kingdom at the hands of evil and her
duty to her people far outweighed her heart’s desire. 

“You all right, Snow?” Everett asked, placing a hand on
the small of her back that sent a rush of flutters through
her.

“I’m really good actually. Just thinking.”
“About what?”
“How great you’ve all been to me.” 
It wasn’t exactly a lie—something that Everett assured

her he could sniff out. None of them needed to know that
tonight, during their run, she was going to leave them for
the castle. 

“You deserve it for what we put you through.” Once
again, guilt flickered in his eyes.

“Not even you can control what my stepmother does.
One day she will get what’s coming to her.”

“Snow, we talked about this—”
She raised her hand. “Just enjoy your meal, Everett. I

don’t want you to miss out on Talia’s chicken.”
At the sound of her name, Talia poked her head up

from the book she’d been reading.
“Ev, if you let your food go to waste, I don’t care how

much bigger you are than me, I will put you into the
doghouse.” And just like that the conversation turned into
insults and banter.

As the sun began to set, the full moon rose, leaving the
humans to give in to the wolves. From pitch-black fur to
fur as white as snow, each one of them changed into the
beasts of the night. Tonight’s hunt would be the very first
of many, as Anna told her. Though, what they didn’t know
was that this would be the only hunt that truly mattered to
Snow. 

A hunt that was far overdue. 
Snow filtered into the pack of wolves as they made
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their way through the thickest of trees. Dante was on point
while Everett took the rear, still in human form as the
curse of the apple refused the change. Before long, he
would be nothing but a wolf. 

It took becoming a wolf for Snow to really appreciate
the beauty of the forest. Her senses jumped into overdrive
as they trotted off into the wintery depths. Above them,
frozen branches bore icicles longer than Snow’s hand, no
two of them the same. The scent of fresh fallen snow and
earth enveloped her and once again, she found her seren-
ity. The castle is where she belongs, even though the forest
calls to her, beckoning her to stay. 

I must avenge the ones I love at all costs.
They walked for a while further as Snow planned her

escape. She felt the rush of the moon as it peaked through
the branches. Its power filled her with strength that
granted her the courage to do what she must. 

Snow darted off course, hoping that the others would
think she was chasing an animal. After all, hadn’t this been
what they were out here to do? Hunt and be free? She
could hear the howls of the others as they ran after her.
Their calls to stop and come back didn’t bother her in the
slightest. They would all understand when the queen was
dead and their lives could truly be free, because as long as
she lived, they would always be looking over their
shoulders. 

Using the terrain to her advantage, Snow weaved in
and around trees and over large boulders in hopes of
hiding her scent. Though, as if the wolf in her sensed what
the others were about to do, she took off in a sprint that
would certainly leave Dante in the dust. Faster and harder
they ran to catch her. As the howls of the others quieted,
Snow didn’t slow down. 

Tonight, she would kill the queen.
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HILDA PACED along the bay window of her quarters, her
nerves in shambles as she awaited word from her
wolves. Too many days had passed so that she was
forced to send out her own men to find them. What
could that wretched girl do to so many wolves? Surely,
she was too weak and small-minded to go far, or worse,
seek the shelter of a nearby kingdom. She had spent
months breaking the girl until she was nothing but a
shell of the spitfire she had once been, a nuisance and a
liability to her throne.

Yet, the thought that the girl still lived, and that the
huntsman had failed her, left a bad taste in her mouth. She
had used the last of her golden apple to bake a pie for the
king's men, an assurance that they would do exactly as she
said. Even if it meant they, too, would grow fur and sprout
fangs. After all, the more wolves she had, the better.

Pressing a hand to the necklace that lay at her neck,
Hilda continued to pace as the full moon cast a light on her
face. This was the first full moon in years that she had no
control of the wolves, the first of many that left her sick to
her stomach. If her magic didn’t last through the night, she
wasn’t sure that they would ever come back. 

“Curse the moon, this is agonizing. Maybe I should
send more men?”

The sound of scuffling outside her room sent Hilda to
the door. Her hand stopped inches from the knob, shaking
with fear as she thought of what could be happening
outside. Taking in a deep breath, she steeled herself.
Nothing would get past the many men that stood guard.
She had ensured that every single one of them were on
duty tonight.

Turning the knob slowly, she peeked out of the door to
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hear the clatter of claws against hardwood. Sighing in
relief she stepped back, opening the door in invitation.

“Finally, you’re back. Have you taken care of the girl?” 
Greeted with an eerie silence, Hilda grasped the dagger

at her side. Her heart thumped in her chest as she backed
away slowly.

“Huntsman?” 
Just as her back pressed against the windowsill, a set of

icy eyes appeared in the dark hallway. Though what came
next wasn’t the black fur she’d associated with the hunts-
man’s wolf. Instead, crimson fur covered the wolf from
head to toe, save for the patches of white along the wolf’s
back. 

White as snow. 
Her eyes widened as the massive wolf closed in on her.

Moonlight filtered in, illuminating the wolf for the queen
to see. It wasn’t red fur that Hilda was seeing. It was
blood, and lots of it.

Could it be? Hilda shook her head.
The wolf’s teeth bared, displaying sharp fangs that

nearly dropped her to her knees.
“P-please, don’t do this.”
The wolf lunged and Hilda drew her dagger, slicing

soft flesh. The wolf cried out as it crashed against the
dresser. Hilda didn’t dare look at the monster; there was
only one thing for her to do.

She ran.
The darkened halls offered little help to her sight as she

stumbled out of the room. The wolf’s howl surrounded
her as she threw everything into finding a way out. Her
heart pumped harder and she breathed in deep, but the air
didn’t seem to be enough as she sprinted forward, panic
trembling in her exhausted limbs. As she bounded for the
stairs, Hilda dared a glance behind here to see the wolf
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only seconds behind her. She tripped on something hard,
tumbling down the winding stairs until something caught
her fall. Pain coursed through her, but she couldn’t stop.
She opened her mouth and let out a scream as her eyes fell
on what had stopped her. Bodies of fallen men lay scat-
tered all along the stairs, covered in crimson and marks
that could only be from the beast that chased her.

She clambered to her feet and cursed her ankle as each
step caused a jarring pain to shoot down her foot. In
seconds she made it to the front door where even more
bodies had been torn to pieces. Limbs had been tossed
aside as if they were nothing more than playthings. Hilda
swallowed, tears streaming down her face as her hand fell
on the knob of the door. It opened and freedom called to
her, but she was too late.

Something sharp dug into her ankle, dragging her back
until she was surrounded by the death of her own men.
She turned over onto her back and saw the white fur
covered in deep crimson and eyes of yellow that stared
daggers into her soul. She tried to scream, to call out to
anyone who would come to her aid. Yet, were there any
left? Had the wolf killed them all?

“You don’t know what you’re doing. If the people find
out that you’ve killed the queen, they’ll come after you.”

Hilda winced at the sound of popping bone as the form
in front of her changed from wolf to human. Before she
could turn and flee, a naked Snow stood before her—still
covered in the blood of men.

“Tell me, dear stepmother, who do you think the
people will believe? The word of a sorceress, or the word
of their beloved princess who you locked up and fed to the
wolves as though she were nothing?” Snow took a step
forward, bending down to take the sword of a fallen
knight.
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“No… it can’t be! You’re supposed to be dead!” Hilda
cried out.

Snow edged closer, “what do you think they’ll do
when they find out you sit on a throne of lies? Killing the
king, torturing his daughter, and sending your wolves
after her.” Snow sneered. “Though they didn’t kill me, on
the contrary, they gave me life! They gave me the chance to
come here tonight and right the wrongs you spewed over
this kingdom. I should give you a chance to run, a chance
to flee and never come back.” A laugh escaped Snow’s lips
and she lifted the sword to Hilda’s throat.

“What would your father think if he saw you now?
You won’t kill me. I’m the QUEEN and you’re nothing
more than a rat!”

“No,” Snow shook her head, “I’m the wolf who came
to eat the rat.”

Hilda cried out in agony as Snow drove the blade into
her shoulder, pinning her against the floor. Every move-
ment sent a searing pain through her.

“Sit still, Mother Dearest, this is going to hurt you
much more than it will me.”

Several moments passed before the wolf stood over her
once again. Fury turned its face into a snarling mask.
Hilda called out for someone, anyone to hear her pleas of
help. Though, anyone who would have heard her was
either gone or dead. She fought the tears that stung in her
eyes, refusing to show this wretched girl any more weak-
ness. Hilda met the wolf’s gaze. It stared her down as
though she were truly prey.

“What are you waiting for? Just do—”
A gaping maw snapped shut around her throat. Hilda

sputtered and convulsed as spots filled her vision.
Soon, there was nothing left but an agonizing darkness.

Hilda closed her eyes and welcomed death. 
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THE QUEEN WAS DEAD.
It was all Snow could do but dance and sing in the

glorious killing of the one who had tortured her for years.
The one responsible for her father’s death, for Niklaus,
and for all of the wolves that had ever been under her
spell. Snow didn’t care what it had cost her. What
mattered was that freedom called and her answer was
clear: no one would ever harm her again. 

The wolf sat triumphantly on her father’s throne,
curled into it as though the beast were meant for it. A sea
of blood and death surrounded her, and as she looked
down at her work, she smiled a toothy grin, her tongue
lolling from her mouth. This was what victory felt like.

Beside her lay the rotting body of Niklaus in his wolf
form. His body was slumped, half-laying, half-sitting on
the cold stone floor. Dark eyes, no longer illuminated by
the yellow of the wolf, stared openly at her. She found him
in the unmarked grave just beyond the castle grounds.
Thankfully, the wolf side to her made it easy to dig him
up. It felt wrong to her that such a beautiful beast had
been thrown away. 

Don’t worry, I will fix this.
“Snow?” 
Lifting her head from the chair, Snow followed the

sound to the open door where Everett stood. His eyes
were wary and cautious as he stepped into the room.
Hilda’s curse had worsened. Fur covered nearly every
inch of the handsome man she’d first seen naked in front
of the fireplace. His feet, no longer covered by boots,
were nothing more than large paws with retractable
claws.

“What did you do?” He asked, his tone anything but
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pleased. His voice pulled Snow’s attention from her
worry. 

In time he would see that what she did was for the
best. All of them would see.

Snow shifted; an action that she wasn’t sure was
possible after the many times she had done it tonight. Her
limbs ached and her head pounded with ferocity, but
when her body changed back to her human self, she still
felt as alive as the very first day she’d been changed.

“I did what was necessary for my kingdom.”
“What was necessary? You slaughtered—”
“—I saved them from a life of torment and anguish.

From having to seek out the duties of a vile queen who
would see them all dead if it pleased her.” Snow pulled
her cloak over her shoulders and motioned towards
Niklaus.

“If you’ll grab him, I’d like to do something for you. To
show how much I appreciate you and all you’ve done
for me.”

“Snow, I—”
“—Please, Everett. Leave what happened here alone

and follow me.”
Outside the sun peeked over the western mountains,

its rays cast colours of red and orange over the horizon.
Snow took in a deep breath, allowing the crisp morning air
to fill her lungs. Beside her, Everett cast glances her way.
She could sense his unease, his worry about what they’d
left behind.  

With Niklaus cradled in his arms, they made their way
towards the lake. Surrounding them on either side was the
rest of Everett’s family in wolf form. Protectors. 

The lake came into view, the sound of rippling water
against the wind like a second home to Snow. Without a
word, the lake opened to her as if waiting for their arrival.
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Snow slipped off her boots, leaving exposed toes to curl in
the wet sand. Approaching the fountain, Snow lifted her
hand to caress the shells one last time. After today, she
wouldn’t need to visit the conch shell. She wouldn’t have a
reason now that evil had been vanquished. 

“Snow, why did you bring us here?” Everett, pale-faced
with a furrowed brow, set Niklaus down next to the
fountain.

“This fountain produces not only magic, but a sense of
right and wrong. For years, my father had used it to keep
the peace and then my stepmother used it for personal
gain. No one truly knows what powers it holds. Yet, it
called to me after the death of Hilda and I now understand
what needs to be done.”

“And what’s that?”
“To right my stepmother’s wrongs. To end the plague

that was bestowed upon my kingdom.”
“What does digging up my brother have to do with

any of this?”
Snow turned to face Everett, to look deep into his eyes

as though the two of them were the only ones there. She
wished it were so, wished more than ever that they could
run back to the house where they first met. To never again
have to carry the burden of responsibility and live free as
wolves were intended to.

But she could never be free. Not when an entire
kingdom now counted on her.

“I will fix this.”
With a hand pressed to the great conch shell in the

middle of the fountain, Snow closed her eyes and let the
magic do the rest.

Tendrils of magic rippled from the walls of water, blues
and reds floated in the air like lightning bugs that drifted
around them, until they stopped on Niklaus. They
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engulfed him until all that remained were the lights. Snow
sucked in a breath at the pressure of magic that weighed
heavy on her chest. 

Beside her, the other wolves howled, and the wolf
inside begged to be let out, to join in the chorus. Yet she
stood still, waiting for the work of the fountain to breathe
life back into Niklaus.

As soon as it had come, the magic vanished, leaving
Snow breathless and tired. She lost herself to weak knees
until a hand grabbed her arm to steady her. Everett’s eyes
were full of concern. 

“What was that?”
“I asked the fountain to give him his life back, as a final

request.”
It was a long shot; the magic of the fountain was not

only unpredictable, but Snow knew very well that not
everyone’s life could be saved by its waters. 

Everett grew paler than he had been moments ago,
looking to his deceased brother who still lay motionless in
his wolf form.

“What now?”
“It’s up to him. He must choose whether or not he

wants to come back and if he does, there’s a slim chance
that he’ll come back whole.”

“What do you mean?”
“The fountain and its water are a part of the enchant-

ment of the forest. Wolves belong to the forest, humans do
not.”

Everett placed a hand on top of his brother’s head,
clenching fur in his grasp. “I don’t care if it means he’ll
still be with us.”

“Take him back home. If he’s somewhere more familiar,
it won’t be so jarring when he wakes up. I haven’t done
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this before but I imagine being brought back from the dead
won’t be easy.” Everett nodded. 

“And one more thing.”
Snow held out a vial filled with dark liquid, a tonic and

hopefully the answer to the curse that coursed through
Everett’s blood.”

“What is it?”
“Drink it tonight, right before the sun sets. It should

cure my stepmother’s curse.”
“Why not try the fountain?”
“I don’t think it will cure this type of curse. Just, trust

me. If it gives you trouble, come find me.”
“You’re not coming with us?”
Snow shook her head. She had work to do, even if

there was no telling what awaited her. All that she knew
was that her hands had been doused in blood and every-
thing just felt… off. Killing her stepmother was supposed
to make her happy, make her feel as though she could
breathe, but all it brought her was more anguish, more
sadness. It was going to take a long time for Snow to find
peace again, and going back to the castle, to a sea of death
and destruction, wasn’t exactly what she needed. 

It’s not about me anymore. Snow sighed; she had a
kingdom to rule.

“I have to do what my father intended for me to do. Go
home, Everett.”

He stood, taking her cheek in his hand as he gazed into
her eyes. Sparks of their own magic swirled within her, a
need and desire that would never be hers. She fought
against the tears that welled in her eyes, closing them as
she leaned into his grasp.

“I won’t let you do this on your own.”
Snow shook her head, “I’m damaged goods. You
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deserve someone who’s a warrior and who isn’t in charge
of an entire kingdom. I won’t lay that burden on you.”

“It’s not a burden. You’re not a burden. Not to me.”
“Everett, look!” Anna, who apparently had shifted

during their exchange, motioned to Niklaus who began to
stir.

“You have to go.” Snow pulled his hand from her
cheek, but before she could let go, Everett’s lips pressed
against hers, sending her whole body aflame. At first the
kiss was small, gentle even as his hands wrapped around
her face. But then its intensity grew as she pressed herself
into him, letting the moment wash away any worry she’d
had. Snow stepped back, breaking the moment in two
before it could go any further… before she ran away from
everything just to be with him.

A split second of sadness nipped at the corner of his
eyes and then he lifted Niklaus in his arms and ran off
towards the trees. The rest of her misfit family trailed
behind them, each of them stopping to give her a nudge of
reassurance. Even though they surely knew what had
happened in the castle, they still accepted her. 

As the last of them disappeared into the trees, Snow
looked to the conch shell one last time. Thinking only of
the death she’d left behind, of the hollowness she felt in
her soul. The wolf inside beat against her chest as if
wanting to get out of its cage. It wanted more, it wanted to
feed until all of the evil in this world died between its
teeth. Snow held herself, smiling as she looked to the
fountain.

“Beautiful conch of song and call, who’s the deadliest
of them all?”
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T

VEIL OF CLOUDS

by Christiana Matthews

he door to the queen’s study opened, and a
young man in the dark blue of a messenger’s
livery slid through the gap, white-eyed and

trembling. Loud, acrimonious voices drifted to Pippistrella
as she sat on the window-seat, waiting for her young
mistress to conclude an interview with her mother. The
younger, high-pitched voice ended in a snarl, followed by
the sound of a small, solid object colliding with wood, and
then the door thumped shut. The messenger grimaced and
backed away.

“More bad news?” asked Pippa.
The boy nodded. “You might say so. But it’s not my

place to announce it, you’ll have to talk to the queen or the
princess.” He nodded shortly and touched his fingertips to
his forehead. “Good morning, my lady.”

Pippa returned the salute and watched him go, then
yielded to curiosity and muttered an eavesdropping spell.
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No surprise that Queen Adalysa and Princess Maralys
should be at loggerheads, yet again, but the messenger’s
presence added an extra dimension. After accompanying
Mara to the door, Pippa had settled down to wait and had
been there now for over an hour. She hadn’t seen the boy
enter, so he must have already been in the room with the
queen.

Head down, chin folded on her chest, Pippa concen-
trated on amplifying the voices from the study. The
queen’s dispassionate, rational tones, she could decipher
easily. The princess, strident and verging on hysterical,
bounced against the spell and created painful, hissing
echoes.

“You’re heartless and cruel and I hate you,” raged
Mara. “How could you do this to me?”

“Calm down, child. I’ve done nothing extraordinary,
you’re over-dramatizing again.” Azaleas sounded exasper-
ated, her default setting when dealing with her daughter.

“Calm? My life is ruined, and you tell me to be calm?”
Mara’s voice caught; a sob escaped her. “Oh, if only
Gaylon hadn’t died. If only Parzifal had lived. This should
be their fate, not mine!”

“You think I should be arranging a marriage between
one of your brothers and the king of Terforaine? I doubt
he’d be willing.” The queen’s tone was dry.

“No, I mean… I mean… I don’t know what I mean. Just
that they should have to deal with King Konstantin, not
me. If he hadn’t killed them both, and Papa as well. But he
did, he murdered them all. He’s a monster! How can you
expect me to marry him?” A hiccupping wail, followed by
a storm of weeping. Pippa sighed. Anybody could have
seen this coming.

Except Mara, it seemed.
The queen made no response for a moment, and Pippa
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could detect no sound but the princess’s sobs. At last,
Adalysa spoke. “We are a conquered nation, Mara. I coun-
selled your father not to challenge Konstantin, but did he
listen? No. Intent on controlling the copper mines, he
threw away his own life, those of his sons, and a great
many of his subjects’ as well. He put the lure of power and
his love of battle above his family’s safety. Above his
people’s safety. And he lost. Do you think I mourn him
and your brothers any less than you do? If there were any
other way…”

She sighed heavily, and Pippa heard strain in the
usually cool voice. “But there isn’t. King Konstantin has
asked for your hand in exchange for healing the rift
between our nations, and I’ve accepted on your behalf. He
didn’t have to, you know. He could have taken us both as
his prize, made us his slaves, his concubines, his laun-
dresses. Put us to work in the salt fields, the iron, or the
copper mines. This is a chance for a new start, an opportu-
nity to rebuild our land. You will marry him, if I have to
drug you, strip you naked and dump you in his bed
myself.”

There was the sound of heels clicking across the
wooden floor, then the door of the study opened and
Adalysa swept out. Pippa kept her head down, praying
the queen wouldn’t realise what she’d been doing, but
she needn’t have worried. The clicking heels increased
their speed, heading towards the stairs. When Pippa
looked up, the queen had already disappeared up the
curving spiral staircase. She crept over to the door and
pushed it open.

Princess Mara huddled in one of the easy chairs by the
long windows, doubled over with her head in her hands.
Pippa bustled over to her and perched on the arm of the
chair. Uncertain what to offer in the way of comfort, she
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put her arm around her charge and murmured disjointed
reassurances.

“There, there, love, my little love, it will be alright.
Unfortunately, arranged marriages have ever been the lot
of royal women, we’ve always known your choices in the
matter of a husband might be limited. But that doesn’t
mean love can’t grow, and remember, you’ll still have me.
You’ll always have me. After all, what’s a princess without
her faery godmother?”

The head jerked up to reveal puffy dark eyes in a red,
tear-stained face, surrounded by untidy auburn curls.

“I wish I were dead!” Mara’s lip trembled, and she
began to sniffle again.

“Better if he was,” said Pippa without thinking.
The sniffling stopped. A taut minute of silence ensued,

extended to several more.
“Oooh, yes,” breathed the princess at last, tears glit-

tering like crystals on long, spiky lashes. She sat upright,
ruby lips parted and small white teeth gleaming. The lines
on her forehead smoothed, and her flushed colour slowly
ebbed. “Yes, that’s what I wish for! Tell me how to make it
happen, Pippa. Tell me how to conjure the conqueror’s
death!”

“What? No, I didn’t mean…”
“Then why say it? You’re always telling me to think

before I speak. Well, I have thought, and that’s my wish.
My dearest wish. Isn’t it your job to make my wishes come
true?”

Pippa stared at her in consternation. “Yes, but I don’t
have that kind of power, sweetheart. I make flowers bloom,
coax things to grow, mix beauty potions or heal small hurts.
I tell stories and sing songs. A faery godmother’s primary
task is to smooth her charge’s path through life and some-
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times offer advice.” She hesitated, uncertain how much to
divulge. “I was assigned to you because the stars indicated
that your path might be a little rougher than usual.”

“Yes, because Konstantin is old and ugly and uncouth.
Getting rid of him will allow my true love to find me and
make my life much easier, therefore my request accords
with your goal, doesn’t it?”

Pippa spread her hands helplessly and shook her head.
“I don’t… I can’t deal in death! I wouldn’t even know how
to begin.”

“Ah, but I might.” Mara straightened her rumpled
clothing and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “Do you
know how many men have wanted to marry me, Pippa? A
lot. Lords, princes, even kings. Papa used to say… to
say…”

Her voice broke again, then she drew a deep breath
and steadied herself. “He said he’d either have to draw
lots or have them compete in a tournament to determine
the most worthy suitor.”

“I don’t suppose it would ever have occurred to him to
consult you.” Pippa regretted sounding tart, but the low
esteem in which the mortals of this realm held women
always annoyed her.

“No. He said I’d choose the most handsome, or the
most charming, and those aren’t the qualities most desir-
able in a husband. I daresay he was right,” added the
princess with a rare flash of self-awareness. “But my point
is that his selection method could work, on a much larger
scale. What if I sent a messenger to King Eigar of
Arthrylan to say Papa favoured his suit and intended to
see us betrothed when he returned from the battle? But of
course, he never returned, and now I’m forced to wed
Konstantin. Eigar’s lands are more extensive and his
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standing army is larger. And he was very taken with me,
Papa said.”

Pippa blinked. She sounded just like her mother, cool,
calculating and logical. Not like scatter-brained little Mara
at all. “When did you meet King Eigar? And why should
it matter if he admired you? He’s out of the running
now.”

Mara laughed, tinkling and bell-like. “I met him at a
tournament, would you believe? Konstantin’s claim isn’t
secure until the wedding crown is on my head and the
almond cakes are eaten. Perhaps I can persuade Eigar to
steal me away before that happens. He might not be the
handsome prince of my dreams, but at least he’s closer to
my age.”

She squared her shoulders, shook out her skirts and
stood up. “Come on, we have to find that messenger and
apprise him of his new assignment. But first…” With a
rustle of silken skirts, she crossed to the enormous
mahogany desk in the centre of the room, opened a
drawer and withdrew the royal seal. “First, we have to
make this look official.”

Pippa flinched. “You wouldn’t!” 
How had this happened? When did sweet, naïve, silly

little Mara develop this cunning, this pragmatic
confidence?

“You plan to forge your mother’s signature?”
The princess tutted. “Not Mama’s. Papa’s, written

before his death. I can scarcely send a missive in my own
name, can I? A delicately worded covering note, certainly,
but the original letter must come from the king. Or
purport to.”

From another drawer she selected a sheet of thick, gilt-
edged cream paper, calmly sat down, sprinkled the page
with gum sandarac and uncapped the ink bottle. Then,
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having tapped off the excess powder, she dipped the quill
and proceeded to write.

“How does this sound?” she asked, having filled the
sheet with round, precise characters.

‘To the venerable and most excellent Lord Eigar, King of the
Arthrylan nation, from your fellow king and servant of the gods,
Jaguar of Karudos, May good health, fortune and blessings be
upon you, your household and all your Subjects.
I write with joy in my heart and the anticipation of a closer tie
between our persons and our nations.
I recommend to your lordship, my most worthy daughter, the
Princess Maralys Idonea of Charades, beloved of her people and
blessed of the gods, upon whom your august presence looked
with favour. It is my dearest wish that you and she be wed, and
our two houses be joined forevermore in wealth and in
prosperity.
I go now to meet King Konstantin upon the field of battle, and
will draw up the necessary documents of betrothal forthwith
upon my return.
Until then, I remain, Your most admiring and humble servant,
Jaeger, Sovereign of Karudos.’

“It sounds exactly like something your father might
have dictated,” Pippa admitted. “But it’s all in the same
hand, and King Jaeger would have used a scribe.”

“I know you can fix that for me.” Mara smirked and
waved a hand, inviting Pippa to work her magic on the
text.

Pippa hesitated. “Let me see your cover note, first.”
The pen scratched across another sheet of paper, paler

in colour and heavier in texture. The ink, this time, was
blue. “There!” Mara held it out, triumphant.

Stripped of the florid exhortations and embellishments
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expected of a royal missive, the note seemed innocuous
enough. Mara explained that she’d found the enclosed
letter among her father’s effects, and thought King Eigar
should have it, as it was addressed to him. Unfortunately,
circumstances had changed since King Jaeger’s death. The
princess offered her deepest apologies and begged Eigar to
wish her felicitations upon her forthcoming marriage to
Konstantin. She also hinted, subtly, that the union would
take place under duress.

With misgiving, Pippa muttered a spell of illusion and
altered both the handwriting of the letter and the
signature. 

Only a fellow member of the fae would recognize the
deceit, and to her certain knowledge, Eigar had none at his
court. Besides, what harm could it do? Eigar would prob-
ably write back offering condolences and congratulations,
and the matter would end there. As for Konstantin, Pippa
would do her best to ensure Maralys found happiness
with him, eventually. Jaeger and Adalysa had only met on
their wedding day and had grown to love each other a
great deal. As the late king had wisely said, a young and
handsome bridegroom didn’t always make the best life
partner.

Mara sealed the letter, folded the note around it, and
stamped it with another dob of wax. “Now to find the
messenger boy. Can you track him down?”

Pippa frowned. “Why him? There are plenty of other
messengers.”

“He sympathised with my plight. I could tell.” The
corners of Mara’s mouth turned down. “Others might not.
I want this one.”

With a sigh, Pippa gave in. Though she’d seen him
only briefly, like all of her people, she had perfect recall. A
slim, dark-haired youth with the accent of Cordestin and a
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faint hint of sandalwood detectable under the sweat of
travel; the scent of leather and horse. She crafted the
needed spell and felt a faint tug pull her down to the
kitchens. Of course. Good old deduction would have
sufficed. He’d ridden a long way to deliver his message.

“The boy’s eating,” she said. “I’ll fetch him for you.
Shall I bring him here?”

Mara patted her hair and looked down at her crumpled
gown. “No, I need to freshen up first, I think. Deliver him
to the rose garden. First impressions count. You taught me
that.”

She had indeed, thought Pippa, trotting off to do the
princess’s bidding. Although she’d previously thought
most of those lessons wasted, the day’s events had shaken
her certainty. The princess, it seemed, had retained not
only Pippa’s instructions, but those imparted by both of
her parents. Maralys of Karudos was no longer a sweet,
biddable child. If she ever really had been.

Threading her way through the crowded, noisy
kitchen, Pippa located the boy seated at a long, rough-
timbered table, demolishing a plate of mushrooms, blood
pudding and gravy, accompanied by slices of dark, well-
buttered bread and a tall tankard of ale.

Pippa slid onto the bench beside him and extended her
hand. “Good morning. We met briefly, earlier. My name’s
Pippa, what’s yours?”

He shoved the last gravy-soaked slab of bread into his
mouth, wiped his hand on his breeches and shook her
hand with only slightly greasy fingers. “Pleased to meet
you, Lady Pippa. I’m Gill.”

“Well, Gill, that looks delicious. Filling, too. Which is
fortunate, because I have another job for you as soon as
you’re done.”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, but…”
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“No buts.” Pippa exerted all her powers of persuasion,
flooding his mind and his senses with images, scents and
sounds of things she judged would appeal to a human boy
his age. Horses and dogs, chiefly, drawing on her memo-
ries of the deceased princes when they were younger.

He wavered and assumed a hang-dog expression. “I’d
dearly love to help you, my lady, but...”

“But what?” Pippa fought to keep the asperity from her
voice. She wasn’t used to having to work so hard on such a
simple cajolery.

“But I haven’t been paid yet, and I’ll need to hire a
horse. Unless that’s provided?”

Ah, this was a bargaining session. “All expenses will be
covered and you’ll be handsomely reimbursed.” She got to
her feet and crooked her finger. “Now, wash your hands
and follow me.”

Through the vegetable and physic gardens, winding
along well-swept, paved paths, she led him to the pride of
King Jaeger’s palace. The late monarch had had a passion
for roses. Gill listened attentively to his instructions as
they walked, then halted and drew in his breath, his eyes
opening wide. Pippa glanced around.

A dainty vision in kingfisher blue satin, trimmed with
oyster lace and ribbons, swayed towards them through the
deep pink, rouge red and bright yellow roses. Pippa
silently applauded. Of all the gowns in Mara’s many
trunks, that colour in this setting provided the greatest foil
and was therefore the most flattering. Not that Maralys
needed flattery. The pale autumn sunlight burnished her
dark red hair to copper, the tightly-laced gown empha-
sized her hourglass figure, and her maid had banished the
ravages to her creamy complexion. By the application of
one of Pippa’s magic-enhanced lotions, probably.

A cloud of perfume accompanied the princess, accentu-
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ating and complimenting the heady fragrance of the
garden. She drew level with the pair standing as still as
statues on the path and broke into a charming smile. Head
tilted and lashes fluttering, she held out the folded letter,
its crimson seal stark against the pale parchment.

Gill’s jaw dropped and Pippa smiled inwardly in
approval. Messengers did far more than deliver
dispatches, oral or written. They were trained to observe
details, taught to report everything that they saw, heard, or
otherwise noted about the message’s sender. 

Mara intended to make a good impression on King
Eigar, even if only by proxy. She delved into a pocket sewn
into her wide overskirt, withdrew a small purse and
pressed it into Gill’s hand.

“Thank you so much!” Her tone was as warm and as
sweet as the roses.

A smile spread across the boy’s face as he weighed it.
Yes, King Eigar would receive a glowing account of
Princess Maralys, a young lady possessed of outstanding
beauty, a dulcet voice, and a very generous nature.

Watching the boy speed off towards the stables, Mara
glanced up at the sky. ‘‘I suppose the next thing will be to
organise my wedding.”

“I thought you were determined not to have one.”
“Oh, I’ll marry. It’s just the identity of the groom that’s

uncertain.” She pointed heavenward. “Aren’t those clouds
beautiful, Pippa? So lacy and so fine. I want my wedding
veil to look just like that. I want you to weave the clouds
down out of the sky, to make me a train lighter than air
and whiter than swansdown.”

She smiled again, the same gentle, seraphic smile she’d
bent upon Gill. “Can you do that for me, my Pippa? Can
you clothe me in wishes, and the white haze of clouds?”

Pippa snorted. “The veil I can certainly manage, but of
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your wishes I’m not at all certain.” She shook her head.
“Plot the conqueror’s death, indeed. That could end very
badly.”

And yet she was duty bound, in her capacity as Faery
Godmother, to do all she could to bring about her young
charge’s desires.

“ANOTHER WAR!” exclaimed Adalysa several weeks later.
“And us caught in the middle. First it was Eigar and
Konstantin, then Lothyr and Eigar, and now it’s escalated
to include Eigar’s younger brother. This promises to be
even worse than the last one, and it’s all that wretched
girl’s fault. Have you lost control of her, Pippistrella?”

Pippa drew herself up to her full height. Not even a
queen should speak so to one of Lord Avery’s daughters, a
faery of Avillon. “I’ve always understood my role to be
that of guide, your highness, not a dictator. I do not control
Maralys.”

“Well, as her guide, you should at least monitor her
correspondence. Besides, I consider that your ultimate
loyalty should be to me. My husband and I have housed
and fed you for free these past twenty years in exchange
for your dubious services to our daughter. Serving this
kingdom is more important than pandering to her ridicu-
lous fancies of romance.” She thrust out a crumpled,
perfumed note. “Did you know she sent this to King
Eigar? Did you?” Violet ink, not blue. Pippa’s heart
clenched in horror. This was not the same note Mara had
allowed Pippa to read.

She steadied her pulse and asked evenly, “What does it
say?”

The queen shook out the paper with trembling hands
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and read it aloud. The salutation and initial paragraph
were as Mara had read them to Pippa, but from there on it
diverged. Dramatically.

“When first I found Father’s letter,” read the queen, “I
was overjoyed, but a little thought changed that emotion
to horror. I have dreamed of you nightly, ever since we met
at the tournament, but now my hopes are dashed and my
dreams turned to ash. As you surely know by now,
Konstantin the Conqueror has murdered my father and
claimed me as a bride of war. I beg you, I implore you, will
you ride to my rescue and claim me in his stead? Fare thee
well, and I beg you, do not tarry. May the blessings of the
gods be upon you and your household. Yours in hope,
Maralys of Karudos.”

“Well, Pippistrella?” Adalysa’s voice could have frozen
a furnace.

“No, Your Highness. No, I…” What could she say? I
conspired with your daughter to write to King Eigar, but she
sent a different note to the one that she showed me. And I was
too trusting, too gullible to catch the deception. No, that would
not mollify the queen.

Adalysa’s thin lips tightened further. “No. I think it’s
time we reviewed your contract, Pippistrella. Unless, of
course, you wish to be released from your duties? Perhaps
the task of overseeing my wayward daughter should be
entrusted to a fae with a firmer hand.”

Pippa recoiled and barely refrained from hissing. “That
won’t be necessary. I assure you, I can contain Maralys.
Now if you’ll excuse me, Your Highness, I have a wedding
veil to create.”

She nodded stiffly and stalked out. Replace her, indeed!
As if selecting a faery godmother was as simple a task as
hiring a cook, or a groom. Such assignments were written
in the stars, not allocated by any mortal hand. Judging by
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the latest developments, however, she wondered if
Adalysa was right and Pippa had been assigned as Mara’s
godmother in error. Either that or the thread of Mara’s fate
had twisted with her father’s death, as did sometimes
happen. Whatever the reason, the princess’s need for
magical aid went far beyond Pippa’s current skills. She
needed an upgrade.

Still seething, she climbed the winding stairs to the top
of the blue gryphon’s tower and took a seat before the
wooden loom she’d set up there. Shrouded in swirling
mist, fine filaments of cloud formed both warp and weft,
drawn out of the sky and onto the loom by faery magic.
Over a month’s worth of near-constant work had yielded
no more than a few feet of gauzy fabric. Cloud was a
cursed monster to weave!

Take a deep breath, Pippistrella. Don’t let Adalysa’s rude
comments distress you.

She settled down before the loom, picked up the
shuttle and set to work, running through what the queen
had told her with each pull of the comb. Mara’s incendiary
note to King Eigar had, it seemed, worked rather too well.

Little skelpie! Pippa yanked too hard and broke a misty,
silken thread. Curse it! Curse Eigar, and curse Mara as
well. The princess’s chosen champion had challenged
Konstantin and won, just as the little changeling had
hoped, but he was denied the chance to enjoy his ascen-
dency for long.

Muttering profanities under her breath, Pippa set about
re-spinning the broken thread to reattach it to the loom.
Ah, there, she had it! The twining filaments rejoined, and
the mists around the weaver deepened. The spun-cloud
thread was whole again.

Snick! The comb slid forward, packing the weft in
place, building the delicate pattern slowly, row by shining
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row. A bare month after being crowned monarch of the
combined kingdoms of Arthrylan, Fedathsi, and Karudos,
Eigar had been challenged in Lothyr of Vehl.

Having secured a victory, the challenger then claimed
that crown, and the hand of Princess Maralys along with
it. Both claims were disputed by Eigar’s younger brother,
Forsei, who’d been overseas until then. Had he been home,
he maintained, he’d have defeated Lothyr and saved, or at
least avenged, his brother. The latter goal still occupied his
mind, leading to the conflict so abhorred by Queen
Adalysa.

Pippa sighed. Normally she found the weaving process
calming and soothing. Now, regarding the lovely, light-
reflective sheen on the princess’s wedding veil, it
reminded her of the flash of steel blades in the sun, and the
fact that in some cultures, white was equated with mourn-
ing. Not here. In Karudos black and grey signified death,
white stood for purity and hope. Purity of what, exactly,
was never defined. In Mara’s case, possibly ambition and a
stabbing need for vengeance. But she must be over that by
now, and finally ready to select her husband. Lothyr was
young, handsome and if not exactly charming, he had, by
this latest annexation, at least become pleasingly rich.

Pippa dropped the comb and let the shuttle rest, gazing
through the veils of mist towards the distant mountains.
Somewhere out there, on those craggy, bitter slopes, count-
less men—young, old and in-between, from not one but
three tiny nations—had fought and died. And for what? To
assuage one man’s greed and his daughter’s injured pride.

Much as she hated the thought, Pippa could see only
one solution. She waited until midnight, when the queen,
the princess, and all the upper echelons of the castle were
asleep, and spun a gate into her home world of Avillon,
the realm of the fae.
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Despite not having visited her father’s throne room for
nigh on twenty mortal years, she found it unchanged. She
gazed around as she stepped through the portal, drinking
in the details, revelling in the feeling of magic sliding over
her skin. The blue-veined white marble still gleamed, the
vibrant tapestries still whispered tales of exotic, foreign
lands, and the glowing orb above the throne still poured
forth waves of enchantment.

The throne was empty when she arrived. Its usual
occupant sat on the floor beside the dais leading up to it,
playing with a small, white, red-eared puppy.

Avery shook dark blond hair out of his eyes and looked
up as she entered.

“Hello, Pippa. What’s up?”
Up? What did that mean? She shook her head without

enquiring further. Like the rest of her family, she’d long
since become inured to the idiosyncrasies of her father’s
speech. Avery admitted to having a low boredom thresh-
old, which led to extensive and frequent forays into other
worlds. He picked up many odd expressions along the
way. Some of the strangeness might have been due to a
glitch in translation, but Pippa knew that wasn’t always
the case.

“Maralys is in trouble,” she explained. “I can’t protect
her with the means at my disposal, therefore I need access
to more power, Father. More magic.”

Still fondling the pup’s ear, Avery didn’t move, but
nodded to the bright white spinning sphere above the
throne. His hair had changed colour as they spoke, fading
to white blond before darkening and dulling to ash brown.
“Help yourself, love. What’s the little imp been up to?
Breaking too many hearts?”

“Breaking heads, more like. And the peace of several
countries along with them.”
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She gave him a brief outline of recent events.
“I don’t like the sound of that.” His hair morphed to

deep red, his lips thinned and his brow twisted.
Pippa sighed. “I have to protect her, Father, and I’m

bound to lend her my aid. You know that, it’s part of the
Faery Godmother agreement.”

Avery regarded her, still frowning. “All the same, there
are ways to circumnavigate the pact if you need to. Don’t
forget that, Pippistrella.”

“Are you suggesting that I twist my vow, the way you
manipulate words? I doubt that ploy has value any longer.
Mortals know by now, that even though the fae can’t lie
outright, our promises can’t always be trusted. The truth is
malleable in our mouths.”

Avery remained unrepentant. “It’s no less so in theirs,
and your Maralys seems to have mastered the art pretty
thoroughly. She’s embarked on a perilous path, strive to
turn her aside from it, if you can. Men, and women too,
have been destroyed by pride and injured feelings before
now.”

Pippa shook her head and turned the conversation into
other, safer channels. After catching up on the doings of
her numerous siblings and the rest of the court gossip, she
mounted the steps to the dais. There she paused for a
moment in anticipation. The sphere above the throne—the
Banon Sphere that her father’s court was named for—
constituted magic in its rawest form. Only the true-born
fae of Avillon, those with magic flowing in their blood
could approach as close as she was about to.

Moving to the side of the throne, she extended her
hands to within a palm’s width of the sphere. Light blazed
forth, whiter than swansdown and even warmer. A jolt of
energy shot through Pippa, setting tinder to her nerves
and flushing her blood with heat. She closed her eyes and
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leaned into it. Ah! After so long away, she’d forgotten how
good communion with the sphere felt. Forgotten, even, the
absolute joy of being embraced by the magic of Avillon.
She drew a deep breath, inhaling power from the very air
around her as the sphere lent her additional strength. It
took fortitude to tear herself away from that seductive,
thrilling glow.

She didn’t want to leave. She never did. None of her
siblings ever did. But only Avery or one of his similarly
powerful and long-lived peers could endure close prox-
imity to the sphere for long. Anyone else would be over-
whelmed, their senses flamed to cinders. Scooping up a
little, just a little more enchantment and letting it settle
over her, sink into her, she reluctantly turned away and
trod back down the steps.

With reserves filled to the brim, she sank down beside
her father and put out a hand to stroke the pup. It gave a
playful growl and flopped onto its back, exposing a round
pink belly for rubbing. Avery obliged, making the pup
squirm in ecstasy, but the bright blue gaze that the prince
turned on Pippa was still troubled.

“Be careful,” he said. “Don’t let Maralys drag you into
the pit of despair along with her. Make sure you come
home to your kin.”

Pippa smiled at that. Displays of affection from her
father were rare. “Of course, I will. And I love you too.”

She kissed his cheek and rose to her feet. With a last,
lingering look at her home, she opened a gate to the rele-
vant mortal realm, and stepped into her bedroom of the
castle in the bleak Karudon heights.

By the time she’d added another foot of length to the
veil, King Lothyr had completed his westward march and
arrived at the gates of Karudos to claim the country as part
of his budding empire and to meet his betrothed.
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A snake of steel-clad soldiers rode in his train, their
blue and white standards snapping in the breeze. The
same Vehlii flag waved from the battlements, beside the
green cross of Karudos and those of the other two
conquered nations.

Mounted on a dappled grey gelding and clad in his
signature colours of dark blue and oyster, the hilt of his
sword worked in bronze and studded with stones of
cyanite and pearls, he made an impressive figure. Intimi-
dating, even. Dark hair and dark eyes in a vivid, vital face,
together with a broad nose and broader jaw lent him an air
of command. It would have been an attractive visage, if
not for the fresh, pink, puckered scar running from the
flange of his nose to his left ear, bisected by another one,
slanting from cheekbone to chin.

Pippa’s heart sank at the sight of that scar, and beside
her, Mara drew in a sharp intake of breath. Would she
view it as a badge of honour, sustained in a battle under-
taken to impress her, or a disfigurement disqualifying him
from the role of suitor?

Having knelt and presented his sword to Queen
Adalysa on the steps of the palace, King Lothyr rose,
bowed, and sank to his knees again at the feet of the
princess he’d come to woo. Clad in costly white samite
enhanced with gold thread, she wore no jewellery but an
amber teardrop on a fine gold chain. Pearl pins confined
her hair, twisted into intricate loops on the crown of her
head. Her expression was haughty, indifferent.

“You are indeed as lovely as the stories claim,” said
Lothyr, lifting her hand to his lips.

“A fitting queen for my new kingdom. I declare that
Vehl and the neighbouring kingdoms, including Karudos,
are no more. I shall call my new land Maralothyr, after its
monarchs.”
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A stunned silence greeted this pronouncement. Both
Adalysa and her daughter stared at him, open-mouthed,
and a stir of consternation rippled through massed
courtiers and dignitaries behind the queen and the troops
to the rear of Lothyr. The new-made king jerked his head
in an infinitesimal gesture, and those closest to him began
cheering. Gradually the sound swelled through the ranks,
to be taken up by the queen’s people scant seconds later.

The princess’s lips curved upward in a smile which
failed to reach her eyes. Those remained fixed on that
livid, ugly scar.

“You do me great honour, but I think such a grandiose
name deserves a much grander territory.” Her gaze slid
from his marred face to her mother, then to Pippa. “Add to
it, extend your rule over all the lands east of the Serditiya
Sea, and I’ll consider accepting your proposal.”

“That’s an enormous area,” objected King Lothyr.
“More an empire than a kingdom.”

The corners of Maralys’s eyes crinkled as her smile
finally reached them. “Yes!”

The word was barely a breath, the shine in her eyes
rivalled the glitter of the sunlight slanting off Lothyr’s
sword hilt. She repeated the word twice more, increasing
in volume each time. “Yes, yes! My mother is a queen, and
what good has it ever done her? But I… I shall become an
empress, ruler of all the lands of this southern continent.”
Her chest swelled on the in-breath, then she let it out,
deliberate and slow. “Petition me again, when you have an
empire to lay at my feet.”

King Lothyr strode forward, reached out and grasped
her wrist. “No, Princess. You’ll marry me now, with all
haste. I’m the conqueror, remember? I pay court to you out
of kindness, and in homage to your beauty. But if you
prefer a blunter approach, I’m eager to oblige.”

58



He pulled her roughly to him, while the queen and
courtiers flinched away. His own men looked on, grinning.

Maralys laughed, high and shrill. Her hair shook loose
from its pins under his rough handling, and the begin-
nings of bruises took shape on the fine white skin of her
arm. Hectic colour stained her cheeks and her large dark
eyes glittered.

“Haven’t you heard?” Her voice held excitement, not
fear. “My father had the foresight to provide me with a
faery godmother in infancy, and while she can’t defend my
country against the ravages inflicted on it by the likes of
you, she can protect my person. Show him, Pippa.”

Pippa blanched, but she couldn’t refuse. She’d agreed
to this, two decades past, when she’d answered the
deceased King Jaeger’s summons, read his daughter’s
birth chart and decided that Maralys deserved a faery
godmother. Said godmother just hadn’t envisaged ever
being called upon to do anything quite so—intense. Had
any other godmothers ever been confronted by such a
dilemma? Those she’d spoken to had never had to worry
about anything more onerous than smoothing out kinks in
the path of true love. There had been that one instance of a
curse cast by one of her sisters, necessitating another sister
stepping in to set things to rights, but even that hadn’t
involved physical violence. For the moment, however, she
could see no way around it.

Stretching out a hand, she gathered sunlight into her
palm. From a tiny glowing bead, it increased in size and
intensity to become a ball of searing red-gold heat. She
bounced it twice, before launching it at King Lothyr’s
feet.

It struck the heel of his boot, scorching through the
leather and sending him flailing. He swore, released
Mara’s arm and fell backwards, arms milling violently as
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he tried to maintain his balance. He failed, crashing to the
hard, paved ground, his ankle twisting beneath him.

Pippa sighed. Regrettable, but necessary.
“Touch my goddaughter again without her permission,

and I’ll aim higher next time. Have that foot looked at,
then leave.”

Drumming hoofbeats sounded in the distance, and a
cloud of dust appeared on the horizon.

Lothyr pulled his injured leg up to cradle it in both
hands, rocking back and forth and grimacing. “An impres-
sive display. I’m almost tempted to offer you a post in my
army, although my men might object. Too distracting,
having a pretty thing like you around.”

Several of his men laughed. Others looked down the
road with worried frowns, distracted by something other
than an attractive female presence.

A troop of horsemen bore down upon them, red and
yellow pennants whipping in the icy wind. Their leader,
swarthy, dark-haired and arrogant, swept straight up to
Lothyr and flicked the whip hanging at his saddle across
the older man’s face. A bright bead of blood appeared on
the conqueror’s hitherto unmarked right cheek.

“Ha!” exclaimed the newcomer. “Now they match. I’m
keen on maintaining symmetry, aren’t you?”

Queen Adalysa, standing on Pippa’s left, made a drag-
ging sound which verged on a whine and put a clenched
fist to her mouth.

Pippa leaned towards her. “The late unlamented King
Eigar’s brother, I presume. Pray to the Heavenly Lords of
Light that they don’t decide to settle their dispute here, in
your castle grounds!”

Adalysa whimpered again, visibly struggling to main-
tain her calm. “At least if Duke Forsei wins, Mara will
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surely accept him. He’s an uncommonly handsome young
man.”

Pippa had to agree. Even before the injury to his face,
Lothyr couldn’t have competed with Duke Forsei’s sultry
good looks. Then the duke got down from his horse and
her heart plummeted to her ankles, taking her hopes of
finding Mara a bridegroom with it. Forsei was short. Very
short. His crown barely reached Pippa’s nipples, and even
the slightly built Mara came up to her shoulder. A quick
sideways glance at the princess confirmed her fears. Mara’s
expression changed in the flicker of an eyelash from inter-
ested, to disdainful. Another potential suitor dismissed.

Of course, one of them had to survive the coming duel,
first. Before being summarily rejected.

“I issued the challenge, therefore you choose the
weapons,” said Forsei, as Lothyr also dismounted. Even
his voice held beauty, thought Pippa regretfully. Fine,
unblemished skin, long, delicate hands and strong white
teeth, marred only by a chip on one canine completed the
picture. The perfect prince, if only he’d been a few inches
taller.

His opponent grinned. The movement twisted the left
side of his face into a satyr-like grotesquery and drew
fresh blood from the whip mark. He reached up with a
gloved hand to wipe it away. “Why don’t we let the lady
choose? She is, after all, the prize.”

At that, Mara’s eyes brightened, and Pippa’s anxiety
increased. She recalled watching training bouts between
Mara’s brothers, with the princess on the side lines, egging
them on. Pippa had always admired Mara’s unstinting
support of their prowess, but now she began to suspect
that the girl had enjoyed the violence rather than the boys’
newly learned skills.
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“Short swords,” pronounced Mara. “I’ll not give you
the advantage of reach, King Lothyr. We should have the
healer’s look at your ankle, although you appear able to
stand on it now. Perhaps tomorrow?”

Lothyr thrust back his shoulders and jerked up his
chin. “No need, it’s quite recovered. Besides, I could take
this puppy down with both legs broken and one hand tied
behind my back. We’ll meet here, in an hour.”

He stalked across to his men, wobbling only a little,
and engaged in deep conversation with the head of the
troop. Forsei did likewise. Pippa closed her eyes, muttered
an apology, and left. It didn’t matter who won. Mara
would accept neither of them as her husband, and would
continue to foment strife until she found a man who could
fulfil her unrealistic expectations. Endlessly, in other
words.

Events unrolled exactly as Pippa expected. The two
men fought each other to a standstill. Whatever the blade,
Lothyr still had a longer reach. An advantage nullified by
his injury, and when both were bleeding from a dozen
cuts, Princess Maralys called a halt. One or both might
have ignored her, save that the queen backed up the order
with archers. On being asked to choose between them,
Princess Maralys uttered the words which would be
immortalized in ballads and quoted as a cautionary tale
for centuries to come.

“My condition still stands. I will be an empress, not a
mere queen. Subjugate every kingdom on this mainland
and all the surrounding islands as well. Lay them at my
feet as tribute. I will marry none but the winner, the
emperor who grinds all other rulers under his heel. He
must be the boldest, the strongest, the bravest. The one
who wins my hand must conquer every one of the petty
kings.”
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The years passed, each more violent than the one
before. A welter of bloodshed engulfed all the nations, and
from being known as desirable, Princess Maralys’s reputa-
tion became one to inspire fear.

“You have to stop this,” pleaded Pippa.
“Why? If I’m to be a prize, I’ll at least make sure I’m a

valuable one. Let them pay for my favour in blood. I will
be an Empress, wife to the king who can conquer all
others.”

“But your people are suffering. Your land is suffering!
And your mother’s becoming frail and sick with worry.
You’re draining the life from her, Mara. Can’t you see
that?”

Mara adjusted the waterfall of diamonds around her
neck—a gift from her latest hopeful suitor—and shrugged.
“Mother had no compunction about selling me to
Konstantin, all those years ago. She understands that sacri-
fices are necessary in pursuit of a goal.”

Years ago. How many years? Pippa had lost count as
she had begun to lose hope of an ending. With every
victory, with each king who presented themselves to the
palace, hopeful of at last fulfilling Mara’s conditions and
becoming her husband, another rose to take their place
and conquer them in turn.

Through it all, the heartache, the devastation, the
death, Pippa worked on the lacy veil, finer than spider
silk, white as a gull’s wing, and wove aching sorrow into
each thread. The War Weaver, people called her young
charge, whose youth faded and hardened to leave behind
a heartless, brittle shell.

Swallowing her pride, Pippa returned to Avillon to ask
for her father’s aid, only to find that he’d left the previous
year for an unknown destination. All of her sisters were
busy elsewhere, and none of her brothers felt inclined to
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bestir themselves on behalf of an insignificant mortal
world. Let events play out as they would, they advised
her, and when in due course her princess’s soul passed to
eternal night, Pippa would be free to return home to
Avillon.

She couldn’t, in conscience, wait that long. Every year
the unworn veil grew longer, a symbol of unfulfilled
desire, and every year, nay, every month, the death count
grew.

“I have a solution for you,” said her youngest brother,
Caderin, bright blue cat’s eyes thoughtful. “I hear a cousin
of ours is looking for a new wife. Perhaps your Maralys
would accept him.”

“Who?”
“Ankou.”
Pippa’s mouth went dry. “I’m not sure she deserves

that.”
Caderin shrugged. “Just something to consider. He’s

not bad looking, powerful, charismatic and can certainly
claim the title of conqueror. It sounds to me as if he meets
her specifications exactly. I’d say she couldn’t resist him.”

Even given Mara’s descent into indifference, surely
such a fate was too harsh. But rack her brains though she
might, Pippa couldn’t think of any alternative, other than
continual bloodshed.

Bidding her brother farewell, she conjured two more
gates in succession. First, back to the kingless kingdom of
Karudos, where she spoke at length to the aging Queen
Adalysa.

Afterwards, she went to the land ruled by Ankou.
Unsure as she was of the interior layout, she exited some
distance from his palace.

A deep chill invaded her bones as she stepped through
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the portal and she waited for some time before approaching
the building, to allow her eyes to adjust to the dim light.
Tiny firefly embers flickered through the swirling mist, but
otherwise all the world was grey. So was the palace—built
of grey stone, massive and sombre, it resembled a grave-
yard crypt more than a dwelling place. Laughing gargoyles
crouched on each corner of the roof, and an enormous,
rubicund sheela-na-gig squatted over the doorway.

A morose gnome came to greet her, his skin bone white
and his eyes coal dark, and with a wordless nod indicated
that she should follow him. Everyone they passed bore a
similarly grave expression, and the journey through the
labyrinthine halls was completed in silence.

Eventually they came to a plain wooden door, painted
black, which the gnome opened soundlessly. He bowed
and retreated, still silent.

Here, the decor slammed the senses, in sharp contrast
to the rest of the building. Vivid colours abounded—scar-
let, vermillion, orange, tan, rust and cerulean jostled with
amethyst, silver and indigo in rugs, curtain swags, cush-
ions and the clothes of the room’s occupant.

Lolling at ease on a deep buttoned sofa, Pippa’s third
cousin once removed, Ankou, didn’t move as she entered,
but waved her forward.

“Greetings, cousin, I’m so pleased to see you again. To
what do I owe the honour?” His tone was jocular, but his
rictus grin belied it; fleshless lips pulled back from yellow,
spade-like teeth, flaking parchment skin clinging to his
cheekbones. He held out a skeletal hand. ‘Come kiss me,
cousin.”

“No. Lose the glamour, please, I don’t have time for
your childish games.”

He laughed, and the illusion faded to reveal a pleasant,
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cheerful face with slightly crooked teeth and a smattering
of freckles. “At least, sit down.”

Pippa sat, sinking so low into the down-filled chair that
she almost lost her balance and threw her legs over her
head. She righted herself with an effort and laid her
proposal before him.

The grin faded abruptly, and his brows lifted towards
his thinning hairline. “That’s a trifle drastic, don’t you
think? It’s true that I’m in the marriage market again, but
life here is hard for a mortal.”

“Difficult situations call for stringent solutions. Will
you do it for me?”

Ankou rubbed his broad nose and worried his bottom
lip with his teeth. “Is she pretty, this princess?”

“Very. If she wasn’t, it may not have come to this pass.”
He shrugged. “Very well. When do we leave?”
For answer, Pippa snapped her fingers and brought a

gate blazing to life in the centre of the room, hovering a
foot or so above the ground. There was too much clutter
on the floor to do it normally, it would have ripped a hole
in the scatter cushions.

They arrived at an inn some distance from the palace,
where Pippa hired a couple of horses. She cloaked herself
in the illusion of a groom and mounted a sturdy bay mare.

Glamour transformed the dun gelding provided for
Ankou into a pure, snowy white, while he assumed the
appearance of an armoured knight. Together they rode up
to the gate of the heavily fortified castle, and Pippa
produced a horn. She blew on it; three long, clear notes.
When challenged by the sentry, her cousin laughed. The
sound echoed hollowly within the metal mask shielding
his face.

“I’ve come to marry your princess,” he said. “I am the
king who conquers all kings.”
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The sentry snorted. “Where’s yer army? Or yer
crown?” He wheezed with laughter, impressed by his own
wit. “Get off with yer, then. Yer naught but a coupla
scraggly beggars.”

“Do beggars ride such fine horseflesh?” Pippa
demanded. “Or possess such impressive armour? Let us
in. I have a sealed letter here from Lady Pippistrella,
vouching for our credentials.”

She held out her handkerchief, glamoured to resemble
a slip of white paper sealed with red wax. He probably
couldn’t read and was unlikely to touch it. She’d also
taken the opportunity to top up her magic while in Avil-
lon, and was confident of being able to maintain a tactile
illusion.

Ankou laughed again, cold and sinister. “Don’t test me,
little man. If you want proof of my battle prowess, I can
demonstrate it on you.”

The sentry started, cast a nervous glance at Pippa’s
‘credentials’ and waved them through. Their arrival and
the following exchange had not gone unnoticed. A
phalanx of the princess’s armsmen met them inside the
gates. Ushered into a small chamber to await Maralys,
they were kept waiting for well over an hour.

“I’m told you lay claim to the unattainable title,”
scoffed the princess, sashaying through the door in
swirling folds of blue velvet and a cloud of rose perfume.
Half a dozen guards poured in behind her and took up
positions on either side of the door. “But while you seem
to have impressed my sentry, I’m afraid you’ll have to
offer me proof before I’ll agree to marry you.”

For answer, Ankou laughed again, the sound echoing,
chill, and the armsmen shuffled their feet. Ankou ignored
them and lifted his visor. Beneath it, he wore yet another
mask, although Mara didn’t recognize it as such. Sun-
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bronzed skin stretched over elegant bones in a classically
handsome face set with tiercel yellow eyes and framed by
thick, straight chestnut hair.

The sight of that face reassured Maralys, her own face
relaxed in a smile. Her father had been right, Pippa
thought cynically. Given the choice, Mara would always
choose looks and charm over substance.

“No,” he said. “The proof comes later. But I swear to
you on my sword, that if my claim proves false, you may
retreat from the marriage and return to your mother. I
won’t pursue you, and I’ll never trouble you again. But if
you wed me and return with me to my kingdom, you’ll
rule an empire beyond anything you’ve ever dreamed.”

Pippa found she was holding her breath.
“Very well,” said Mara, a speculative glint in her eye. “I

accept. I think I may enjoy being married to you, although
if you can’t back up your assertions I’ll do as you say, and
just leave. I desire to be known as Empress, beyond
anything else.”

She swept out, saying over her shoulder, “I can’t wait
to wear my cloud veil, at last. It must be at least ten feet
long by now!”

In fact, the veil measured almost twelve feet, and
required two solemn-faced page boys to carry it down the
nave of the temple in the glowing bride’s wake. It floated
like mist above her blue samite gown, drawing gasps of
wonder from every woman present, and not a few of
the men.

“An incredible piece of handiwork,” said the queen,
sitting beside Pippa on one of the carved stone benches.
“You’ve excelled yourself, Pippistrella.”

Pippa shook her head sadly. “I just wish I could have
done more. Is Forsei willing to do as I suggested? And are
you…” She broke off.
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“Resigned to my fate? Yes, I am.” The queen nodded to
Pippa and returned her attention to her daughter’s
wedding. Pippa had half-expected yet another rival to
appear and interrupt the ceremony, but either Ankou’s
aura of menace served to deter any potential challengers,
or other suitors were fighting elsewhere. Or perhaps, like
her, they were simply tired of the bloodshed and
welcomed any alliance that promised to end it.

The songs were sung, the vows made, and Ankou, his
face uncharacteristically solemn, placed the twisted gold
crown on his new bride’s bright copper head, ratifying
their union. Each bit into the almond cakes offered by the
priest, scattered crumbs before the statues of presiding god
and goddess, and followed it with good red wine.

“Now,” said Ankou, pulling his new bride to him
when the ceremony was over and all the dancing and
feasting done, “follow me, my lovely, and see the empire
that you’ve gained.”

With that, he flicked both hands out and opened a gate,
a white tunnel of nothingness through which swirled
clouds of mist. Maralys drew back, eyes wide, and her
mother and the rest of those gathered gasped in dismay or
cried out in fear.

Ankou dispensed with the glamour he’d worn since
meeting the princess and replaced it with the visage with
which he’d first greeted Pippa. “This is the face of the ulti-
mate conqueror, Mara. I’m the ruler of the Hidden Lands,
worshipped on a hundred worlds as the god of death.
Come, let me show you my empire.”

Gripping her hand so tightly that she couldn’t pull
away, he dragged her after him through the gate. Pippa
followed, her heart heavy with sorrow and guilt.

Mara screamed and struggled, trying to go back
through the portal, and when it closed remorselessly
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behind her, fell to the ground, wailing and beating the
earth with her fists. The long white veil, trailing behind
her, lifted on an unseen breeze and transformed from filmy
lace to filaments of mist. It hung in the air for a moment,
then became one with the wisps of grey fog drifting
through the eerie, silent landscape. Ghostly mountains
rose in the distance, a backdrop to barren hills. Close by,
marshlands surrounded the travellers, studded with stark,
lifeless tree trunks. Gravestones of marble, sandstone, or
granite in varying hues abounded, some half-sunk into the
fen, others standing on firmer ground.

“Look around.” Ankou resumed his normal, unprepos-
sessing guise and gestured with an expansive hand.
“Graveyards from many worlds find an echo here. I truly
am the lord of death, none can conquer me. Do you
acknowledge my right to the title?”

“Y...yes,” sobbed Mara. “You are the conqueror, but I
don’t want to be your queen, or your empress. Please, oh,
please, just let me go home!”

He shook his head, compassion colouring his voice. “I
can’t, by the terms of our agreement. If my claim proved
false, I’d let you go, but you’ve agreed that it’s valid.
You’re my wife now, and will remain so.”

Pippa knelt beside the princess and laid a hand on her
arm. “It’s alright, my love. I’m here. I’ll always be with
you, there’s no need to be afraid.”

“But… but what about Mama? She’ll miss me. She’ll
expect me to come home. Everybody will. I can’t stay here!
I can’t!”

Pippa shook her head. “The queen knows that Ankou’s
kingdom is very far away, and that you won’t be return-
ing. We laid plans, she and I, to heal Karudos and the
other lands once you were safely wed and the eternal wars
had ceased. She’ll cede her crown to King Lothyr and the
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country of Maralothyr will become a reality. It will take
time, but the damage done will be repaired.”

Whispering and crooning endearments, she put her
arms around Mara and nodded to her cousin over the
tousled copper curls. He bent and lifted his new bride into
his arms, ignoring her struggles.

“You made your bed, Princess,” he chuckled. “Now
you’ll lie in it. Beside me.”

For a moment the flesh seemed to slip from his face,
revealing the death’s head illusion. Mara gasped and went
limp, and the three of them set off together towards his
palace in the centre of Death’s kingdom.
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I

THE HELLS OF NOTRE DAME

by R. L. Davennor

’d grown curiously fond of our trips to this place.
The musicians played off-key, the campsite

reeked of piss and animal waste, and nearly
everyone surrounding us was visibly intoxicated. We had
to watch where we stepped, and despite the caution, our
clothes were splattered in mud. 

Yet… there was something comforting about the care-
fully organized chaos. Everywhere we looked, there was
someone who’d have been laughed off the streets of Paris,
displaying themselves without a trace of fear. Two men in
front of us openly held hands, a woman missing both legs
entertained a sizable crowd by swallowing a sword, and
another man in elaborate dress and makeup performed as
an accomplished storyteller. I wanted to trust it, to get lost
in this place of wonder unlike anything I’d ever known or
seen.

But I couldn’t.
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Pulling my son closer, I guided us through the maze of
dazzling colour and refused to stop for anything despite
his constant pointing. Part of me regretted my overabun-
dance of caution—we were here for his amusement, after
all—but the last time I’d allowed him to wander on his
own, he’d nearly gotten us all trampled after a misunder-
standing with a herd of goats.

Thirteen or not, this time he’d be staying within reach.
No. I shook my head once we were an ample distance

away, signing the rest with my hands. Not yet. Only once
they tire themselves out.

Quasimodo furrowed his brow before signing back
with frustrated urgency. I’m not a child. I can handle myself.

It’s not you I’m worried about.
Mother—
—It’s not, I insisted: the truth. I wasn’t worried about

Quasimodo. 
I was worried about the raven-haired dancer; the one I

hadn’t been able to get out of my head since the first time
I’d witnessed her mesmerizing performance.

I was even more worried about what she was doing
to me.

So why were we here? I was flirting with fire—literally
—but that knowledge hadn’t been enough to keep me
within the safety of the city walls. We were far removed
from the comfort to which we were accustomed, dressed
in peasants’ clothing, and seemingly, no higher in status
than the beggars who accosted us around every corner.
None of it should have been appealing.

But it was.
Here, I wasn’t Archdeacon of Notre Dame. My son

wasn’t the deaf bellringer. We didn’t need to worry about
rules or rites, hold ourselves to a ridiculous standard, or
set an example for the masses. Quasimodo wasn’t
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ridiculed. I didn’t have to protect him; here, people like
him were celebrated. We could simply be, and I could
finally breathe.

Until the fire-dancer inevitably took my breath away.
No—clenching my fists, I ground my teeth until it hurt.

I was better than this. I had to be better than this. It didn’t
matter how her dark skin lit up in the glow of the flames,
or that I longed to touch her the way that the fire did. It
didn’t matter that we’d locked eyes more than once, and it
certainly didn’t matter that she’d tossed me her scarf the
last time I was here. Or that I’d kept it.

She was sin.
It could never be.
“Mother.”
Quasimodo’s voice tore me from my thoughts. He

glared at me while tapping his foot, still pulling us in the
direction of the main stage. Switching to signing, his
fingers fluttered faster than his tongue ever could. We’re
going to be late; the show is starting soon—

—Don’t call me that, I reminded him. Not aloud,
remember?  Given my height and the broadness of my
shoulders, it was much easier to pass as a man, and
consequently, shield my identity. If anyone knew we’d
come here, I’d never be able to show my face in Notre
Dame again. I’d even gone as far as to bind my
breasts; an act I’d done many times before, but it
never got any easier. I sucked in a deep breath,
reminding myself not to keep the bindings on for
much longer.

After Quasimodo gave an impatient nod and I was
satisfied that no one had overheard, I allowed myself to be
led through the gathering crowd. Jugglers and acrobats
entertained the small group already there, but though they
were good, they weren’t what all of us had come to see.
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They saved the best for last, and she only came out at
night.

They called her The Flamewitch.
In just a few short minutes, she’d come bursting

through that curtain with a plume of fire trailing after her.
With glittering emerald eyes, luscious raven curls, the way
that her dress barely clung to her shoulders, and that flirta-
tious smirk, it was no wonder that men were already
fighting over who got to stand the closest. I steered Quasi-
modo well clear of the careless brawl. We’d seen her act
dozens of times so we didn’t need the best view, but if I
was being honest, I could hardly blame those vying for the
front. Witch or not, she was mesmerizing.

Do you think she’ll do the dragon this time?
A smile played on my lips. One of the many things The

Flamewitch was known for was moulding her fire into
animals, and though she’d done wolves, bears, and even a
legendary phoenix, the grandest of them all was the
dragon. We’d only seen her do it once, but it didn’t stop
Quasimodo from hoping for it every time since. Perhaps.
Just wait and see. I couldn’t fault him for his excitement; not
when my own heart threatened to flutter out of my chest.

As the crowd grew larger, the murmuring grew softer,
until all that remained were a few stray whispers. We
collectively held our breath as the sun disappeared over
the horizon, and the last rays of daylight along with it.

There she was.
Though the other spectators oohed and ahhed as she

glided to centre stage, my breath caught in my throat.
Holding her head high, The Flamewitch bowed low,
sweeping her arms in a dramatic arc. Draped over her
shoulders was a cloak of pure fire, invoking cries of alarm
from the first timers in the audience, but those who knew
better only cheered louder. Unbothered by the flames, her
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dark hair bounced as she walked, spilling over her back to
mix with the fire. She was too perfect to be real, and yet I
couldn’t deny that she was. The scent on the breeze
confirmed it. Her scent—lilac and woodsmoke, the very
same that I inhaled from her scarf every single night.

Despite the crowd’s demands, she didn’t begin right
away. She walked the length of the stage once, then twice,
seemingly allowing a better look at her gorgeous dress.
The red silk suited both the flames and her dark skin,
accentuating her breasts and curves all in the same fell
swoop. It was the ideal distraction to the fact that her eyes
were scanning the crowd.

Looking for me.
It didn’t take her long; when our gazes locked, the rest

of the world melted away. I became lost in the sea of her
eyes, and even if it meant that I’d drown, I never wanted
to surface.

If she was hell, I’d go willingly.
Her spell gripped me harder the moment she started

dancing. Though her bare feet drummed the stage at a
rhythmic pulse, if there was music, I couldn’t hear it. My
ears only picked up the sizzling of her cloak, quickly
drowned out by the roaring of the crowd as she pulled the
garment from her shoulders. Though those at the front
stepped back to get away from the heat, she didn’t flinch.
She grinned as if fuelled by it.

The moment it left her hands, rather than turn to ash in
the wind, the cloak transformed. Following the shape of
The Flamewitch’s hands, the plume grew longer and
longer until it could wrap her entire body in its embrace
several times over—the same way that I wanted to.

I clenched my fists. Was I seriously jealous of fire?
I was. I fucking was, because everything I felt about her

was wrong. I craved her laugh. I lived for her smile. I
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needed to feel her touch and yearned for her to feel mine. I
wanted her to writhe beneath me, yanking my hair and
clawing at my back until she was screaming my name.

Yet I didn’t even know hers. I’d asked around, to no
avail, but it seemed that her people were as keen to protect
her as she was herself. Following each show, she quickly
disappeared back into the tent from which she emerged, as
though she was as legendary—as temporary—as her fire.
Part of me hoped she was.

It’d make my plight a whole lot easier.
Most nights, she started slow. She’d get the crowd clap-

ping but refuse to up the tempo of her dance until she was
good and ready, teasing us each time her leg slipped
through the slit in her dress. She’d toss her head, sending
her curls cascading down her back, and strut around while
the fire trailed behind, slow and steady like an obedient
servant.

Tonight was not one of those nights.
I couldn’t tell what gripped her, but something had.

With a single flick of her wrist, she signalled the drums to
start before launching into a frenzy. She was anywhere and
everywhere, crooking her finger and daring the fire to
catch her. A time or two, it appeared that she was beck-
oning me, but at the speed she was moving, it was impos-
sible to be sure. Each time they failed to engulf her, the
flames grew, upping the intensity with a vengeance.

Finally, she was cornered. Back pressed against one of
the pillars holding the stage upright, the fire surrounded
her, blocking all routes of escape. I could barely make out
her slender silhouette through the curtain of orange and
red, and from the shocked murmurs surrounding me,
several couldn’t see her at all.

Quasimodo’s tugging on my sleeve forced me to look
down. Will she be all right?
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I was too engrossed to answer—she even had me
holding my breath. Several more moments passed as the
fire closed in, and despite my best efforts, after glancing
back up, I lost sight of her. Any other human would have
been screaming for mercy by now, their flesh sloughing off
in pieces. She was silent.

Was this the end?
A single clap thundered through the campsite,

followed by a rush of hot air almost strong enough to blow
the cover from my face. I snatched my son instinctively,
holding him tight to my chest. Ash caught in my throat,
and the sting of it brought tears to my eyes, but it only
lasted a few moments before passing. Incredulous
cheering and applause erupted before I’d fully registered
what happened, but beside me, Quasimodo laughed.

She’s alive!
She was more than alive—she was magnificent.
From where she stood centre stage, regarding the

crowd with icy, calculated calm, I may have mistaken her
for the queen herself. Not a single bead of sweat dripped
down her face, and her dress and curls remained intact.
Even if she hadn’t been elevated by the stage, the regal
angle at which she held her chin informed all of us we
were beneath her, which still wasn’t enough for me.

I wanted to worship her.
As she bowed low to acknowledge the well-deserved

praise, I forced myself to look away. Though she’d somehow
managed to hold herself together after an assault by fire,
after simply witnessing the marvel of her, I was in pieces.
My hands quivered, my heart fluttered, and most embar-
rassingly, there was a need pulsing between my thighs. With
each passing moment, that need—and the wetness—grew.

What the fuck was wrong with me?
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“Father, forgive me,” I muttered aloud. Swearing once
could be overlooked, but twice might become a habit; I
certainly didn’t need two to break. But as I smoothed my
cloak and adjusted the covering concealing my face, I
knew that The Flamewitch was far more than just a bad
habit.

She was an addiction.
“Thank you, thank you!”
My head snapped up. Had she just spoken?
“You’re too kind.” She continued as though my jaw

wasn’t on the ground, and as if addressing the crowd was
a normal part of her performance. I’d been coming here for
damn near six months, and not once in that time had I
heard her speak—much less to her spectators.  “A show is
only as good as its audience, and you’ve been an excellent
one. I’ve been saving this next trick for a special occasion
and the perfect crowd since I’ll need a bit of help. Who
would like to join me?”

My mind screamed me, but my body took a step back;
nothing good could come from us being that close. Either
I’d go up in flames, or I’d only torture myself further, and I
truly wasn’t certain which was worse. As most of the
crowd threw their hands in the air and begged to be
chosen, The Flamewitch scanned the sea of faces, and I
knew from that look in her eyes she was searching for me.
I glanced down, forcing myself to stare at the patterns in
the dirt. Not me. Not me.

After an eternity, the crowd burst into applause,
cheering and whistling as the lucky bastard she’d chosen
ascended the stairs to stand on the stage beside her.

I didn’t expect the bastard to be my son.
Biting my lip to keep from screaming Quasimodo’s

name, I whirled around in a panic to be certain my eyes
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weren’t deceiving me. To my horror, my fingers grasped
empty air; he was gone.

He was with her.
The Flamewitch sank into an even deeper bow than she

had at the beginning of her performance, all the while
holding Quasimodo’s hand. Wordlessly, she gestured for
him to stand to the side, taking his arms and bending them
into various shapes. Though my heart fluttered wildly, I
could hardly complain at the gentle way she treated him—
almost as though she knew he was deaf.

Did she?
She left him there before skipping back to centre stage,

addressing the crowd with a twinkle in her eye. “I give
you: Dancing with the Dragon.”

This time, more than just drums joined in. A low
drone rattled my bones while a slow melody began on
the pipes, and The Flamewitch skipped to centre stage.
Though I wanted to watch her, I couldn’t take my eyes
off my son, whose face betrayed none of the worries I
felt in my core. She hadn’t given him instructions,
nonverbal or otherwise—how in hell would he know
what to do?

I couldn’t let this stand. Ignoring the grunts of protest
and the way my bindings shifted when I moved, I began
shoving my way through the tightly packed crowd,
fighting to get to the stage. I made a bit of progress, but the
closer I drew, the more futile my mission became. I wasn’t
my thin, nimble son; I was a woman tall and broad to a
fault. I’d never make it.

Defeated, I glanced up. The music was louder now, and
the drums beat a heart-stopping rhythm. A plume of
newly conjured fire trailed behind The Flamewitch, who
strode to the beat. When she stilled, so did the music—as
well as my very soul.
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She nodded to Quasimodo before summoning the
dragon.

In an instant, the harmless plume transformed into a
monster of behemoth proportions, complete with
muscular wings and a gaping maw. Its eyes glittered with
a vengeance, tail lashing in anticipation. Covered in fiery
scales and armed with horns meant for goring, I suddenly
had no doubt the dragon could burn as well as act as a
deadly battering ram.

It was all I could do not to scream Quasimodo’s name; I
bit my lip until I tasted blood. Out of all of us, out of
hundreds of perfectly willing adults, why did she have to
choose him—a scrawny, innocent boy?

When the dragon finally struck, I knew.
The Flamewitch ducked her head as the dragon dove

from the sky, maw aimed for her face. Leaping forward,
she took her weight on her hands, doing several flips
before coming to land on her feet. The dragon continued
its pursuit, forcing her to duck and weave as deadly a
dance as she’d promised. My mouth hung agape, but not
for the reason I’d expected.

The beast took its direction not from The Flamewitch,
but from Quasimodo.

I’d never seen such delight on his face. He remained
where she’d placed him, far out of harm’s way, and what-
ever way he waved his arms, the dragon followed. He
alone controlled the beast, and he alone decided whether
or not The Flamewitch burned. I could tell from the look
on his face the power intoxicated him—but it wasn’t long
before it grew to worry him. The drums were beating
faster, and despite his deafness, there was no doubt he
could feel the vibrations through the stage floor.

His gaze darted to the crowd, no doubt searching for
me. Waving my arms frantically, I mouthed over and over
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for him to end this. Even from where I stood, I could
clearly see the sheen of sweat that clung to The Flame-
witch’s dark skin, as well as the way her breast heaved
each time that she attempted to catch her breath.

This wasn’t sustainable, and the dragon seemed to
agree. 

As the music built to a climax, for the first time, the
dragon disobeyed Quasimodo’s command. Though he
repeatedly pointed towards stage left, the beast had The
Flamewitch cornered in stage right. As before, her back
pressed against one of the pillars while the beast stared her
down. She held its gaze, returning its glare of defiance. I
realised what she intended to do before she did it, but
didn’t have time to scream.

Throwing her arms out at her sides, The Flamewitch
allowed the dragon to swallow her whole.

“No!” My son’s piercing cry tore through the stillness
following her collapse. Before the flames had fully dissi-
pated, Quasimodo was by her side, cautiously stroking the
heap of red fabric. It was impossibly hard to tell from
where I stood, but I swore that The Flamewitch wasn’t
moving. All of us, from the desperate men at the front to
the children dressed in rags at the rear, waited in stunned
stillness.

Tears streamed down my son’s face, and the sight
summoned my own. Whatever sorrow I felt over The
Flamewitch’s loss had been momentarily replaced by rage:
how dare she let a boy who’d idolized her feel responsible
for her own careless demise? My fists clenched at my
sides, angry that I couldn’t even comfort him; I remained
trapped by the crowd.

“Your hope is too easily extinguished.”
To everyone’s astonishment, she rose unburnt and

unscathed.
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The crowd burst into deafening celebration before I’d
had a chance to take it all in. A sea of arms waved in my
face, obstructing my view of The Flamewitch—and
my son.

“Move!” I hissed, shoving my way through the bodies
yet again. Quasimodo had been parted from my side for
too long, and had participated in one too many near-death
experiences for my liking. Ducking around the waves, I
looked up just in time to see The Flamewitch take a bow
before quickly disappearing into her tent.

Trailed by my son.
“Wait!” I shrieked, but there was no way my voice

wasn’t lost among the chorus of others. With reckless
abandon and new resolve, I barrelled through with the
intention of striking down any who dared to stand in my
path; thankfully it wasn’t necessary. Now that the show
had ended, the barriers ahead of me grew thinner, and it
wasn’t long before I was able to sprint to the stage.

A burly man stood guarding the entrance into which
Quasimodo had disappeared. His face paled as I stomped
up the stairwell; he may be wider, but I was taller.

“Stand aside.”
He eyed me up and down. “Sir, she don’t welcome

fans—”
“—And I didn’t welcome my son being stolen,” I

growled. “Stand. Aside.”
Thankfully, he did; with my stomach twisting into

agonized knots, I threw back the curtain separating me
from Quasimodo. But when I barged into the dimly lit
space, the three figures occupying it hardly spared me a
passing glance. They played with fire, but though The
Flamewitch watched from the far corner, she wasn’t the
one wielding it.

Quasimodo’s mouth hung open as the man before him
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juggled several plumes. Fuelled by my son’s excitement,
the man performed elaborate tricks and tosses while
keeping impeccable control. I assumed he was wrapping it
up when he combined all three of the flaming balls into
one, but he knelt, prepared to place the fire into Quasimo-
do’s outstretched, eager hand.

“No!” I hissed; diving forward, I yanked Quasimodo
back.

Blinking, the man quenched his fire as if noticing me
for the first time. “The boy was in no danger—”

“—He’s deaf.” I ignored Quasimodo’s signing and
glared daggers at the man willing to burn my son. “He
can’t hear your instruction—”

“—Pyramus gave no instruction because none was
needed.”

She was suddenly so close I could reach out and touch
her. 

The Flamewitch’s emerald eyes flashed as she regarded
me, and as she took a good long look, my sinful thoughts
returned with both a vengeance and a need. Lord help me.
I stared right back, and couldn’t stop marvelling at her
hair, her shape, her lips—all of it too perfect.

All of it off-limits. 
My fists once again clenched, but the pain of my nails

biting my skin wasn’t enough of a distraction. As we
locked gazes, memories and truths I’d long repressed
poured forth like a flood. I’d found women attractive
before and had even lain with several before I knew better,
but The Flamewitch and I were a different type of fire.
Destructive yet addictive, maddening yet thrilling,
forbidden but beautiful. Irresistible. More heat radiated
between us now than had enveloped the stage during her
performance, leaving me breathless at the thought of what
we might accomplish in bed.
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I’d spent my entire life wishing I’d been born a man.
Never had I wanted it more than this moment.
“Always better with explanations than I am, Sister.”

Pyramus, butted in, breaking the moment he likely had no
idea we were sharing. “It’s as she said. Anyone can be a
fire-dancer—it’s no trick, and it’s certainly not magic. We
all have an inner flame burning within us—”

“—and your son’s is strong,” The Flamewitch finished.
She smiled at me, and my knees almost buckled then and
there. “It’s been some time since we’ve met such a
natural.”

“H-How…” I cleared my throat. “How can you tell?”
Pyramus scoffed. “Do you seriously believe I’d have

given my fire to someone who couldn’t handle it?”
“Hush, Brother,” The Flamewitch scolded. “Clearly we

worried this poor man for his son’s safety.”
I was too flustered to bother correcting her. “No no, it’s

quite all right—”
Quasimodo crossed the room and tugged on my sleeve,

blue eyes wide with apprehension. Am I in trouble?
I shook my head, instantly softening. Of course not—I

was just worried about you.
I had the best time. Quasimodo beamed. Can we stay a

while longer?
I bit the inside of my lip, not wanting to disappoint

him, but lingering was a terrible idea for more reasons
than one. The last thing I needed was either of us burning
the campsite down—Quasimodo from a fiery mishap, or
me from giving in to my primal urges. No; we needed to
leave as soon as possible.

I turned back to The Flamewitch and her brother,
offering a respectful nod. “Thank you so much for your
entertainment and hospitality, Miss—”

“Esmeralda.”
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Esmeralda. It was all I could do not to caress the name
with my tongue. Even it was gorgeous, and made sense:
her eyes, like glittering emeralds, had never once darted
from mine.

“Y-yes,” I stammered again despite my best efforts.
“Thank you. We should really be on our way—”

“—But the night is still young,” said Pyramus. “Surely
you’ve time left to spare?”

I shook my head stiffly. “My work requires me to be up
early.” At least that much was the truth; if I dared to arrive
late for the morning Mass, I’d arouse suspicion.

Esmeralda gave another small smile. “Well then, we
shan't keep you, but I was rather hoping you had a
moment to assist with something.”

My throat went so dry I hardly noticed as Quasimodo
wandered back to Pyramus. “Oh?”

“I’ve noticed you in the crowd at my shows rather
frequently. You clearly know what to expect, so I was
hoping you’d help pick my outfit for the next one.”

Before I could protest, Esmeralda took me by the hand
and led us deeper into the tent. So stunned I couldn’t
breathe, much less think, I followed; we crossed through
several more flaps, putting ample distance between us,
Pyramus, and Quasimodo.

We were alone.
Esmeralda took another long look at me while keeping

hold of my hand. The light was dimmer here and it took
my eyes a moment to focus, but it soon became obvious
we were in a bedroom of sorts—her bedroom, judging
from the decor. Flame-coloured tapestries covered every
wall, and elaborate costumes and props were stashed in
the corners. I recognized most from her performances.
Furthest back, covered in piles of soft, dishevelled sheets,
was her bed.
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Before I could speak, before I could breathe, she was
on me.

Esmeralda shoved me backward with surprising
strength, pushing until I leaned against her dresser. She
entwined her fingers with mine, squeezing gently before
reaching to pull my hood from my face. She leaned in,
aiming for my lips; the smallest protest escaped mine.

“Wait.”
She stepped back immediately, eyes wide. “I’m so

sorry, I misread—”
“Not that,” I assured her, working to calm my

pounding heart. “You didn’t misread my… intention. It’s
just that I’m… I’m not who you think I am.”

She gave me a quizzical look. “Is that so? Just who do
you think I think you are?”

I shook my head. “Whatever it is, you're wrong—”
“—And so are you,” Esmeralda shot back, intense as

her fire. “I don’t think a damn thing. I happen to know
you’re an incredibly handsome man, who for some reason
believes he must hide his beautiful face.”

My heart fluttered all over again, but somehow, I
managed to force the words. The truth. “That’s just it. I’m a
woman.”

Surprise flickered across her features, but only for a
moment. “Oh.”

Oh. Yes, I suppose that about summed it up as well as
confirmed what I’d already suspected. She’d only desired
me because she believed my ruse. There had been part of
me—a small one—that had contemplated not damning
myself, but I’d already sinned enough tonight.

I didn’t need to add lying and deception to the list.
“I apologize for misleading you,” I muttered, pulling

the hood even tighter. “My son and I will be on our
way—”
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“No—wait.”
The urgency in her tone stopped me in my tracks.

Against my better judgment, I turned, meeting her still-
bright gaze.

“You have nothing to apologize for. If you want to stay,
please do.”

I blinked, unsure that I’d heard correctly. “Really?”
“Of course. For me, this changes nothing. On the

contrary…” Esmeralda’s palm twitched. “It makes things
even more interesting. Men are usually disappointing, but
I somehow knew you’d be different—and I was right. It’s
been too long since I’ve bedded a woman.”

This had to be a trick; it was the only logical explana-
tion for my extraordinary luck. No one was this good—
this perfect. Any moment now, someone would come
bursting through the flaps behind us, poking fun at the
she-man Esmeralda had cornered here. And I’d been fool
enough to come willingly.

“No,” I growled before making my escape a second
time.

“Will you just wait?”
She snatched my hand, and at the contact, I froze. Her

skin felt too warm against mine; too soft.
Too tempting.
“Hear me out. Just stop for a moment and listen, and

then you may leave if that is what you truly wish. I won’t
stop you.”

Though my back was to her and though my mind was
screaming, I nodded.

“I may have just learned the truth, but you knew it all
along. Your refusal wasn’t at stake—mine was. I’ve
accepted, but now you’re responding out of fear. I swear to
you, you needn’t be afraid—”
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“You don’t understand.” I returned her squeeze. “My
station—”

“—I understand perfectly.”
I turned to face her, sucking in a breath at the sight.

Esmeralda was as confidently defiant as she’d been on
stage, gaze cool and calculated, and shoulders set back,
though she was considerably shorter than me. Despite our
physical difference, my instinct was to shrink back in
submission.

“I was wrong, both to assume as well as touch you
without your permission; I won’t do either again. But you
cannot stand there and deny that you want me.”

I paled. “I don’t know what you’re—”
“—You’ve come here,” Esmeralda said, beginning to

circle me, “multiple times a week for months. I’ve noticed
you, and you’ve noticed me. Enjoying my scarf?”

Damn her to hell.
She smiled upon noticing my obvious blush. “You

wouldn’t be standing there now if you didn’t want this.
You’d have stopped coming weeks ago.”

I opened my mouth, but she shot me such a venomous
glare that I nearly bit my tongue.

“You’re permitted to deny me, but you're not permitted
to lie to me. Choose your next words carefully.”

My palms were beginning to sweat. “My son—”
“Is safe with Pyramus. He won’t let the boy out of his

sight.”
“There’s no danger of Quasimodo going anywhere—

not if your brother lets him play with fire,” I snapped.
“Are you certain that’s safe?”

The name sparked a flicker of recognition in Esmeral-
da’s eyes. “Quasimodo? The bellringer of Notre Dame… is
your son?”

89



“He’s adopted.” The truth, but I’d already said too
much.

Esmeralda cocked her head. “Then who are you?”
“That doesn’t matter and can’t matter if we’re to do

this.”
“You’ve made up your mind, then?” Esmeralda didn’t

miss a beat, eyeing me with the same lustful gleam in her
gaze. My gender hadn’t changed her perception of me; if
anything, it’d only intensified it.

I swallowed. “I…”
She closed the distance between us, but as promised,

didn’t touch me. Instead, she leaned in so close her breath
tickled my earlobe, quickly followed by tantalizing shivers
running down my spine. “There’s the door. Leave now if
that is what you wish.”

The effort it took not to reach out and pull her to me
nearly brought me to my knees.

“But know this,” Esmeralda whispered. “If you come
here again, you won’t find me waiting. I don’t play
games.”

“That’s fair,” I whispered back. It was all I could
manage with the rest of me coming undone; beneath me,
my legs quivered dangerously. I needed support. Without
thinking, I reached out to clench her upper arm, and at the
contact, she froze.

“Your body tells me one thing—your words another,”
Esmeralda breathed against me. “For god’s sake, at least
make them match—”

“Don’t bring God into this.” I traced circles against the
thin fabric of her dress, wishing desperately it was skin. “I
want you screaming my name, not his.”

“I’ll worship the devil himself if it gets you to take my
fucking clothes off.”

An invitation—one I’d be a damned fool to ignore.
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Esmeralda’s chest rose and fell in a haggard rhythm, hot
and needy though I’d barely touched her. I could no
longer pretend I didn’t feel the same.

“Me first.”
I released her only to remove my hood, allowing her to

get her first real look at me. The real me. Her eyes widened
as she took in every detail of my face, trailing down the
rest of my body though it remained concealed in my thick
and heavy robes. Unfastening my cloak completely, I
allowed it to fall to the floor, breathing a sigh of relief to be
rid of the unnecessary warmth. She lingered on my dark
hair already streaked with grey despite my age, my
angular cheekbones, and jaw the longest.

But after what felt like an eternity, Esmeralda hadn’t
quit staring, nor had she spoken a word. Doubt settled in
my core, heat crept to my cheeks, and I shrank back,
shrouding my face in shadow. “If this changes things—”

She marched towards me with such ferocity that for a
moment, I feared the worst. Fingers curled around my
chin, yanking my gaze to hers; I swore to all that was holy,
fire blazed there, too.

“Get the fuck out of here or let me kiss you. Either way,
you’re going to stop telling me what I do and don’t want. I
decide that. No one else.”

This was my chance—my final chance to protest.
I didn’t.
But neither did she kiss me; not right away. Esmeralda

caressed my cheek, my earlobe, my neck, but pointedly
avoided my lips. Her deep inhales summoned my own,
and I writhed against her, irritated she hadn’t delivered
what she promised.

“What are you waiting for?” My voice came out low
and breathy.

She smirked against my mouth. “You.”
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We came together, not like two people making up for
lost time, but as though the whole world would stop
turning simply to wait for us. Esmeralda pressed herself to
me like she belonged there. Her lips were even softer than
I imagined and tasted the perfect combination of smoke
and wine—both as forbidden as her body. She tangled her
fingers in my ponytail, yanking just hard enough to make
me moan, while her free hand fiddled with the clasps of
my robe.

“Off,” was all she managed between breathless kisses. 
I undid the fastenings before letting the garment slide

from my shoulders to join the growing heap on the floor. I
still wore a shift, but it didn’t stop Esmeralda from
pressing herself to me, running her hands over my chest as
she searched for something she wouldn’t find.

I knew what came next and tensed beneath her touch.
She pulled away, gaze smouldering with confusion.

“Are you certain you’re—”
“Yes. I bind as part of my guise.” My heart fluttered.

Would she care? Think me a freak?
But Esmeralda simply nodded as though it was the

most normal thing in the world before returning to kissing
me, this time using her tongue to part my lips. Though
mine were restricted, her breasts pressed against me, full
and free; as she explored my mouth, I yearned to take
them in my hands. Instead, I kept them glued to the edge
of the dresser, hesitant despite my desire.

Was I seriously going to do this—all of this?
Too lost in thought, I didn’t notice Esmeralda’s hands

searching my back until I felt my bindings shift. Startled, I
broke our kiss, inching back out of habit.

“How long have you worn these?” Her voice was
gentle. “You don’t need to show me anything you’re not
comfortable with, but it’s not safe to bind for too long.”
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Surprised yet again, I met her gaze. “Where did you
learn that?”

Esmeralda laughed, her voice like music. “Pyramus is
my brother some days, my sister on others, or neither
depending on what he’s feeling. I helped him bind just this
morning.”

I knew I’d felt at home here, but never why until that
moment. Treated as outcasts by the rest of the city, Esmer-
alda’s nomadic people were shockingly accepting of
anyone who found themselves non-conforming to societal
norms.

People like me.
Esmeralda could love who she wanted, man or woman,

and Pyramus could call himself the gender he resonated
with. Quasimodo’s deafness was accepted, not ridiculed,
and I’d seen plenty of differently abled others celebrated.

Here, different was beautiful—I could let my guard
down and be free.

What the fuck was I waiting for?
Unable to form words, I simply nodded; keeping a

hand at my back for guidance, Esmeralda led us to the
opposite corner. She had a dressing screen up and ready,
but I shook my head, swallowing the emotion in my
throat. “No—I want you to see me.”

With her help, I pulled the shift up and over my head,
shivering at the sudden rush of cold until her hands, warm
as a furnace, caressed me soft and gentle. Esmeralda
waited until I stopped quivering to begin undoing the
bindings. Deft yet tender, she worked quickly, stepping
back once I’d been freed.

I could have darted behind the screen. I could have
crossed my arms to conceal myself.

I turned to face her instead.
Tall, broad-shouldered, and flat-chested even when
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unbound, I’d been ridiculed all my life. My deep voice and
angular face hadn’t helped. It was why I’d thrown myself
into the church at such an early age—why Notre Dame
became both my prison and my sanctuary. The cruel whis-
pers had mostly ceased once I worked my way up to
Archdeacon, but only to my face, and had started anew
once I’d adopted Quasimodo. It had been many years
since I’d lain with any partner, and never once had I
allowed them to see me fully naked. Vulnerable. Bare.

I didn’t feel any of that as Esmeralda took me in. Her
gaze remained bright, juxtaposed against her dark ebony
skin and coal-black hair. Her full lips parted, inhaling
sharply at the sight of me.

“Claudette,” I whispered. “My name is Claudette.”
Esmeralda echoed it, lingering on every syllable. “I was

wondering which you’d have me scream. Yours is
beautiful.”

So are you—the words caught in my throat both from
the emotion of it as well as lust. But she, unlike me,
remained fully dressed. The fabric of her costume had long
since slid from her shoulders, teasing at what lay under-
neath and only serving to make my pulse quicken. I
opened my mouth to ask if I could take it off, but Esmer-
alda beat me to it.

“Stretch,” she ordered; though her voice carried
authority, there was undeniable desire laced through her
tone. Turning towards the screen, she darted behind it.

My face fell. “Can’t I watch?”
“Just stretch.” She laughed. “You know it’s important

after a bind.”
I did, but quickly—my curious mind wouldn’t settle.

Calling her name once I’d finished, my heart dropped
when no answer came.

“Esmeralda?” I had no intention of invading her
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privacy, but I couldn’t shake the horrible thought that
she’d abandoned me. After calling out one more time, I
dared a peek around the screen.

She was gone.
“Looking for me?”
I whirled around, stifling a scream for more reasons

than one.
Esmeralda was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

Though her dress hadn’t hidden her shape, it had
concealed the perfect curvature of her breasts. She’d
pulled back her hair, accentuating the warm glow of her
cheeks, and she carried her shoulders forward and proud.
A plume of fire danced in one of her palms, the heat
creating both a sheen of sweat and gorgeous flickers of
light. Her hips swayed as she closed the agonizing
distance between us.

No clothes. No barriers. No pressures or rules.
Only us.
When we joined, we collided. A great deal taller, I had

to lean down to reach Esmeralda while she stood on the
tips of her toes, but it didn’t stop us from getting access to
what we both wanted. I couldn’t get enough of her
gorgeous body even after touching and kissing seemingly
every inch of her upper half, so I trailed lower, moaning
into her mouth when I squeezed her ass. I wasn’t afraid of
the flame—not when she wielded it—it only enhanced the
feel of her hands on me. Though hot and often searing, it
never burned, and the slight twinges of tantalizing pain
only spurred me on. Taking careful note of my reactions,
she quickly learned what I liked and how, and soon had
me bowing to her as easily as her fire.

At some point, we tumbled onto the bed. Our explo-
ration far from ceased. Rolling into various positions in a
playful battle for control, we eventually settled upon
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Esmeralda straddling me, eyes bright as her hair tumbled
from its loose constraints. Her flame now surrounded her
left arm, illuminating her breasts in a way I found irre-
sistible.

I took the closest nipple between my teeth. Her sharp
inhale soon turned to a sigh of pleasure; just as she had for
me, I used her reactions as a guide to know how hard I
could bite and suck. I moved to her opposite breast just as
she began grinding against me, and it quickly became too
hard to focus with her moving like that.

I arched my back, leaning into her groin and gasping
her name. “I need you.”

Esmeralda responded by yanking on my hip with
surprising strength. “I need to taste you.”

Intelligible thought escaped me as she leaned down to
nestle her body against mine. She kissed me long and
deep, pinning my wrists to the bed before breaking away
to trail her lips down my throat. Goosebumps erupted
where she touched; it was both agony and ecstasy to be
held at her mercy. I needed so badly to feel her with my
own hands.

Whimpering, I pushed against her restraint. “Can’t I
just—”

“Stay.” That authoritative tone again—the one I’d come
to loathe and adore in such a short period of time. “It’s
been too long since anyone’s taken care of you… so,
allow me.”

The hold on my wrists vanished, quickly replaced by
her hands squeezing my chest. Neither too gentle nor too
hard, Esmeralda applied exactly the right amount of pres-
sure as she worked my breasts. I became all too aware of
the throbbing between my legs, not at all helped by the
warmth of her still resting there. Her mouth trailed kisses
down my middle, each more tortuous than the last; lost in
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sensation, I hardly noticed when she shifted her position
to go even lower.

Uttering something between a moan and a whine, I
wriggled beneath her. “Esmeralda—”

Breaths caressed my inner thighs. I stilled both my
inhale and my body, raising my head to meet her lust-
filled gaze. Hair spilled over her shoulders, tumbling onto
my thighs where she gripped them, all of it bathed in light
from her flame.

A shiver shot down my spine. “What the devil are you
waiting for?”

“You.”
Her mouth was liquid fire: warm, wild, and all-encom-

passing. I tensed every muscle in my body, gasping as she
licked the length of me, already wondering how I was
going to keep from coming apart too soon. Esmeralda
parted my folds with expert care, flicking her tongue back
and forth, easing me into it. I relaxed a bit—this, I could
handle.

Then she slipped a finger inside.
I gripped the sheets as I fought to steady my breaths.

Her eyes flickered to mine, questioning, but I only nodded,
inwardly begging her not to stop. My hips bucked against
her, leaning in as she fucked me. One finger became two,
and all the while, each movement of her tongue brought
me closer to the edge.

By the time she made it to three, I could barely hold
myself together. To keep from screaming and waking the
entire camp, I bit the back of my hand, chasing wave after
wave as it rippled through me. Each built to a powerful
crescendo, and the dam within me burst. My blood roared
in my ears as I came apart in Esmeralda’s hands, legs
tensing around her head at the height of my pleasure,
releasing only when she pulled away.
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Breathless and shaking, I gripped her arm. “Just where
do you think you’re going?”

She smiled. “Nowhere.”
After pushing myself upright, I kissed her, going weak

once more at the taste of me on her lips. Wrapping both
arms around her, I pulled her into my lap, trailing more
kisses down her jaw. Fuck. Was this real? Holding the
woman I’d desired for so long, this close… it was better
than anything I’d ever dared to dream.

 But we were hardly done. Moving my mouth to her
earlobe, I whispered into it while still squeezing her upper
arm. “Are you ready for yours?”

Esmeralda gasped; I’d cupped her nearest breast with
my free hand. My other loosened its hold only to trace
fingernails across her bare skin, causing goosebumps to
erupt there. “I… I—”

“—Say yes,” I urged, not bothering to hide my satisfac-
tion at being able to return the gift she’d given me. Though
I kept tracing circles, my opposite hand trailed lower.

“Fuck. Y-yes, I’m r—”
I didn’t wait for her to finish before plunging a finger

inside her. Esmeralda was more than prepared, so I slid in
even easier than I’d imagined. She clenched around me,
sending a tantalizing jolt down my spine, and moaned
against my lips before kissing me with a fiery passion. One
hand raked down my spine while the other tangled in my
hair, each movement only encouraging me to fuck her
deeper. Faster.

When she began bucking her hips against me, I knew
what she needed. Stretching out my thumb, I rested it
against her clit, circling gently to start. She pushed into
me, so I upped the pressure, but not the speed.

Not yet.
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Esmeralda panted against my neck, planting half-
distracted kisses between breaths. “Claudette, please—”

“—What do you want?” I’d slipped a second finger
inside and spoke casually; in reality, the feel of her in my
lap was enough to get my heart racing all over again.
“Tell me.”

“I want… that, yes, that!” 
I’d curved the fingers fucking her into a beckoning

motion. The act hadn’t worked with all my partners, but it
sure as hell seemed to be working with Esmeralda. She
ground against me, throwing back her head and exposing
her beautiful breasts. I kept up everything I was doing,
steadying my other arm against her back while I kissed
and sucked on her neck.

“Just like that. Fuck me, Claudette, don’t stop.”
To do so would be a bigger sin than the one I was

already committing. I continued everything—fucking her,
circling her clit, nibbling at her neck—until she could no
longer stand it. I felt her tense around me before a scream
tore from her lips: my name, as she’d promised. She
spasmed and twitched, reeling from the pleasure, but I
held her even after the quivers subsided.

I held her much longer than that.
We eventually settled into the sheets, a tangled mess of

limbs and caresses. Though no words were spoken, plenty
more was communicated through glances and touch. As
the candles faded into nothing, the last thing I remember
marvelling at was the way my arm so perfectly draped
over her hips.

As though it should never leave.

---

99



I SHOT awake with smoke flooding my nostrils and ash
caked in my mouth.

Sputtering and choking, I doubled over, pounding on
my chest in a desperate attempt to clear my airway.
Nothing was coming up, but that awful taste remained—
as did the panic. My breath came in ragged gasps, and my
heart thudded wildly.

Even when I closed my eyes, I could still see the flames;
there was nothing surrounding me now but cool air and
tangled sheets. The devastating fire that had consumed
everything in its path was long gone, only a figment of my
nightmare, but I couldn’t escape the awful sensation of
burning, searing flesh. As I’d been held in place and forced
to watch it come for me, never in my life had I felt such
sheer terror.

Until I glanced over to see Esmeralda sleeping peace-
fully beside me.

Memories from the previous night came flooding back:
her dance, slipping away, the kisses, the sex. Even if we
hadn’t been naked, looking at Esmeralda alone, there
could be no denying what we’d done. Her hair was
ruffled, her skin was flushed, and worst of all, I’d left faint
marks on her neck from the kisses I’d planted there.

Fuck.
But as I sprang from the bed and began searching the

floor for my clothes, a more immediate problem presented
itself.

It was daylight.
I was late.
I’d never dressed more frantically or carelessly in my

life. There wasn’t even time to redo my ponytail or bind-
ings before I burst from the tent, yanking my cowl over my
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face and praying that would be enough to disguise me. I
bolted for the stables, all-to-aware my own horse would
have been untacked and bedded down for the night, but
I’d return to Paris bareback if I had to. It was a twenty-
minute gallop I couldn’t afford—not when I should have
been back nearly two hours ago—but I had to get back.

Plunging a knife into my own heart would be less
painful than getting caught here.

Ignoring the cries of the stable hands, I threw open the
doors of the barn. My prized Friesian was easy to spot, but
just as I’d predicted, Noir’s tack had been removed. He
kicked at the door to his stall, as ready to ride as I was, so
at least I had one thing on my side. I’d just finished buck-
ling Noir’s bridle back over his face when a voice startled
us both, nearly causing me to get stepped on.

“Be careful, that one’s wild—”
“He’s mine,” I snapped. “Help me up, will you? I don’t

have time to saddle up.”
The stable hand’s face paled. “Are you certain that’s

safe—”
“Just do it.”
Once atop Noir’s back, I couldn’t be certain if the

butterflies in my chest were from anxiety or adrenaline—
or both. If I somehow made it back to Notre Dame without
tumbling off, I’d not only have to slip back in unseen, I’d
also need to think of a damn good excuse for why I’d
missed Mass.

At least I had a ride to ponder it.
“Hiyah!” I hissed sharply, digging my heels into Noir’s

side. He took off at a fast trot, nearly trampling the stable
hands in our path, but we soon left the barn behind us.

And the camp.
And Esmeralda.
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---

I’D RUBBED my temples for so long they hurt worse now
than they had before I’d started.

Papers were strewn before me, but it was as though
they were written in a foreign language. My office was just
as chaotic as I’d left it, but though I’d had to bribe the
guards for their silence, I’d returned to Notre Dame
without an ounce of trouble. Noir was back in the stables.
No one had inquired about why I wasn’t at Mass. I should
be relieved. Grateful.

But I wasn’t.
Nothing made any sense—least of all the way I’d

bolted from the camp like a coward. I should have woken
Esmeralda, said my goodbyes, kissed her one last time…
anything other than what I’d done.

I had fled, riddled with guilt and shame.
“Archdeacon?”
I straightened so suddenly that half of my desk’s

contents fluttered to the floor. I’d recognized the voice:
Phoebus, the captain of the guard. What could he possibly
want in the middle of the afternoon? Through gritted
teeth, I gave him permission to enter, beginning to gather
the papers. “I’m busy, so make this quick—”

Boots clicked against the floor at a rhythmic pace. “Too
busy to worry about your son?”

My son. Icy shivers shot up my spine, and my pulse
quickened. I was a fucking fool.

In my haste and panic, I’d left Quasimodo at the camp. 
No doubt the shock was plastered across my face, so

thank the Lord in heaven that I’d knelt when I did. I knew
better than to keep Phoebus waiting, so I rose, digging my
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fingernails into my palms and forcing a neutral expression
as I faced him. The dismissive tone was harder.

“Quasimodo? Isn’t he at the belltower?”
Phoebus raised an eyebrow. Though his chiselled jaw

and soft golden hair had been enough to make even the
nuns swoon from time to time, it had never done a single
thing for me. “Are you certain you aren’t going as deaf as
he is?”

“Watch it,” I snapped.
“The bellringer hasn’t been seen since last evening. He

failed to call the congregation to Mass as well as ring the
noon rites—”

“Is he perhaps off being a teenager?” I crossed my arms,
feigning annoyance. “He’s certainly of the age to begin
shirking responsibility.”

Phoebus narrowed his gaze. “You’re not worried in the
slightest that your son is missing?”

I waved my hand. “He’ll turn up.”
“We’ve been searching since this morning and have yet

to find a single trace—”
“—Are we done here, Captain?” I looked him dead in

the eyes, ignoring my pounding heart. “I’m quite busy.”
“Ah, yes. Too busy to have attended Mass, I hear.

That’s a first—just like you being unconcerned about
Quasimodo. You’re attached at the hip to that boy.”

Clearly not, if I’d forgotten him. I ignored the lump in
my throat. “Thank you for bringing this matter to my
attention, Captain, but truly, I must request that you—”

“—Captain Phoebus?”
We both glanced towards the door. Before I could

remind him that this was my office, Phoebus waved the
guard inside, who wasted no time delivering his news.

“Sir, Madam Archdeacon, apologies for the intrusion—
but the bellringer has been found.”
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“What?” I hissed; Phoebus visibly relaxed.
“Where is the boy?”
“Downstairs… with a nomad girl.”
Esmeralda.
Phoebus’s face darkened; before I could stop myself,

before I could think, I reached out to snatch his arm. He
couldn’t go down there; not because I believed Esmeralda
would say anything damning, but because I feared for her
safety. Her people were the furthest thing from welcome
here. “I’ll handle this. There’s no need for you to trouble
yourself any more than you already have.”

Phoebus shrugged off my grip. “Didn’t you hear? A
nomad is with him.”

I all but flinched at his tone. “And? He’s safe, is he
not?”

The messenger nodded. “He looked to be, Madam
Arch—”

“—Then we ought to be thanking her—”
“—That’s precisely what she wants,” Phoebus growled.

“No doubt she plucked Quasimodo from the street
knowing exactly who he was, and now expects payment
for her services.”

I scoffed. “Did she ask for payment?”
“S-she didn’t, ma’am,” said the messenger.
“Then allow a mother to collect her son in peace—”
But Phoebus wasn’t listening and had already darted

away. He set off at a brisk pace, ignoring my pleas and
attempts at reason, and I was left with no choice but to
follow like an obedient dog. Gritting my teeth, I matched
his strides, refusing to show an ounce of weakness. He
may be captain, but Notre Dame was my house, and
Quasimodo my son.

We’d do this my way.
Despite my resolve, my heart thudded wildly by the
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time we reached the sanctuary. The dazzling colours
shining through the stained-glass windows greeted us, but
not even their beauty could distract me from her.

Esmeralda’s gaze found mine. Though her face
betrayed nothing, I didn’t miss her free hand squeeze into
a fist; the other clasped Quasimodo’s. As he raced towards
me, I took in the sight of her, knowing this was the last
time I ever could. Regal and proud as ever, she held her
chin high, dressed in her customary red. I couldn’t help
but admire her courage in a place like this. She didn’t
belong—that much was obvious even if guards weren’t
surrounding her.

I tried to wave them away as Quasimodo threw his
arms around me. “This is hardly necessary—”

“They take their orders from me, not you,” Phoebus
snapped. “Is Quasimodo all right?”

I knelt to his level. I am so sorry.
For what? He beamed, blissfully unaware of the tension

in the room. I had the best night of my life!
What happened?
Pyramus showed me all sorts of things! The plume, the

sphere, the flicker… first we did breathing exercises, then he
taught me—

—And this morning? I pressed, doing my best not to
envision him playing with fire. Some mother I was.

They said you’d gone back early, and that Esmeralda would
bring me to join you later. I wasn’t missed, was I?  His face fell.

Of course not. There’s just been a misunderstanding.
Straightening, I turned to Phoebus, gripping Quasimo-

do’s shoulders. “He’s absolutely fine. This woman treated
him with the utmost care and respect.”

Phoebus raised an eyebrow, unconvinced as he stalked
towards Esmeralda. I held my breath as he studied her, not
realising that I’d squeezed Quasimodo too hard until he
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winced. Phoebus and Esmeralda were too far away for me
to hear their murmurs under normal circumstances, but
everything echoed in this chamber.

“Just how did one of your kind,” Phoebus sneered,
circling her, “end up with the bellringer of Notre Dame?”

Esmeralda all but spat her words. “Just why do you
feel the need to question an act of kindness?”

“She’s right—” I began, but though Phoebus held up a
hand to silence me, Esmeralda spoke first.

“—Let the captain speak. If he has something to imply,
he can say it to my face.”

She certainly had a point, so we both waited for
Phoebus to continue.

He scoffed. “There’s nothing implied; I already have
the facts.”

“The fact that you’re detaining this woman for noth-
ing?” I said.

“The fact that you’ve been lying through your teeth.” 
Phoebus turned his focus from Esmeralda to me. A

chill shot down my spine, but I stood my ground. No one
had seen me enter, and I’d paid the stable guards well.
“You dare—”

“You dare?” Phoebus roared. “You desecrate this sacred
house with every word that leaves your lips. This woman
is living proof of where you spent last night—quite liter-
ally if my sources are indeed correct. You seriously
thought you could bribe my men? You’re no better than
the traitor, Judas.”

He tossed a bag of coin at my feet; my coin.
“Sodomite,” he snarled. “Not only do you shame your-

self, you shame all of us. You shame God.”
I could no longer breathe, but somehow remained

standing. All eyes were on me, including Esmeralda’s, but
I didn’t dare look at her. It was as though I floated some-
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where far away; when I spoke, I hardly recognized my
own voice.

“I was bewitched.”
The other guards reacted strongly to my words, but

Phoebus silenced them with a single wave of his hand.
“Go on.”

This was wrong. I knew it was, but there was no taking
it back now. “She… She cast a spell on me. I couldn’t help
myself.” Esmeralda was likely to be arrested for my accu-
sation, but it was better than both of us. She’d be safe for a
short time, and I’d find a way to free her even if it
ruined me.

“I what?”
Phoebus had opened his mouth to speak, but Esmer-

alda beat him to it. Both her hands were curled into fists,
and she glared at me as though hoping I’d burst into
flames.

I shot her a look of my own. Go quietly, I tried to beg
her, shaking my head the slightest bit, but it only fuelled
her rage.

“You sought me out of your own free will. You had
every chance to leave, but you stayed.”

“I didn’t know what I was doing. I wasn’t myself.”
“The only truth you’ve spoken,” she growled.
“At least that makes one of us.”
Her emerald eyes flashed dangerously. “You fucking

bitch.”
I knew what she was about to do before she did it.

Could she not see what I was trying to do—that this was
the only way out? Fire was the opposite of what we
needed. “Esmeralda—”

“I’ll show you a witch.”
Blue flames burst from her fingertips with such violent

intensity that I wasn’t certain how she didn’t cry out in
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agony. Though we were a good distance apart, I could feel
the heat from where I stood; the guards closest to her stag-
gered back in horror. It was as though she wielded a
dagger for each finger, all of them capable of stabbing and
burning in the same strike. 

I had no doubt that I’d feel them soon.
Esmeralda darted in my direction, so focused on

hunting me she didn’t notice Phoebus—nor his club. I
screamed when it collided with her chest, but I wasn’t the
only one.

Quasimodo ripped himself from my grasp. He headed
straight for a collapsed Esmeralda, holding something
glowing over his head.

Fire.
He hurled the sphere at Phoebus, and the shot found

its mark. As his once-glorious golden hair went up in
flames, Esmeralda staggered to her feet, reaching for
Quasimodo’s hand. She tried to make a run for it, but my
son held her back, beckoning wildly to me.

Esmeralda and I locked gazes, an understanding passing
between us. I may have betrayed her, and she may loathe
me. Not even a full day had passed since we’d found
ourselves in one another’s arms. We couldn’t be more differ-
ent, yet some outside force seemed hellbent on proving we
were the same, and a single truth remained above all the rest.

The only way out of here was together.
“RUN!” I bellowed; Esmeralda and Quasimodo needed

the head start more than I did. With half the guards
helping to extinguish Phoebus, the other half needed
distracting, and I’d spotted the perfect tool. Beside me
stood a wrought iron candelabra, a hideous decoration far
better suited for anything else. A weapon would do.
Snatching it, I positioned myself between the fully
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armoured men and the two people that I cared about most
in this world.

The largest of them was even taller than I was. Eyeing
me up and down, he scoffed before drawing his sword.
“Prefer cunts, do you? Not hard to see why.”

I tightened my grip, knowing full well where this was
going. “Let me guess—you’d like to show me what a real
man feels like?”

He curled his lip. “I’d sooner burn in hell than touch
the likes of you.”

His blade came down with force, striking the cande-
labra so hard my teeth rattled from the impact. Stepping
back, I repositioned in time to parry the second blow, but it
was already clear this wasn’t sustainable. The candelabra
was too heavy to wield as a staff and wasn’t going to do
any damage other than blunt force trauma.

But three candles remained lit on the opposite end.
I endured several more blows, all the while being

pushed further from the exit. Though my skull was
pounding, it was exactly what I’d intended; here, several
ropes hung from the ceiling, all attached to the curtain
meant to give the congregation some privacy. It would be
a shame to watch such a gorgeous tapestry burn—but not
those trapped within it. After yanking on the ropes, I held
the candelabra aloft.

The curtain crashed down before going up in flames,
effectively trapping the men behind a barrier of flame.

Gasping, I staggered back; candles weren’t capable of
that. For a moment I wondered if I’d somehow learned fire
magic, but then that tell-tale laugh sounded from
behind me.

Esmeralda grinned wickedly from across the chamber,
holding up an arm bathed in blue flame. Quasimodo was
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nowhere in sight, but if I made sure to hug the wall, there
was now a clear path to the door. To freedom.

“I’m impressed.” Her voice cut through despite the
shrieks of agony from the men being burned alive.

I may have smiled if I wasn’t panicking. “Where is
Quasimodo?”

“Getting your horse. He said it’s large enough to carry
all of us.”

I nodded; Noir was certainly large enough for the only
two people that mattered. “That he is. You go, I’ll make
certain we’re not followed—”

“I’m not going without you.” Esmeralda’s eyes burned.
“Yes, you are. I know these halls—I know these men. I’ll

join you later.” But even as the promise left my lips, I knew
in my heart that more than likely, I wouldn’t. It was time
to finish what I’d started.

She may be fire—but I was hell.
Esmeralda hesitated briefly before racing towards the

exit. As much as I was tempted to follow, I couldn’t. The
chaos we’d caused wasn’t enough. No doubt we’d
attracted attention, and everyone would be searching for
the source of the fire. A literal Flamewitch would be their
first guess: the second, the deranged Archdeacon who’d
finally lost her mind.

Took her long enough.
As smoke began flooding the chamber, I moved

methodically, tipping over every candelabra that I could
find. The curtain’s fire now extended to several of the
pews themselves, and most of the carpet had followed
suit. Beneath the smoke, there was the putrid scent of
burning flesh, but at least the screams had mostly silenced.
This catastrophe wouldn’t be nearly enough to raze the
whole of Notre Dame to the ground, but it was a damn
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good start, and the more people attracted to this mess, the
less that would be after Esmeralda.

I’d just begun scattering the gathering rubble when a
voice cut through the flickers.

“All this—for her?”
A badly burned Phoebus stood before me. Quasimo-

do’s fireball had singed off every hair above his neck, and
what remained of his armour was caked in ash. Phoebus
leaned heavily upon the pillar separating us, speaking as
though we weren’t running out of oxygen with each
precious word.

“I always knew you loathed this place. Not everyone
could see through your ruse of irritating perfection, but
you never once fooled me. You had to give the illusion of
caring so no one suspected you. I knew you were sneaking
out—but to go there of all places? To fornicate with that?”

I tried to ignore the fact that the fire was closing in; if
he didn’t move, within moments we would both be
trapped. “She is far more beautiful than any woman
you’ve lain with.”

“At least I know what to lie with.”
He took a step toward me, sword held aloft. All I had

within reach was a fallen plank of wood, so I snatched it,
praying that it might make a useful shield.

Phoebus scoffed. “I’d stick to your books,
Archdeacon.”

“Hell will suit me just fine.”
There was no way out now—not for either of us. Fire

raged all sides, and I was dripping in sweat. Smoke and
ash were making it difficult to see, let alone breathe, and
my vision was beginning to flicker in and out, lingering
longer in the darkness each time.

I was certain that I was hallucinating when a human-
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shaped plume wrapped its hands around Phoebus’s
throat.

He’d raised his sword but dropped it when the plume
yanked him into the sea of red and orange. At his shrieks, I
jolted to attention, but the smoke flooding my lungs
remained far too much. My legs buckled beneath me;
though I struck the stone with force, I relished the coolness
of the floor.

A soothing voice whispered in my ear. “Just a little
longer.”

Warmth wrapped me in its embrace, but not searing—
comforting. I fought to draw a clean breath until suddenly
I didn’t, because it was all around me. Sputtering and
choking, I tumbled back to all fours to spew the poison
from my chest, but the awful taste of ash remained.

A gentle hand was at my back, followed by an even
gentler voice. “Can you ride? We can’t stay here.”

I staggered to my feet too fast, and another round of
dizziness muddled my head. I blinked at a fully clothed,
fully human Esmeralda in disbelief. “H-how—”

“Later. We have to go.”
Not far off, Noir waited with Quasimodo already

perched atop his back. My heart swelled at the sight of my
son, but as Esmeralda had already said, there would be
plenty of time for sentiments later. I mounted behind
Quasimodo before instructing Esmeralda to get behind
me. Like my ride back from the camp, we were once again
bareback.

“Hold on,” I warned her.
After wrapping her arms tightly around my waist,

Esmeralda rested her head on my shoulder. “I’d never
dream of letting go.”

Without giving myself time to wonder whether she
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truly meant it, I dug my heels into Noir’s sides, and he
took off into the wilds.

---

“MOTHER?”
It was the second time Quasimodo had called for me. I

tore myself away from the massive plume of smoke still
rising into the sky, forcing a small smile as I signed to
him. Yes?

“Is it true we can never go back?”
Of course he’d chosen now of all times to speak aloud;

Esmeralda was well within earshot. We’d stopped a fair
distance from her camp, unwilling to lead anyone
following us straight there, but so far, there had been no
signs of pursuit. A raven had been sent for Pyramus, and
with any luck, he’d arrive before nightfall to collect Esmer-
alda. Quasimodo and I would journey on, but where we’d
go, I hadn’t the slightest idea.

I knelt to his level. There’s nothing to go back to. I’m afraid
it’s all gone.

“But you’re safe.”
And you’re safe. That’s all that matters.
“Esmeralda, too.”
At her name, she turned, and I supposed now was as

good a time as any to say goodbye. She lowered her gaze
at my approach, but didn’t stiffen or walk away. “I… I—”

“I know why you did it, but now you know why it hurt
so much.”

That I did. The Flamewitch was more than just a name,
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a legend—it was her. Nodding, I swallowed. “I
understand.”

Esmeralda opened her mouth to speak but closed it
when hoofbeats sounded in the distance. For a moment,
we held our breath, but relaxed when Pyramus burst
through the trees leading a spare horse. Without so much
as a passing glance, Esmeralda mounted it.

I clenched my fists; this was it, then. From strangers, to
lovers, to… this.

We locked eyes from atop her horse, but even after
several moments, neither Esmeralda nor Pyramus moved.

I shook my head. “What are you waiting for?”
“You.”
My heart threatened to leap out of my chest. “You

mean—”
“Get on your damn horse, Claudette.”
I didn’t need telling twice. Quasimodo laughed as I

deposited him atop Noir, vibrating with excitement.
“Where are we going?” he asked.
I held Esmeralda’s gaze as I signed to him.
Home.
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T

WILD WOMAN

By S. M. Mitchell

I
he cockerel had once again decided to settle just
below Brunhilde’s bedroom window for his
morning crow. It raised its scruffy head to the

sky and made such a loud squawking noise that her eyes
reluctantly opened. The sun had just begun to peek over
the horizon and although her parents and brothers would
not wake for some while, she couldn’t go back to sleep
with the racket outside. 

She slipped a fur around her shoulders to fight the
early morning breeze that was coming in through the
window, and gasped at the sight of her cot. Hand clasped
around her mouth; Hilde took in the sight of the red patch
in the middle of the bed. No. Not now, not yet. She dropped
the fur and lunged at the bed, tugging at the skin covering
the horse hair mattress, trying to get rid of any evidence of
the blood. The blood had soaked through and into the
mattress itself, impossible to hide. Frantic, Hilde threw an
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old skin over the bed and rushed outside. It would be a
long walk into the middle of the village and the well.
There was no time to lose, if her mother or father saw the
mark… she didn’t want to think about it.

The air was brisk as the sun rose over the tree line and
warmed Brunhilde’s cheeks. Dew brushed the grass, and
cobwebs spun during the night glistened like silver. Their
cottage sat at the very edge of their small village that was
isolated from the rest of the world by the vast forest that
encircled them. Goats grazed in front of the homes that
lined the street, tethered to the floor. A stray tomcat
mewed at Hilde from his position on the fence as she
walked past. Her feet crunched on the stones scattered
along the dirt track that was the main road through the
village. 

The well stood in the centre of the village square. It was
old and falling apart. Stones had, over the years, crumbled
and dropped to the floor, leaving the well somewhat
wonky. Inside it, the village’s main source of water was
cool and fresh. Without the well, people would have to
venture into the forest to collect water from the river. And
no one liked to go into the forest, unless they really
needed to. 

Hilde lowered the bucket on its rope down into the
depths of the well and pulled it back up, full to the brim
with crisp, cold water. She quickly washed her face and
allowed herself a drink before pulling the stained skin
from her bag and dunking it into the bucket. She scrubbed
in vain, desperately trying to rub away the red marks. 

“Hildy?”
Brunhilde jumped and spun around, coming face to

face with Jakob. Hilde had known Jakob for a number of
years now. He had moved to their village with his mother
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some winters back and recently, he had taken a special
interest in her. 

“Jakob! How nice to see you.” Hilde smiled awkwardly
and shoved a hand deep into the bucket, attempting to
hide the skin. Jakob flashed a smile that showed off his
sparkling teeth and made Hilde flush with
embarrassment. 

“Early morning?” He glanced at the bucket in her grip
briefly. Brunhilde wasn’t sure what Jakob had done before
moving to this village, but they had come here after his
father passed, and since then he had become shepherd to a
very small flock of sheep. He was often out in the hills that
rose beyond the dark forest, with his herd. As such, Hilde
didn’t see him a lot of the time. 

She nodded.
“I’ve got to get those sheep out to the fields. I’ll see you

soon.” He flashed that toothy grin again that sent a shiver
down her spine, and he was off. His gangly legs walked
with massive strides across the square, towards the pen
that he had built for the sheep. Hilde couldn’t help but
watch until he was out of sight and she suddenly remem-
bered her washing. The stain had, for the most part, come
out in the water. Hopefully her mother wouldn’t notice it. 

Brunhilde wrung out the skin and shoved it back into
her bag. She emptied the water onto the grass before
hurrying back home. If she was lucky, she would arrive
home just before her parents awoke. 

Everyone had begun to rise from their beds and start
their day by now. The local women had left their homes
with arms of clothing to do their day’s washing at the well.
The children ran from their front doors into the street to
play, before their parents noticed and called them back for
chores. Most of the men in town were small-time farmers.
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The village was small so their farming was restricted to
just enough for their own families. 

Occasionally families would trade crops and meat, but
for the most part, each family owned a couple of animals,
enough to breed and have more each year. Some were for
slaughter and others provided the necessary sustenance of
milk or eggs. 

The village expanded from the close, crowded square
where homes were built nestled next to one another, to a
space where the houses were spread out, the buildings
sparser. Hilde’s cottage was one of the furthest homes
from the centre of their village. The winding track that led
out of town stretched on towards the forest and through it.
As Hilde passed the final clump of homes that made up
the main village, she could see her house in the distance. 

AS FAR AS she could see, no candles lit up the open
windows. Maybe she still had time. She crept as quietly as
she could up to the front door, careful not to make noise
on the stony path. Hilde opened the door and winced as
the hinge made a loud creaking sound. But no one seemed
to stir. She sighed with relief and went to her room. 

Her mother sat on the end of her bed and smiled when
Hilde walked in. “Brunhilde, I’m so glad you’re back,
darling.” Hilde’s face fell. “Anything you wish to tell me?”
Her mother cocked her head to one side and stared at her
expectantly. Hilde dropped her bag on the floor and
pushed it under a chair with her foot. 

“Good morning, Mother, I went for an early morning
stroll. That cockerel insists on crowing just below my
window, you know it makes it impossible to sleep.” She
tried her best to look normal. “Did you sleep?” 
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Her mother sighed, and pulled back the clean skin
from her bed. “You’re a woman now, it would seem. It’s a
big day.” Brunhilde stared at the floor. 

“I… I don’t want to be. I’m not ready…” she mumbled,
unable to meet her mother’s gaze. She had always been a
fierce kind of woman. Proud, tall, and with an iron will.
Being a wife had been her mother’s calling from the begin-
ning. She was groomed by her mother to cook and clean
and care for children. To run a household and act as if she
were merely a servant, granter of her husband’s wishes,
when in reality, there was no doubt in Hilde’s mind who
was really in charge. 

Her mother sniffed and rose from her perch. “That is
not your decision to make, my child. Nature has done that
for you. You are a woman… you are of age to be married
and bear children… there’s no denying it.” She took her
daughter’s shoulders in her hands and moved her to sit on
the bed. 

“There’s no need to worry, it’s nothing to be scared of.
You have bled, it is a rite of passage! Now that your bleed
has come, it means that you are able to have children. Soon
preparations can be made to find you a perfect match. And
if it’s not a perfect match, well… that is a burden that we
as women must bear.” She smiled curtly and gave her
daughter a peck on the forehead. She always knew this
day would come, that her daughter would grow up and be
sent away from her. At least she still had her boys. 

“Now, you are aware my dear that the bleed will occur
every moon cycle, while you’re young enough to have
babies. I’ll show you what to do with the cloth. Of course,
as soon as you’re with child it will stop coming until
you’ve had the babe.” 

Hilde was stunned into silence, she had known about
the initial bleeding, that it meant she was a woman… but
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her mother hadn’t forewarned her about everything else.
She was meant to have a child as soon as possible? The
thought wormed its way into her head and made her feel
ill; but she pushed it down and set her face in a blank
expression as her mother spoke at her. 

Perhaps her father wouldn’t rush into finding her a
husband… perhaps it would take time. Most of the men in
the village were old, her father wouldn't want to send her
away to a man older than himself, surely? Maybe… maybe
Father would let her help choose. Perhaps she would be
lucky and have a husband that she liked… like Jakob.
Jakob was kind. He was certainly a better age than most of
the available men in town; and he did seem to like her. 

Her cheeks flushed at the thought of seeing Jakob this
morning, so tall and well-built compared to her skinny,
small frame. Perhaps he would marry her if the dowry
was sufficient. 

Her mother cleared her throat and frowned at her.
“Have you been listening to me, Hilde? Honestly, the way
your mind wanders. The man you end up marrying will
be driven insane by your lack of listening skills.” She
tutted and turned on her heel, out of Brunhilde’s bedroom
door. “Come on,” she barked. “Let us inform your father
of this big day, before I teach you how to work the cloth.” 

Brunhilde kicked at the floor and reluctantly followed
her mother. No turning back now. Hilde knew that from
this point on, her life was going to be very, very different,
and completely out of her control. It infuriated her. 

SHE WALKED DOWN THE CROOKED, narrow staircase of their
little cottage, each step slower than the last. She dragged
her feet in a fruitless attempt to put off the inevitable. Only
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ten more paces and she would reach the kitchen and her
father. Her mother’s excited walk in front of her only
made her more nervous. 

Hilde had known girls from the village who’d been
given away in marriage. Some of them were happy, some
of them already had babes. Hilde didn’t feel ready to have
children, or to be a wife. There weren’t many men close to
her age in their village, what if she had to leave? Not only
her home, but to another village as well? It wasn’t fair. 

An image of Jakob tending his sheep in their pen
drifted into her mind. He was only a few years older,
maybe father would allow her to marry Jakob, but would
he want her? Hilde didn’t want to imagine the answer. 

Her mother grinned wide and placed a plate in front of
her husband. “Darling, I have wonderful news! Finally,
our little Brunhilde has become a woman. I cannot wait to
tell Beatrice, her daughters are decidedly lacking in good
features, my Brunhilde will find a husband long before
hers…” She wittered on to herself whilst preparing break-
fast, thrilled at the idea of parading her daughter’s news
around town.

“What marvellous news! I admit I had expected the
news to come much sooner than this, but still, the day is
finally here. I must speak to Merek Baumhauer, he has a
fine number of young men that are yet to be betrothed,
although granted the eldest is already spoken for… but,
still, you should have a reasonable inheritance when the
time comes if you were to marry the second.” Brunhilde’s
father had almost forgotten she was in the room; he was
consumed with his own train of thought.

Brunhilde scowled. She was used to her parents being
like this, all consumed with their plans for her, no regard
for what she actually wanted. She grabbed her red cloak
from where it hung by the door. “I’m going hunting,
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Mother.” When she received no reply, she rolled her eyes
and stomped out the door. 

II

THE CARPET of leaves at Brunhilde’s feet were covered with
acorns and sycamore seeds, the first sign of the season
beginning to change. The summer had been a short one
this year, the leaves began to fall much sooner than
expected, but Hilde was happy. She loved autumn. Every-
thing felt more serene, especially at the edge of the wood.
The trees stood like sentries around her, tall and strong
against the harsh winds. It was easy to get caught up in
her imagination within the forest. Crooked shadows and
noises in the undergrowth sometimes left Hilde’s heart
beating so fast she could almost hear it. 

Safer to be scared of the slightest sound, than ignorant
and eaten a moment later. Brunhilde had grown up on
stories of townsfolk going missing in the woods, of going
in but never finding their way back out, as if the forest
itself had swallowed them whole. Of creatures that stalk
the night and would crunch your bones in a single snap if
you got too close. In recent years, the tales that spread
were of a giant wolf, as black as night. A wolf as big as a
horse that could steal babes from their beds, and devour
your livestock in a single sitting. The tales differed with
each person: what colour its eyes were and whether it
lived in the forest or if it spent its sleeping hours some-
where else. 

No one was certain, because no one had seen it and
lived to tell the tale… no one except the village fool. Hilde
always felt sorry for Pietre when people referred to him as
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a fool. A year ago, he had been hunting in the forest with
his father. His father had been mauled so viciously that
you could no longer recognise him. It took people three
days to find Pietre. He had been found hiding in a hollow
tree, out of his mind. He hadn’t made much sense ever
since. 

People avoided going deep into the forest as much as
they could after that, but it was impossible to stay away
completely. All the game lived in the woods. If her family
wished to eat, Hilde had to venture in a little way. She was
careful to stay on the path that wound around the trees. 

Brunhilde checked the snares that she had set the day
before. A grouse sat silently watching her from the trap.
Hilde scooped it out of the woven basket. It wriggled and
squawked in her grip. A quick slice of the knife and it fell
silent and still. 

She slung the bird over her shoulder and carried on her
hunt for food. With five mouths to fill, one grouse would
not be enough. Hilde hoped that she might come across a
grazing doe; that would be food for a week. A branch
snagged on her cloak. She pulled it free, a tiny tear, she
would mend that when she got home. Her cloak had been
made especially for her by her grandmother. 

Her grandmother, Gytha, was not a very sociable
woman. The townsfolk thought her odd, partly due to her
clothing and mannerisms, but mostly due to where she
lived. Hilde’s grandfather had been a woodsman and
when they were married, he built them a beautiful little
cottage to move into. A cottage right at the edge of the
wood. 

Gytha’s home was beautiful, and surrounded by tall
trees and vibrant flora, but it didn’t matter. Villagers called
her witch, succubus. They were convinced she dealt with
demons, demons like the creature that stalked the forest.
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She kept herself to herself, which only fed the tales more.
But Hilde was fond of her grandmother, and for Hilde’s
thirteenth birthday, Gytha had given her the deep red
cloak. It was Hilde’s most cherished possession. 

AFTER A FEW HOURS HUNTING, Hilde had managed to catch
two birds and a rabbit with her bow and hunting knife.
Not the best she could do, but enough to feed her family
for a few days. A good morning's work. Brunhilde’s shoul-
ders ached with the weight of the game on them but she
trudged onwards back into the village and towards her
cottage. Perhaps she could barter a bird in exchange for
some cheese from Jakob’s goat. 

Hilde watched it munching happily tied to a stake
outside Jakob’s house. It seemed a sweet creature, if a little
slow. It never went with Jakob when he grazed the sheep,
but it got plenty of attention from the little children who
often snuck it treats when Jakob’s mother wasn’t looking.
She stood outside her home, hanging out clothes to dry.
She waved at Hilde.

“‘Ow yer doing, lass? I saw yer mother this morning.
She seemed in good spirits, good news I take it?” She
smirked slightly at Hilde and Hilde’s cheeks flushed. It
was embarrassing to think that Jakob’s mother knew what
had happened in the early hours of the morning. Hilde
had her suspicions that she knew about her feelings for
Jakob too. 

“I’m fine thank you, Mrs Braddock!” She gestured to
the game at her back and carried on through the mess of
cottages to her home. Hilde tapped the mud off her boots
in the doorway and dumped the game on the kitchen
table. She would see to it later. Her youngest brother was
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playing outside with some other children from the village.
The elder brother was chopping logs for the fire with their
father. Hilde could hear her mother’s footsteps upstairs in
the cottage. 

“Brunhilde! Come upstairs, I have something for you.
You’re going to be so excited, darling! While you were
gone, your father rode to speak to Mr. Baumhauer, his
second son is a fine man to marry and they have struck a
bargain!”

Hilde froze in her tracks. So soon? She had naïvely
thought that she would have at least a few days before it
was done. It didn’t help Hilde’s nerves that her mother
sounded so joyous at the prospect of sending her daughter
away. Her feet felt heavy on the stairs, they creaked under
her weight. Each creak sounded like a warning to Hilde. A
warning of her impending fate. 

“Hilde look, it was mine and your grandmother’s
before that. Your father’s mother that is, not mine of
course, because she had wanted to be buried in hers. We
are fortunate that your grandmother gave it to me.”
Hilde’s mother was admiring the dress in her arms, bleary
eyed as if it were her wedding again. She smiled at her
daughter and lifted the dress up in front of Hilde. “Abso-
lutely beautiful, just slightly too long,” she grinned. 

“Thank you, Mother, I- I’m very grateful to you…” she
glanced down at the dress in her mother’s hands and felt a
shiver run over her spine. Her mother, oblivious to her
daughter’s hesitation, chirped to herself about the excite-
ment of a wedding; the joy it gave her that her daughter
was next to be married in the village. It seemed to Hilde
that everyone was getting something out of the engage-
ment except her. 

“Well, I’ll leave you alone, darling, I’ll have this fixed in
no time. You know only a few more days and this won’t be
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your bedroom anymore!” Her mother slammed the door
behind her, leaving Hilde alone in silence.

BRUNHILDE SAT PERCHED on the end of her bed, staring at
the dress her mother had hemmed for her coming
nuptials. The cotton was a deep crimson that cinched in
slightly at the waist and fell to the ground in a wide skirt.
The sleeves went to the elbow and billowed out to a sharp
point at the end. The hems were sewn with a mock gold.
Her family had at one point, long ago, been one of the
richer families in the village. This dress was one of the few
things remaining that reminded them of that fact. 

Hilde rose and pulled the tunic from her shoulders,
letting it drop to the floor. She held the dress in her hand,
running her fingers over the stitches before pulling it over
her head and smoothing it out. Hilde suddenly felt very
tall. The cut of the neck fell low and hinted softly at her
bosom rising just beneath the fabric. Her hair was braided
at her back, the brown locks wound together, ending at the
small of her back.  She looked like a woman. 

Hilde didn’t want to be a woman. Not yet, not any time
soon. She didn’t want to leave her home and her friends.
She didn’t want to move to a different house, to live with a
man she didn’t know. Was Isaac Baumhauer a nice man?
She knew that he was roughly six years older than her,
being the second son of Merek Baumhauer; the eldest was
ten years Hilde’s elder. The eldest married some years ago
and had since had four young’uns with his wife, a fifth on
the way. 

Hilde didn’t know much about Isaac; she had been a
baby herself when he was a child. By the time she was out
playing with the other children, he had begun working
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with his father. She knew Isaac had dark, almost black,
hair like the rest of his family. She wondered briefly what
colour his eyes were.

From the little she’d seen of him, he at least seemed
like a fairly kind man. Her father certainly spoke very
highly of the Baumhauers, though that may be more for
Merek Baumhauer than his son, Isaac. Merek Baumhauer
had been a close friend of Hilde’s father for many years.
She had memories of him ruffling her hair as a young
child when he came to speak to her father about work.

Hilde pulled her hair around to her front and began to
undo the long braid. Her hair now reached her hips when
it was loose, impractical for hunting, but looking at her
reflection in her wedding dress, her hair suited her. Her
brown locks fell down, curling lightly at the ends. She ran
a comb through its lengths and smiled to herself. Maybe
marriage wouldn’t be so awful…

If she had her own cottage, her brothers wouldn’t be
around to annoy her all the time. She wouldn’t have to see
her parents think only of themselves, of only what will
benefit them. It could be nice. She could decorate the
dinner table with a jug of freshly picked flowers every day,
that would be wonderful. 

Hilde slipped the dress off and let it fall to the floor.
She tugged her tunic back on and hung her gown over the
back of the chair. The wedding was in a few days, when
would her father introduce her to her betrothed? Presum-
ably very soon. The thought made butterflies swarm
violently in her stomach, both nervous and excited at the
same time. 

Brunhilde went downstairs to the kitchen to prepare
her family’s dinner. She had enough game to last a few
days, by which point it now seemed she would be married
and no longer living at home. Her brother, Alistair, would
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have to take over hunting. He didn’t have Hilde’s skill; she
would need to give him some lessons before she left. She
tied the apron strings behind her back and went to work
plucking the grouse that she had caught in the morning.

It was filthy work; the feathers created a mess on the
table that reminded Hilde of when the cat would catch a tit
and attack it mercilessly. Messy. But the bird was plump
and once cooked, it would provide a hearty meal for the
evening. She had collected some potatoes and root vegeta-
bles from their tiny garden to go with the meat. Hilde
checked the cupboards and noticed they had run out of
goat’s cheese. 

Hilde’s heart lurched as her mind went to Jakob and
his goat. In all the worry and rush, Jakob had slipped from
her mind as easily as breathing. She did care for him. He
was undoubtedly charming and the way he made Hilde
feel… but her father had promised her to Isaac
Baumhauer. She sighed. Her father would never have
allowed her to marry Jakob, he had no father to make a
deal with. Her father typically only spoke to the men of
the village that he had grown up with. It was entirely
possible that her father didn’t even realise who Jakob was.
Hilde had to ignore her feelings for Jakob now, she needed
to lock them away and forget before it got her in trouble.
Jakob was no longer a future possibility.

III

BRUNHILDE DREW in a breath as she heard a rap on the door.
They’re here. Her father pulled the door open and it creaked
loudly as he ushered Merek Baumhauer and Isaac into
their kitchen. Hilde felt like she couldn’t breathe as she
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caught sight of him in the doorway. He was taller than she
remembered. His short dark hair was full of tight curls
that fell down over his forehead but didn’t quite reach his
eyes. The stubble that peppered his cheeks and jaw was
kept neatly trimmed and made him look older, without it
he had always looked boy-ish to Hilde. The beard suited
him. 

He caught her gaze. Brown… his eyes were a deep
brown with flecks of gold that made them sparkle in the
morning sunshine. Warm eyes. Isaac flushed and gave her a
small smile before shaking her father’s hand. 

“It’s good to meet you again, sir.” He looked positively
sick from where Hilde was sitting. Her father had that
effect on some people. He had always had the power to
intimidate someone with just a look in his eye. Hilde
didn’t care to listen to their small talk and glanced out the
window. She could see her friend Rosaline in the street
picking flowers. She was greeted by a couple of other girls
and turned away from Hilde’s cottage. Hilde’s heart sunk
slightly at the thought that she would no longer spend her
days with her friends.

“Yes, I find the work good and rewarding, I’m lucky
that I get to work with my father.” Hilde turned back to
Isaac. His answers seemed genuine. That was a good sign.
She straightened her back and set her jaw. This was it; she
was going to do what was right for her family and do
everything she could to ensure that this marriage began
well. The word still felt strange on her tongue. 

Her father gestured for the men to sit down. Isaac took
the seat opposite Hilde and she froze. Her resolve faltered,
but only for a second. It’s just nerves, she told herself
angrily, don’t be stupid. Hilde forced herself to turn to face
Isaac and gave him a nervous half smile. 

“Brunhilde, you know Mr. Baumhauer and his son
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Isaac, say hello.” Her father tapped her gently on the back
and looked at her sideways in an attempt to hurry her up.

“Y-yes of course. Mr. Baumhauer, it's lovely to see you
again. I can’t remember how long it’s been, a long time I’m
certain. And of course, it’s nice to finally meet you prop-
erly, sir,” she glanced at Isaac under her long lashes to find
he was returning her smile, lopsided and broad. 

“It’s Isaac, please.” His voice was soft and gentle, like
warm honey. It slipped out of his mouth easily, and
without trying, made Hilde feel at ease. It was compelling.
“We are, after all… to be wed.” 

Hilde felt the hair stand up on her arms. “Yes, I
suppose you’re right… Isaac.” Hilde couldn’t deny that
Isaac had good features. His nose was straight, his jawline
sharp, his physique broad and well-muscled. It made
Hilde giddy to be speaking to her soon-to-be husband, a
man of impeccable good looks and so far, manners.
Perhaps her father had done well in arranging this after
all. 

“Merek, my dear friend, shall we leave these two to get
to know one another while you and I discuss matters of
the ceremony?” Hilde’s father rose from the table and
guided Merek Baumhauer to the room next door.
Suddenly, the room fell silent. Hilde could feel her heart
beating in her chest, thumping away rapidly. 

“It’s ok, you know. I’m nervous too.” Isaac shifted in
his seat and looked at Hilde. “I wasn’t given much
warning about the idea of marriage either.” Hilde glanced
up at him, unsure of herself. “Are you always called Brun-
hilde or do you shorten it?” 

“It’s Hilde… sometimes Hildy, by some people.” She
shifted her position and stood quickly, “I should’ve offered
you a drink or something to eat, are you hungry?
Thirsty?” 
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Isaac chuckled and reached for her arm. “I’m really
fine, thank you.” He rose to stand in front of her, “it’s a lot
to take in, I know. Can I be honest?” Hilde nodded. “I’m
absolutely terrified. I’m scared that I’m not ready, that I’m
not going to be ready. I’m scared of what it means to be a
husband, I don’t feel like a man… not properly. What if I
can’t fulfil my role as a husband? What if I fail? What if
I’m not as much a man as my father or my brother?” Isaac
looked at his feet. “I’m terrified that you won’t want me.” 

Hilde breathed a sigh of relief. “I was terrified that you
wouldn’t want me.” They looked at each other and
grinned in amusement. “Seems we’re both cowards.”
Hilde laughed and plonked down onto a chair. “I feel like
a fool. I’ve been so caught up in my own worries, it never
occurred to me that you might feel the same.” 

“Just to be clear… you needn’t be worried.” Isaac
flushed, coy in his openness. Hilde suppressed a grin. 

“So, Isaac, what do you spend your time doing?
Besides working, of course. Do you like being a woodcut-
ter?” Hilde felt herself warm to him, the butterflies were
still there but buzzing less intensely. Now it had dulled to
a hum. 

“I like to whittle.” He pulled something from his
pocket, “I uh, actually made this for you.” He placed a
wooden deer in her hands. Hilde gasped.

“Isaac, it’s beautiful! No one has ever given me a
present like this before.” She placed her hand over his.
“Thank you, really. I love it.” Hilde ran her fingers over
the fragile wooden antlers and its elegant face. It was a
beautiful carving, and Hilde loved the majesty of deer. She
often saw them while out hunting, they were such magnif-
icent creatures. She placed a kiss on his cheek. 

She hadn’t imagined it being like this. That she could
so easily displace her nerves and instead welcome the

131



prospect of adulthood and marriage. How easy she
accepted and embraced the new normal, the prospect of
Isaac. He made her feel more certain about it all. 

“I hear you’re quite the hunter. My mother often
comments that your game is far superior to those that she
gets from the Threston boy. He makes a mess of finishing it
off, she says.” Isaac’s gaze fell on Hilde, looking into her
face. 

“I should hope so, he’s too chicken to actually step into
the forest, he’ll only go as far as the stream. Settles for the
smaller game that comes out looking for scraps.”

Isaac snorted. “I hope you don’t go too far in. It’s not
exactly safe. I only go as far as I must for the best trees.” 

“I know my way around. I stick to the path, mostly.
Never too deep, wouldn’t want to get lost. But there’s
plenty of game around if you know where to look.” 

“Perhaps you could share your skill sometime. I’m fair
with a knife but have never had much success with a bow,
prefer an axe every time.”

Hilde smiled. “I’d be glad to.” A comfortable silence
stretched between them as they sat looking at one another,
content in each other’s company. 

Soon enough, Hilde and Isaac’s fathers returned from
their conversation. They bustled back into the kitchen,
chatting earnestly about plans for the coming ceremony. It
took them a moment to notice their children. Hilde’s father
clapped his hands together. “Excellent, I’ll leave my wife
to speak with yours about the flowers and ring and such,
other than that I think we’ve come to a rather favourable
agreement, Merek, old chap! Wouldn’t you agree?”

Merek Baumhauer patted his friend on the shoulder.
“That we have, old man, a very productive morning.
Come along, Isaac, it’s best we were off for now, your
mother will be waiting for news.” He turned to Hilde.
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“Miss, t’was a pleasure to see you again after so long,” he
grabbed his coat from the chair and stepped outside with
Hilde’s father following closely behind, still chatting. 

Isaac took Hilde’s hands and kissed her cheek softly.
“Until Sunday...” he winked and tucked a strand of hair
behind her ear before releasing her hands and striding out
the door. Hilde moved to the window, and watched her
betrothed and his father walk down the path until they
were out of sight. 

Hilde’s mother appeared from the garden as soon as
they were gone, wanting all the news from her husband.
She caught sight of Hilde standing at the window smiling
to herself. “Hilde stop day-dreaming, there are so many
chores to be getting on with, we have so much work to do
before the ceremony!” She tutted and brushed past her
daughter to pry every ounce of gossip from her husband
before he forgot what had been discussed. 

Hilde sighed and picked up the basket of vegetables
that her mother had brought in from the garden; they were
covered in dirt and needed washing and slicing before the
family could sit down to lunch. “Yes, Mother.”

HILDE’S MOTHER combed strands of her hair up into a braid
around the top of Hilde’s head and decorated it with the
flowers that Hilde had collected from the garden. White
daisies and yellow buttercups formed a crown around her
head. The rest of her hair hung down, curling at her hips.
Hilde’s mother combed the ends roughly, tugging at a
knot. “These darn curls. I can’t get them out Hilde, if only
your hair were straighter.” 

Hilde rolled her eyes and mumbled an agreement to
her mother. Hilde refused to have her mother ruin today
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by acting like her usual self. It was going to go by unaf-
fected by her bitter disapproval at almost everything that
Hilde did. 

Hilde’s father had told her that she and Isaac would be
living in his father’s outbuilding while they finished
constructing their cottage. Isaac had chosen a little patch of
land at the edge of the village, near the forest. To Hilde, it
was perfect. 

She day-dreamed of a little wooden cottage with a
rocking chair on the porch and flowers planted around the
outskirts; a little garden out back for plants. She would go
into the woods daily to catch game for their meals, and
Isaac would cut down trees and sell what they didn’t need
themselves in exchange for things that they did need like
bread and new clothes. And one day, there would be a
babe. Hilde didn’t yet feel ready to be a mother, but the
idea of a child in the future made her heart flutter, she
would be ready one day. 

Hilde’s mother pulled tight on the cords at the back of
Hilde’s dress and she sucked in sharply. The starkness of
the crimson gown against Hilde’s fair skin and brown hair
made the blue in her eyes shine bright. Her mother
finished her fussing by pinning a jewelled fastener into
Hilde’s hair.

“Mother, it’s beautiful. Wherever did you get it?” 
Hilde’s mother smiled. “I wore it on my wedding day.”

She placed her hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “I’m
proud of you.” Hilde sniffled, caught off guard by the
affection that so rarely came from her mother. She hugged
her mother and lifted the hem of her dress. 

The walk from their cottage to the centre of town felt
like an age to Hilde, never ending. Finally, her mother
came to a stop and sat Hilde down on The Baumhauers’
porch. “You sit here until it’s time, all right?” Hilde
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nodded and breathed deep. This was it. She clutched the
flowers in her grip, suddenly nervous. Her mother scur-
ried off around the corner. 

The ceremony was to take place in the centre of town,
surrounded by their friends and family. Hilde could just
about see the cobblestones that made up the village square
from where she sat. 

“Hilde!” 
“Isaac!” Hilde shot straight up. “What are you doing

here? You’re not meant to see me yet.” 
“I had to,” he paused, “you look beautiful… but I

couldn’t go out there, not without speaking to you first.”
Hilde frowned, confused. “Hilde our parents arranged a
mutually beneficial agreement, but I cannot go through
with said agreement without first asking you…” Isaac
dropped to one knee, “Hilde, do you wish to marry me?”
he looked up at her smiling, with a hint of doubt behind
his shining eyes. 

Hilde grinned wide and knelt in front of him. “Yes, yes
I do wish to marry you.” Isaac smiled wide and cupped
her cheek with his palm. They locked eyes with one
another and Isaac wound the hair at her neck around his
fingers. Hilde leant in, the heat in her chest rising. 

“Isaac, for goodness’ sake you’re meant to be out there
already. Come on!” Isaac’s older brother, Geoffrey, scowled
at him from the edge of the porch. “You’re late.” 

Isaac sighed, reluctantly rose to his feet and followed
his brother, casting a glance back at Hilde, grinning wide. 

Hilde rose and slowed her breathing, brushing any
creases from the front of her wedding dress. Her father
appeared and took her by the arm. “It’s time, dear daugh-
ter, are you ready?”

Hilde set her jaw and nodded, gripping her father’s
arm for support. They walked arm in arm from the cottage
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into the village square. Hilde’s mother and brothers were
waiting; Mr. Baumhauer, his wife and other children. And
in the centre, Isaac, waiting for her. Geoffrey stood beside
him with the ring that Isaac had bought from the
blacksmith. 

Hilde’s father let go of her arm when they reached the
men and Hilde handed him her flowers. He kissed her
cheek and rejoined her mother, watching. Isaac and Hilde
clasped hands. Geoffrey tied a braid over both their hands.
“Now you are bound one to the other with a tie not easy to
break. Take the time of binding, before the final vows are
made, to learn what you need to know, to grow in wisdom
and love. That your marriage will be strong, that your love
will last. In this life and beyond.” He smiled at them both.
“Let us all bear witness to the binding of Isaac and Brun-
hilde, let their wedded bliss be long-lasting and fruitful.”
Geoffrey removed the braid from their hands and handed
over the ring.

Isaac leant forward and his lips met with Hilde’s, his
hand at the base of her neck holding her close. Hilde
blushed, his lips were soft and his beard scratchy, she
kissed him back in earnest, feeling overwhelmed with love
for him. 

They pulled apart as Isaac slid the ring in his hand onto
Hilde’s finger. He grinned at her and took her hand, inter-
locking his fingers with hers. A cheer erupted from the
crowd of loved ones watching on. A wedding was always
a very happy occasion in the village as it meant a celebra-
tion paid for by the bride’s family. The townsfolk soon
filled out the town square. 

Tables had been brought out and filled with food. A
band of people played a merry tune on their instruments,
and it wasn’t long before a mixture of music and alcohol
had people dancing on the flagstones. 
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Isaac turned to his new wife. “Would you allow me this
dance with the prettiest lady in the village?” Hilde giggled
and allowed him to pull her out into the middle of the
crowd. His hand slipped around her waist and they fell
into an easy rhythm. A fast-paced tune had them soon
turning in circles to the speed of the beat. 

Hilde grinned at her new husband and he planted a
kiss on her forehead. “Are you happy?”

Hilde smiled. “The happiest.” 

IV

THEIR COTTAGE WAS FINALLY COMPLETED JUST before winter
arrived. It was a small home, but Hilde adored it. The
veranda wrapped around the front of the house and Isaac
had placed two chairs by the doorway. A long table stood
in the centre of the kitchen and a rocking chair sat in the
corner of the bedroom covered in furs. 

Hilde stepped inside with a bundle of flowers in her
arms and kicked the dirt off her boots. She placed the
flowers in the jug on the table and fiddled with their
arrangement. Finally content with how they looked, she
smiled to herself and put them in the centre. Hilde had
spent the afternoon doing chores around the cottage and
tending to the garden. It was nearly evening by the height
of the sun. Hilde cut a chunk of bread and cheese and
bundled them into a basket with some fruit. She pulled the
apron from around her waist and left it lying on the table. 

Basket in hand, Hilde left their little cottage and
headed into the woods, following the path that she always
kept to. Isaac would be getting hungry; he had been chop-
ping wood for hours. She was not deep inside the forest,
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but already the sight of their cottage and the village was
hidden from view by the wall of giant firs. Before long, she
found Isaac swinging his axe high and splitting logs in
half. His shirt had been thrown on the floor. Hilde
watched the ripple of muscle across his shoulder blades as
he swung the axe again.

“Hungry?” 
Isaac jumped and breathed a sigh of relief when he

spotted Hilde offering him the basket. “Blimey, woman,
you’re going to give me a heart attack!” He chuckled and
took the basket from her hands. “Thank you.” He tore a
piece of bread off and tossed it in the air, catching it
between his teeth. He cocked his head at the bow under
her arm, “are you going hunting?” 

Hilde took the hunk of cheese from his hand and bit
into it. Isaac stared at her with a mock frown. She grinned.
“Yes. I shan’t be long but it would be good to catch some
game to last the remainder of the week.” 

“Well, I’ll soon be finished here, just an hour or so more
before it gets dark, meet me here when you’re done?” He
played with her fingers in his, his thumb running over her
knuckles. 

Hilde smiled and kissed him softly. “I shall meet you
here.” She turned on her heel, bow in her grip, and arrows
rattling in their quiver. She took to the path, moving away
from the sound of the axe; animals wouldn’t be found near
noise like that. Hilde rounded a corner, out of sight of her
husband, and pulled an arrow from her back. Hopefully
she could find some birds to shoot. That wouldn’t take too
long. 

She scanned the tree branches, eyes peeled for the sight
of a wood pigeon. Before long, she heard the coo of a bird
perched above her. It was a fat thing, head buried deep
under its wing, cleaning itself and unaware of Hilde
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stalking it. She cocked the arrow and breathed deep before
releasing. It landed with a thump and the bird fell from the
branch. Hilde picked it up and removed the arrow before
slinging it over her shoulder. 

She continued on for some time and managed to catch
another bird. The moon had come out. It would soon be
dark, so Hilde retraced her steps through the woods, back
to Isaac. 

He sat on a stump with his whittling knife and a block
of wood. His brows furrowed in concentration as he
worked, his tongue hanging out the corner of his mouth.
Hilde smiled, she liked watching him work. His child-like
frustration and joy made her chest swell with love for
him. 

“What are you making?” She was standing beside him
now, running a hand over his shoulder as he looked up at
her. 

“A wolf, see its big paws?” he gestured to the bottom of
the carving. He rose from his seat and took her hand.
“Let’s go home.” He stood an entire foot taller than Hilde,
she had to crane her neck to look up at his face. “Here, let
me take that,” Isaac took the game and arrows from Hilde.

“Thank you.” They walked hand in hand back towards
the village. 

“JAKOB!” Hilde gasped in surprise. Jakob stood further
down the path, his gaze trained on Isaac’s hand in Hilde’s.
She hadn’t seen him since that day at the well. He must
have been up in the fields beyond the forest for longer
than usual. 

“I hear congratulations are in order,” he muttered. His
eyes remained fixated on Isaac, unblinking. 
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“Um, yes, thank you. It’s a shame you couldn’t come to
the ceremony.” Hilde’s grip on Isaac’s hand tightened
anxiously. 

Isaac glanced down at his wife. “It’s Jakob… Braddock,
yes?” Isaac placed the game carefully on the floor and
offered his hand. Jakob didn’t move an inch. The clouds
had come across the sky leaving everything dark, with
monstrous shadows from the trees lurching around them. 

Jakob scowled. “You shouldn’t be in the woods, you
know. There are dangerous things out here. Dark things.” 

His gaze unsettled Hilde, unwavering and intense, it
remained on Isaac even as he spoke to Hilde. “Jakob, don’t
be ridiculous, I hunt in the woods all the time, it’s
perfectly fine.” She tugged at Isaac’s hand. “Isaac, I think
we should be getting going, don’t you think?” She moved
a step further away from Jakob but froze in her tracks as a
growl erupted from his lips. 

They remained frozen in horror as the clouds parted
before a full moon and Jakob’s head flew backwards in a
snarl, spit flying and fangs bursting from his jaws. He
dropped to all fours and flashed Hilde a grin before crying
out in pain as his bones popped and reformed. 

Isaac pulled at Hilde’s arm. “Hildy, run!” The pair
turned tail, leaving their possessions where they lay. They
tore through the trees, running so fast that they couldn’t
see straight. Branches tore at their skin and tears formed in
Hilde’s eyes. Isaac was at her back pushing her forward.
“Keep running! Hilde, don’t stop.” 

They could hear crashing behind them. The creature
stormed through the undergrowth, ploughing through
anything in its wake. Hilde whimpered and forced her feet
to move quicker, run faster. They couldn’t stop, it was too
fast and catching up with them quickly. A scream from
behind her stopped Hilde dead in her tracks. Isaac. The
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beast had its jaws clamped on Isaac’s leg, pulling him
along the ground and away from her.

“Isaac!” The scream that ripped out of her throat was
inhuman and raw with desperation. Isaac yelled as teeth
crunched through bone and Hilde heard a snap. He
managed to roll onto his back and pull the axe from his
belt. Isaac buried the axe deep into the wolf’s shoulder
and it let out an unholy howl, blood pouring from the
wound. He pulled it back and swiped again aiming for its
chest, but it lunged forward and knocked the axe from
Isaac’s hand. 

Hilde launched at the wolf, hunting knife in hand, and
sunk it deep into its leg. It roared in pain and flailed,
sending Hilde flying. She landed flat on her back, winded,
eyes dazed. It sunk its claws into her shoulder and she
screeched in agony. Isaac lay only a few feet from her. As
the beast raised its head to howl, she crawled to him. 

“Isaac. Isaac, look at me. Isaac we’re going to be all
right.” He looked at her briefly, before his eyes rolled back
in his skull as he drifted in and out of consciousness.
“Isaac!” Hilde pulled at his coat, sobbing. “Isaac, stay with
me. Please.” 

The wolf snarled at them, prowling closer, slowly,
leisurely… as it watched them laying there, helpless. Its
jaws covered in a mess of drool and blood, its coat slick
and black, and its eyes void of anything but rage. Hilde
clutched Isaac’s arm and shook him, to no avail. The wolf
surged forward biting down on Isaac’s chest, tearing
through his rib cage. Hilde wailed and reached for the axe
lying just out of reach. 

Her fingers curled around the end of the handle and
she pulled it closer. Her hand gripped it hard and she
hurled it deep into the creature’s chest. It howled in pain, a
horrifying mix of animal roar and human scream. It scram-
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bled to its feet and hurtled back into the trees; back the
way it had come only moments before. 

Hilde sobbed and pulled herself closer to Isaac. Blood
leaked from his chest, pooling in the gaping hole. He
looked around wildly until his eyes landed on Hilde. He
opened his mouth to speak but he could only choke on the
blood. Tears streamed down Hilde’s face as she wailed
into his chest. “Don’t leave me, you’re going to be ok, I
promise. You’re going to live, and heal and come home
with me. And we will spend our days sitting outside our
home, and grow old together, and have children. Please
don’t leave me.” 

A final ragged breath escaped his lips as his eyes went
blank. 

Hilde stayed where she was for hours, screaming and
crying against his broken chest until she finally passed out
from exhaustion and pain. 

BRUNHILDE WOKE in her old bed, her shoulder wrapped so
tightly in cloth that she winced as she moved. In a haze of
tiredness and confusion she limped from the bed and
forced herself to walk down the steps one by one. Every
breath was like fire in her lungs. Her family were speaking
in low tones over the kitchen table with Merek
Baumhauer. They fell silent as Hilde stepped into the
room. 

“My dear, what on earth are you doing out of bed? You
must rest.” Her mother fussed over her ravaged shoulder
but Hilde shrugged her off. 

She locked eyes with Merek. “Isaac…” 
“I know lass, I know. I’m sorry.”
Tears welled in her eyes and a flash of anger sent her
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hurling a plate from the table. It crashed to the floor and
shattered into tiny pieces. Her family only stared at her in
silence. “My husband is dead.” Her mother tried to sit
Hilde down but she pushed her off. “My… husband… is
dead. I nearly died too.” She was whispering now,
seething with a palpable rage. 

Merek straightened and cleared his throat. “We are
arranging a hunting party. We have let that beast terrorise
this town and its people for too long now, no longer! We
shall take our finest men, we shall find it and we shall
kill it.”

Hilde scoffed. Every person in the room turned to look
at her. “You are fools. You will die.” Her hand was balled
into a fist, nails digging deep into her palms, knuckles
stark white. “It is not merely a beast. It is also a man…”
Their surprise gave Hilde the slightest hint of satisfaction.
“I will be leading this hunting party. I am the only person
to have survived a wolf attack.” Her father began to speak
but she silenced him. “I do not care to hear your objec-
tions. I nearly died. The man I love did die. You were not
out there, no one knows those woods as well as me. I shall
hunt it down and I shall kill it. No more of this talk.
Tonight the moon is waning, it shall change again and this
time, it shall not survive the night.” 

No one dared argue against her. Alistair rose from his
chair. “I would be honoured to offer my assistance, Sister.”
Hilde nodded at him, a silent thank you. 

Mr. Baumhauer took her hand. “You shall have every
man available to you.”

“We leave at sunset.”

V
• • •
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IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG for the mob to arrive outside Mrs.
Braddock’s home. They came with axes and knives, pitch-
forks, any kind of weapon they could muster. They
dragged her out the front door, as she kicked and cursed at
them. Hilde didn’t know whether Jakob’s mother knew
what he was… but she planned to find out. 

She pulled her knife. “Where is he?” 
Mrs Braddock scowled at Hilde, a look of venom in her

eyes. “You’re the animals! My son don’t mean to hurt
nobody. He can’t control it! It’s not his fault, this wasn’t
meant to happen again. You were the one stupid enough
to go into the forest, girl.”

Hilde’s eyes widened in understanding. “Jakob killed
your husband, didn’t he?” She didn’t answer but one look
in her eyes was enough proof for Hilde. “He killed his
own father, yet you protect him still!”

“It wasn’t his fault, his father should never have been
out that night, Jakob doesn’t know what he’s doing when
the wolf is upon him. It’s not his fault.” She thrashed
against the men holding her but they only tightened their
grip. 

“Your son is a monster.” Hilde locked eyes with the
woman before her, her gaze a steely resolve, “and this
ends tonight.” 

The hunting party left Mrs. Braddock with two of the
men. They couldn’t let her go; she might know where
Jakob was and warn him. Brunhilde had no idea where to
begin, he could be anywhere in the forest by now. Maybe
he wasn’t even in the forest. They had always assumed the
wolf was… a wolf. Now that she knew it was also a man,
it became harder. Hunting an animal was easy, hunting a
human less so. 

He had lived here for years without being discovered,
he had to be smart. The sight of his smile as he broke and
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changed flashed into Hilde’s mind. A shiver ran down her
spine. She had known him, had considered him a friend…
she had wanted to marry him. The thought made her sick. 

They made their way into the forest. It was dark,
already, the trees hiding the final rays of the sun as it went
down. “He changes under the moon, keep your eyes
peeled and take care.” The party split into smaller groups,
an effort to span the forest more easily. Hilde had warned
the men about what happened—the breaking of bones, the
stalking, the hunger it had to kill. But it was wounded...
Hilde hoped that would be enough to slow it down. 

Her shoulder felt like it was being torn open again
every time that she lifted her arm. She bit back a cry. She
would not wait at home in pain while other people found
him. He had killed Isaac, and nearly her, he would not get
away with it. 

The party lit torches as the final bit of light disappeared
around them. Alistair had Hilde’s bow; she wasn’t able to
use it with her shoulder as it was. She kept her knife
gripped firmly in her good palm. Come on. Her eyes
squinted in the darkness, desperate to catch sight of the
beast. She remembered its height, much larger than a
normal wolf, its paws and teeth huge, terrifying. 

THEY PRESSED ON, inching through the thicket, getting
further and further away from the safety of the village.
Surely, they would see the wolf soon. The moon shone
bright over the canopy of trees, white and full. It would
have changed by now. They weren’t looking for a man
anymore, they were looking for the wolf. 

Hilde’s ears pricked up to the sound of branches
breaking in the undergrowth. It flew through the trees and
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took down a man to Hilde’s left. He screamed as the wolf
finished him off with a crack. The men cocked their arrows
and fired, others racing forward with axes raised. 

Hilde’s knife felt insufficient now. Two arrows had met
their mark and lodged in the wolf’s hide. It whimpered
and Hilde noticed its chest where she had buried the axe
before. The wound gaped wide, a mess of matted fur and
blood, still oozing slightly. The wolf snapped at the party,
snarling. The men scrambled to attack it. It tore through
four men in mere moments. Hurling them into trees, they
fell to the wayside, unconscious and broken. 

Hilde surged forward. It faced away from her,
growling at another group of the party coming in the other
direction. She snuck as close to the wolf as she dared and
slammed the knife into its neck down to the hilt. The wolf
shrieked in pain and lurched backwards. 

Alistair launched another arrow into its side and the
beast recoiled. “Come on!” he yelled, aiming once again.
The rest of the party encircled the wolf with weapons
raised. Its head swung from side to side looking for an
escape, but it was met only with torches and bodies. It
snarled at them, much quieter now. Hilde watched the
blood leak from its neck where she had stuck the knife in. 

It swayed and dropped to the floor, unable to hold
itself up longer. Alistair raised the bow again, but Hilde
stopped him. He halted and looked at his sister. Hilde
lifted her knife again and pushed it steadily into its neck
once more. Its eyes rolled back and it dropped like a stone,
dead. 

The party erupted in a rallying cry, faces lit by the
torches in the darkness. Alistair placed his hand on his
sister’s back and took the knife from her. “It’s done, Sister.
It’s done.” Hilde fell back against her brother and released
a sob. Relief. It was done. The wolf’s paws receded into
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human hands, its muzzle collapsing in on itself until it
resembled Jakob again. The sight of Jakob’s naked body
sprawled on the floor, in the place of a wolf, left Hilde
feeling numb.

She allowed her brother to steer her back towards the
village while the men carried the body. Her shoulder
screamed in agony and now the adrenaline had dimin-
ished, the pain ravaged her. Blood had begun to seep
through the cloth that covered it. It would take some time
to heal. 

HILDE ROSE from the bed and pulled a dress over her head,
smoothing down the front. It was silent as she pulled her
hair to the side and braided it. She tugged on her boots
and pulled a fur around her shoulders. Stepping outside,
she breathed in the winter air. Snow had not yet begun to
fall but the ground was covered in a thick frost. Hilde
watched the air escape her lips like wisps of smoke. 

She trudged quietly around the side of the house to a
headstone. Hilde’s fingers curled around the wooden deer
in her pocket. She stroked it softly. “It’s going to snow in
the next few days, I fear. I shall have to finish fixing the
roof before it does, or we shall have snow inside. That
wouldn’t be good.” She smiled softly to herself. “I wish
you were here. I don’t know how to do this by myself,
alone.”

Hilde had left her parents' house as soon as her
shoulder had healed enough. She couldn’t live there again;
it was not her home anymore. Her home was the cottage
that Isaac had built for her. Her home was meant to be
with Isaac. The cottage felt silent and empty without him,
but Hilde feared that the opposite was worse. She didn’t
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wish to go back to the life she had had before, as if every-
thing had not changed. 

She was no longer the little girl afraid of growing up.
Now… she was the widow who killed the big bad wolf.
There was no going back.

148



T

THE THIRTEENTH PRINCESS

By Elora Burrell

o begin this tale with once upon a time would
suggest that it is one with a happy story to tell,
though this one, in particular, is not. For in a

land far from here, a king built his kingdom on the land
belonging to the fae. Not heeding their warning, he grew
his empire on the territory forbidden to human folk,
forcing its original inhabitants underground, forcing them
to abandon their home.  

One day, as the king sat high on his throne with his
queen by his side, a strange visitor arrived at the castle.
The hunched figure introduced himself to the court as The
Crafter, and wore a large dark hood over his head,
shrouding his face in shadow as he pointed a long, with-
ered finger at the king.   

“You have severed the bond between man and fae, and
for this betrayal, you shall be punished!” the stranger
bellowed, his voice raspy with age.

The king stood from his throne and demanded that The
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Crafter leave his sight. The hunched form cackled in
response. 

“Very well, foolish king, but you shall suffer my wrath
in return!” 

Stepping forward, The Crafter lifted his hood to reveal
his ugly wrinkled face. His violet eyes burned with
unmasked fury as the members of the court gasped
around the room. 

 “On your daughters, thirteen, 
a curse I bestow,
for their souls to be trapped, 
in a realm I have sown,
when the twelfth hour falls, 
on the final’s eighteenth, 
shall they fully be mine,
for all eternity.”
He lowered his bony hand and narrowed his eyes at

the speechless king. “For the misery you have caused, you
shall reap what you sow, and in time your beloved daugh-
ters shall belong to me.” And with these final words, he
vanished. The king ordered every nobleman to find The
Crafter, but he was never found. 

True to The Crafter’s premonition, the queen produced
thirteen healthy baby girls before passing away as she
gave birth to the king’s thirteenth daughter. They grew to
be beautiful princesses, adored by their father and the
kingdom. But as time passed, the king grew fearful that
one day The Crafter’s words would come true, and he
would spend his days doing everything that he could to
keep his daughters safe from this dreaded curse. 

1
• • •

150



I WATCH AS THE SCHOLARS, healers, and local witches
summoned by my father dart in and out of the princesses’
royal chambers, doing their best to tend to my sisters, yet
each leaving with a look of bafflement. From the moment
the nightmare began, I could feel the sense of dread
surrounding my sisters’ mystery illness.  

It had been I who had initially noticed the sickliness of
each of my sisters, their tired eyes and the paleness of their
complexions. Every morning when I awoke from my deep
slumber, I’d see it in their mannerisms, in their unusual
quietness and subdued energy.

As time passed, each morning I’d discover yet another
of my sisters laying still in her bed. I just believed them to
be sound asleep from exhaustion, having noticed some
time earlier, their hushed yet excited talk as night fell and
the stars would come out to play. I knew of their late-night
activities, though I was unsure what it was exactly that
they were doing and where exactly they were going. 

By the twelfth day, I knew as soon as I awoke that
something was undeniably wrong. Each of my twelve
sisters lay flat and motionless in their beds. As I looked
over each of them, from the eldest, Catina, to the youngest,
Evolet, I saw how they each lay perfectly still in a timeless
sleep, with porcelain skin, blackened lips, and long black
veins that spread out across their glittering cheeks, the
only visible sign that something was seriously wrong. 

Panic had spread throughout the kingdom, and there
was little that anyone in the castle could do to silence the
rumours and whispers in the cobbled streets below. The
words ‘The Crafter’s curse’ could be heard at every corner,
and I wished it would all come to an end. 

My father and I were informed that, by all accounts,
they had passed on. Their hearts no longer beat, their
chests did not rise with even breaths, and yet their skin
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was warm to the touch. With each passing day, their faces
grew paler, the blackened veins spreading further across
their porcelain skin, and no one knew what could be done
to save them. 

Now, a week on, I can see how much of a toll this
disaster has taken on my father. His constant worrying has
affected his health, his hair was greying and there were
deep bags under his eyes from many a sleepless night.  

I watch silently from the side lines as he speaks with
the most recent healer. They speak in hushed tones, but
from the expression on their faces, I can tell it isn’t good.
Unable to face the news, I slip away and down the corri-
dor, heading towards the kitchen, my mind heavy with
concern for my sisters.

THE SMELLS DRIFTING from the kitchen lighten my mood as
I step towards the entrance, stopping short as I hear the
conversation inside. 

“Well, I think it’s The Crafter’s curse finally coming
true, what with Princess Ferryn’s eighteenth birthday so
soon,” I hear another of the servants pipe up. 

“I’m telling you, whatever’s happened to those girls is
because of where they’ve been disappearing off to at
night,” I hear the main cook, Esmé, say. 

“Little Riella saw them, she did, all dressed up for a
party, skulking through the castle dead at night. Said she
saw them head for the library, but when she went to see
what they were up to, the room was empty!” another of
the cooks replies. 

“Oh, that girl and her fanciful tales! It’s a wonder she
gets anything done with her head stuck in the clouds!”
Esmé says with a chuckle. 
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At that moment, I choose to walk in with questions on
the tip of my tongue. Esmé and the others turn, their eyes
widening in surprise as they notice me standing there. 

“Princess Ferryn, forgive us, we had no idea you were
there, your highness,” Esmé states apologetically as she
curtsies along with the others. 

“Please,” I reply, gesturing for them to rise. The women
rise and begin busying themselves around the kitchen as
they avert their gazes, embarrassment awash on each of
their faces. 

“Your eighteenth birthday draws nearer, Princess.
What an age to be!” Esmé gushes, in a weak attempt to
change the subject.  

“I see no reason to celebrate, what with my sisters’
current condition,” I reply sullenly as I take a seat at the
large wooden table brimming with breads, fruits, vegeta-
bles, and cheeses.

“Oh, but you must, for their sake, my dear girl,” Esmé
says.

I shrug as I lean over and pick up a small roll, breaking
it in half with my hands before sinking my teeth into the
warm, soft centre. 

“With it being the day after tomorrow, preparations are
already underway, your highness,” Velsie informs me. 

“On whose authority?” I demand as I finish my
mouthful.  

“Your father, the king, your highness,” Velsie replies
bashfully.

“I really don’t see how this could be the time for cele-
brations. How could it be if my sisters aren’t there to share
it with me?” I reply aghast. 

The ladies cast their eyes down. Their feet shuffle
awkwardly against the stone floor as a silence falls over
them. 
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“Your father means well, Princess. I’m sure he only
wants to avoid any more distress,” Esmé suggests as she
rubs my shoulder reassuringly.  

“His lips tell lies of late and his eyes deceive him,” I
retort in a sulk as I take another bite of the bread. 

“You must be kind to your father, Princess Ferryn,
losing your mother, and now this,” Esmé trails off, shaking
her head, her face tinged with sadness. 

“It can’t be easy on him, your highness. Go gentle with
him,” Velsie adds, smiling softly at me as she busies
herself around the kitchen once more. I think quietly on
their words, remembering the tired look on my father’s
face, the dark bags under his eyes, and the strained smile
that he’s started using. I make a mental note to check on
him later, before the memory of the women’s conversation
pops back into my head.

“So, what is it that you were saying about the little
servant girl?” I ask casually as I tear away another
mouthful of the warm, spongy bread.

“Which girl, now?” Esmé asks. 
“The little orphan, the one whose parents abandoned

her?” I press. 
Both Esmé and Velsie freeze and share a knowing look

before each pair of eyes fall on me. “You mean Riella?”
Velsie asks, an edge to her voice. 

“Yes, Riella. You were saying that she saw something?”
I press, dusting the crumbs of bread from my ruffled
skirts.

“Oh, that. Well, you know how children are!” Velsie
replies, a nervous laugh bubbling from her lips. 

“That little lady does tell some fanciful stories. Nothing
to worry yourself about, dear girl,” Esmé adds, her tone
rushed. 

“Don’t play coy with me,” I reply, giving them each a
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pointed look. Neither of them says anything as I get to my
feet, my long skirts brushing the floor with a soft swish as
I turn to them both. They attempt to busy themselves
around the kitchen. 

 “I’m not blind, nor am I deaf, and I heard you mention
curses. You aren’t the first that I’ve overheard speaking in
hushed tones about my sisters,” I declare. “If you’re so
eager to chat about it, then tell me why the conversation
dies as soon as I walk into the room?” I demand, frustra-
tion leaking into my voice. 

“Princess Ferryn, we…” Esmé starts, her voice
faltering as she looks over to Elsie, concern etched into her
face. 

I hold up my hand to silence them before they utter
another word. I let out a short sigh. “Save your words; I
think I’m better off not hearing them.” Before they can
protest, I spin around and make a beeline for the door, my
skirts flaring around me as I go. As I turn the corner, I’m
so focused on the altercation that I crash straight into
someone. I take in the bundle of scrawny legs and arms
and the wild head of thick black curls as I stumble through
an apology. Almond-shaped wide green eyes peer up at
me through the net of curls. Her mouth curls into a
nervous smile as she jumps to her feet.  

 “Riella!” I chirp in surprise.
“My apologies, Princess Ferryn. People are always

telling me I should look where I’m going,” she replies
brusquely as she quickly drops into a small curtsey. 

“Word is, you’ve seen where my sisters go at night,” I
comment, my tone even as I watch her. The young girl
gives me a guarded look before casting her eyes around
for any unwanted eavesdroppers. 

“Not here, Princess. Not now.” 
“But—wait!” I argue, my hand reaching to stop her. But
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before I can catch her, she runs off, darting around the
corner and out of sight.

THE SKY IS dark by the time I decide to call in on my father.
The corridors are quiet as I make my way through the
maze of paths, my footsteps echoing against the cold stone
as I come to a halt at a large doorway, leading to my
father’s chambers. 

I wrap my silk robe tighter around me, before taking a
deep breath and rapping my knuckles against the thick
door. The sound echoes down the empty halls and I notice
the shadows that flicker by the light of the candles running
the length of the hall. 

I wait quietly for a response, though I receive nothing
but silence in return. I quickly surmise that he’s not in his
chambers and pull away from the door, stepping silently
towards the throne room, holding my robes firmly
closed. 

As soon as I step through the doorway and into the
large hall, my eyes fall on my father. A shiver runs through
me as I move further into the room, the throne room’s air
forever cold no matter the season. I look on as my father
paces back and forth, his legs wobbly and his direction
off. 

It’s immediately obvious that he’s drunk as he sways
violently and stumbles up the steps, before he slumps into
his throne. As I make my way closer, I notice the sheen of
sweat on his forehead, the redness of his cheeks and nose,
and the way that his crown hangs crooked on his mane of
chestnut hair.

He lifts his arm lazily when he finally notices me in the
room and gives me a lopsided smile. 
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“Ah, Ferryn, my beautiful Ferryn,” he slurs, dropping
his arm as he slumps back in his seat. 

“How much have you had to drink?” I ask, skeptical,
as I climb the steps towards him.

“Have you come to lecture me, dear daughter?” he
teases, his voice thick from drink. 

“I came to speak with you, but I see you’re in no state
to do so,” I respond as I stop in front of him. His spirit-
stained breath coils through the air, reaching my nose, and
though I haven’t eaten in hours, my stomach turns. His
eyes, dancing with a playful light, become dim and well
up with tears as he staggers to his feet and reaches a hand
out to caress my face. 

“My sweet Ferryn, last of thirteen.” Anger suddenly
fills his eyes, and he then throws his empty cup across the
room, the metallic mug bouncing off the stone floor and
echoing through the room. I step back in surprise.

“Curse that fairy scum!” he bellows whilst turning
back to his throne. 

“What are you talking about, Father?” I ask timidly as I
peer around his back to see his shadowed face, his eyes
hidden in the palm of his hand. 

“If I ever get my hands on that filth...” he rants, curling
his fingers into fists that tremor with rage. 

“Father, you’re making no sense,” I say softly, gently
laying a hand on his shoulder. My touch alone dispels the
anger coursing through him. His shoulders slump, his
hands uncurl and drop to his sides, and as he hangs his
head in defeat and shame. 

“How strange that only a month ago I was sitting here
pondering the mystery of why your sisters’ demand for
dancing slippers had increased, and now…” he trails off,
shaking his head in sadness, and a long, weathered sigh
escapes his lips.
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“The Crafter’s curse is true, and I cannot save you from
it.” His words ring through me, shocking me into a stand-
still, the air freezing in my lungs as I stare at him. 

“What do you mean? Who is The Crafter, Father?” 
He sighs and turns to me, suddenly sturdy and sober

as he raises his eyes from the floor to meet mine. “My deci-
sions came at a price and they caused me to barter with
your lives. “He raises his hand once more to my cheek but
stops before his fingers brush against my skin, his face
pained, as though he can’t bear to touch me. “Because of
me, you all must pay the price.”

“My thirteen treasures, most dear to my heart, and I
shall lose you all,” he whispers, the sound bouncing off the
stone walls. 

Slowly drawing his hand back, a single tear slips down
his weary face as he slumps back in his throne. His eyes
are dull and distant, and I realise as his words sink in, that
he is in no state to give help or wise words this night, and
so with a worried heart, I quietly step out of the room and
down the corridor with his words still ringing in my ears. 

I’m so deep in my train of thought that I don’t notice
the person approaching from the other end of the hall,
until the person is standing before me, bringing me to a
sudden stop. 

“Riella!” I cry in surprise. 
“Shh!” she hisses, watching warily for any unwanted

listeners. 
“You asked about your sisters and what I saw, but it

will be much easier to show you,” she whispers to me. 
I lean in, speaking in hushed tones, “Please, lead the

way.” 
Riella remains silent as she shakes her head at me, her

eyes dark and serious. I stop and regard her quietly, a
displeased expression on my face. 
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“When the clock sounds eight tomorrow night, I will
come and find you, but there are rules,” Riella tells me,
eyeing me carefully.

“What rules?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me. 
“You must be dressed as though you were to attend a

ball and wearing the last pair of slippers that the shoe-
maker gifted you and your sisters, but you must not tell
anyone where you’re going,” she explains.

“How do you know all this?” 
“No one is ever who they seem to be, Princess,” she

says, her tone guarded. 
“Please, I promise I won’t share,” I press. Riella glances

at the floor bashfully, reverting back to an embarrassed
child, before gently pulling back her thick curtains of hair
to reveal two pointed ears. I bite back a gasp. 

A changeling. 
She puts a finger to her lips, her emerald eyes blinking

through the shadows, and I nod in understanding. Knowl-
edge in exchange for keeping a secret.

“Tomorrow when the clock chimes eight,” she repeats
before stepping around me. “And remember, tell no one.”
Her childlike voice echoes through me as I watch her
disappear down the hall. 

2

THROUGH THE NIGHT and following day, the hours drag by,
and the slowness of their passing does nothing to help
soothe my restless mind. As the evening draws in, I find
myself glad to get away from the tension and the shadow
hanging over everyone in the castle. My sisters’ condition
is no better off, and everyone in the kingdom senses the
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growing fear creeping into the peoples’ hearts. I see it in
their faces, in my father’s eyes. They’re losing hope. 

With the whole day to ponder, I realise that I’m finally
about to discover where they had been disappearing to at
night. I wonder whether these mysterious evening trips
are the source of their sickness. No one will answer me
when I ask of The Crafter’s curse, and even though I spent
my morning scouring through dozens of books, I find no
mention of it within the pages. 

As the day draws to a close, my mind begins to whir
anxiously as I think of what is to come, what I’m about to
discover. As the corridors grow quiet with the oncoming
night, I head candidly back to my new quarters whilst
doing my best not to give anyone a reason to be suspicious
of me. 

As I pass my old room, I glance in, watching as the few
healers that are still willing to try, medicate and care for
my sisters as best as they can. My heart squeezes as I see
my sister, Cryssa’s face, the black veins snaking further
around her porcelain skin. Unable to watch any longer, I
tear my eyes away and force myself further down the long
corridor until I reach my room. As I close the door shut
behind me, I’m suddenly filled with determination as Riel-
la’s words ring in my head.

You must be dressed as though you were to attend a ball and
wearing the last pair of slippers that the shoemaker gifted you
and your sisters. 

With my task set and a steeled look on my face, I pull
away from the door and head for the dressing chamber. As
I walk in, my eyes immediately fall to the dress prepared
for my birthday celebrations tomorrow night. 

I’m speechless as I try it on, patiently fastening the
buttons along the back of the dress before moving towards
the mirrored wall. The petite bodice with flowing sleeves
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constructed with pink blossom hangs off my shoulders,
my shoulders and chest are free of fabric and without
jewels. The large skirts fan out in a circular spread, giving
the impression that I’m floating on air. The soft pink blos-
soms decorate the dress in clusters, spreading up the dress
from the bottom of the puffy skirts in long, beautiful
tendrils. The colour of the flowers compliments the soft
mint green shade of the dress. I realise that the dress is
intended to symbolise springtime; my birthday just so
happens to fall in the midst of the season. I admire the
dressmaker’s work with a final twirl.

I lift the skirts and move back through the room
towards the shelves of shoes, pulling out the last pair
made for me by the shoemaker of the kingdom. The pink
silk fabric shimmers as I slip my small feet into them. 

The clock ticks away as I make my way over to the
large vanity, adding some power to my face and a soft
pink lipstick to my puckered lips before I reach over to my
box of jewels and treasures. Silently, I shift through my
belongings until my fingers draw out an intricate hairpin,
fashioned from jade, left to me by my mother. The pin
flares at the top and spirals down to a sharp point. I gaze
at it fondly for a moment as I twist it in my fingers.
Removing the dainty, beautifully-crafted tiara from its
resting place atop my head, I pull the black ribbon from
my hair, watching as the tight bun loosens, and my auburn
hair cascades down my back and around my face. Drop-
ping the ribbon on the vanity, I separate the top half of my
hair and twist it into a loose neat bun, a few wisps and
strands falling around my face as I fasten the bun with the
jade hair pin, while the bottom half of my hair falls over
my shoulders and down my back in long, soft waves.

I quickly grab my tiara and return it to its rightful place
before reaching back into my jewellery box and pulling
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out a pair of pear-shaped rose quartz droplet earrings. I
put them in and then, finally, I’m ready. The clock chimes
eight o’clock as I let my hands fall into my lap, taking in
my appearance. I can feel my heart thudding rapidly in
my chest as the uncertainty of what is to happen starts to
play on my mind.

As the clock chimes its eighth and final dong, I shakily
get to my feet and take my skirts firmly in my hands,
lifting them slightly to walk gracefully. As I reach the
closed door connecting the dressing chambers to my quar-
ters, I let out a shaky sigh before reaching for the handle
and opening the heavy mahogany door. I visibly cringe as
the metal frame creaks and groans, before biting back a
gasp as my eyes fall on Riella. 

“Goodness, Riella!” I cry in surprise. 
She immediately lifts a finger to her lips, scouring the

empty hallways until she’s satisfied that we’re completely
alone. 

“Sorry,” I whisper, “I just wasn’t expecting you to be
so… prompt,” I explain bashfully. 

Riella doesn’t respond, her attention caught by some-
thing else. I watch silently as she takes in my appearance,
greedily eyeing every detail of my dress before her eyes lift
to meet mine, her head nodding in approval. 

“Perfect choice,” she comments, her tone low. 
“Thank you,” I reply as she looks over her shoulder. 
“It’s time. Follow me,” she tells me, starting down the

corridor without a second glance in my direction. 
Closing the door behind me, I follow after her, doubt

beginning to cloud my mind. I think back to my father’s
words, his own confirmation of this curse being real, and
an odd sensation takes over me.  

“Riella, what is The Crafter’s curse?” I ask in hushed
tones as we sneak through the darkened corridors. I hear

162



a small sigh escape the girl’s lips, and for a few moments
she remains silent as we keep moving. I’m about to pose
the question once more when she finally decides to
speak. 

“It’s the reason for all that’s happening, the reason that
your sisters are in the state that they are,” she answers. 

“But why? My sisters are innocent; they never
deserved any of this,” I reply, anger seeping into my
voice. 

“It’s the fault of your father, the king.” 
Her words ring in my ears as I think back to the

previous night in the throne room, and my drunken
father’s eerily sober words. My decisions came at a price and
they caused me to barter with your lives.

“But I don’t understand. Why haven’t I fallen ill with
the same sickness?” I reply, shaking my head with
confusion. 

“Because the curse ends with you, Princess,” Riella
explains as she finally comes to a stop. She stops and turns
back to look at me sideways, her demeanour serious and
sombre. 

“Only you can put an end to the events that have
occurred.” 

“You’re very knowledgeable for a child,” I observe as
we stand alone under the candlelight.

“Tácharan aren’t like regular children,” Riella
counters. 

Before I can respond, she nods towards a doorway. I
glance over to where her eyes are focused, not even having
noticed the large door frame as I realise that we have
arrived. “Wait. Why have we stopped in front of the
library?” 

“Magick and knowledge tend to walk hand in hand.
Where better to find it than in a library?” she reasons. 
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“I don’t understand,” I mumble as I look from the large
doors to her small frame. 

“Follow me,” she whispers. She steps forward and
pushes open one of the doors, leaving a small gap for her
to slip through. I push it further open as I make my way
after her, my skirts swishing around me gently.  

In the darkness, lit only by the light of the bright moon
and stars shining through the high arched windows, the
rows upon rows of books look daunting and unfamiliar,
though the smell of worn leather and fingered pages
settles my nervous heart. The high bookshelves stretch up
towards the arched ceiling and disappear into the
shrouded darkness from halfway up.

I’m just shutting the door behind me when I notice
Riella tuck her hair behind her pointed ears and crouch
down, her right palm pressed against the cool stone floor.  

“Fosgalite,” I hear her utter.
Before I can ask her what it means, I notice a golden

glow emanating from her palm, and in a quick flash, it
spreads out over her fingertips and runs in a golden ring
around her palm before quickly fading away to nothing. 

Riella silently gets to her feet and turns to me. I’m
instantly taken aback by the swirling violet shade of her
eyes as she moves over to me, her gaze holding me in
place. “The doorway has been opened; the rest is up to
you now.”

“But I don’t understand. Where am I meant to go?
What is it that I’m meant to do?” I ask as I glance around
the empty library. 

“To get to The Crafter’s Keep you must first decipher
the riddle,” she explains, pointing to the marble pedestal
placed in the centre of the window, the violet fading from
her eyes with every moment that passes. 

“You have until the twelfth hour falls, Princess. Use
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your time wisely and don’t stray from the path,” she
warns, turning to leave. 

“Wait! Please, I need your help,” I call after her.
“Luck be with you,” she calls over her shoulder before

slipping through the doorway and out of sight. 
I gulp as the door clicks shut, watching it intently for a

moment or two as I debate whether to go after her, but her
words ring in my ears, and I stride over to the pedestal.
Once I reach it, I notice the large, open book resting on the
flat surface. The pages are brown with age, the corners
curling slightly, and yet the pages are completely free of
words. 

“But where is the riddle?” I mutter as I scour the empty
pages before me. As I frown in confusion, I lift my hand to
the empty pages, my fingertips brushing them ever so
slightly. The open pages ripple as soon as the connection is
made, and letters written in bright gold begin to shimmer
on the page. Constructing words as the rippling effect
fades away, I watch with wide eyes as four lines glow on
the once blank paper.

This trail shall take thee
Where chosen few are left. 
This long descent down
Begins with the first bold step.
I read the words aloud, my voice echoing slightly

down the darkened rows of books. Bafflement spreads
through me as I read and reread the riddle, the piece
making less sense with every attempt. Glancing around
the library, I let out a heavy sigh and take a step back, and
then another and another, until I’m backed up against the
closest row. Leather spines press against my back, and I
take comfort in their sturdiness. 

“This long descent down begins with the first bold
step…” I mutter, trailing off as I try to grasp its meaning. I
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step back towards the pedestal and read the riddle again,
trying my best to make sense of it, when I notice that to
my horror, the glowing words have begun to fade away. 

“No, no, no!” I cry as my fingers scramble at the pages
in a feeble attempt to keep them there. A wave of despera-
tion and disappointment washes over me as the last
golden letter fades into the browned pages and I’m left
with an empty book once more. My vision clouds as tears
fill my eyes, threatening to spill over my powdered
cheeks. 

“I’m the only one who can save them, and already I’ve
failed them,” I mutter to the empty room through
wobbling lips. My impressive skirts fan around me as I fall
to my knees, hitting an uneven stone tile with my left knee
as I drop. Out of the silence, I hear a click as the uneven
stone drops down to level out, and I bite back a
triumphant cry as the riddle suddenly makes sense to me.
Out from the silence behind me, a hollow groaning sound
disrupts me from my thoughts, and I turn to see light
shining through the circular pattern of tiles in the large
entryway of the library. Scrambling to my feet, I watch in
amazement as the stones begin to turn slowly and one by
one, dip down, deep into the ground, creating a circular
stairway.

My feelings of desperation and sadness slip away and
are immediately replaced with a sudden steely resolve. As
I stare at the secret stairway leading deep down into the
ground to what Riella had called The Crafter’s Keep, I
can’t help but wonder what awaits me and if it will be
anything like what my sisters experienced. Stepping
around the edge of the drop, I try my best not to look
down, until I make my way around to the very top of the
steps. 

“Find The Crafter, end the curse, and save my sisters
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before the twelfth hour falls,” I relay to myself, committing
it to memory as I grab hold of my skirts, take a deep
breath, and begin the long descent, deep into the
unknown. 

3

AS I VENTURE FURTHER down the winding stone staircase,
the feeble light from the shining moon through the library
windows fades as I continue downwards into darkness,
leaving me with nothing but the sound of my soft steps
and swishing skirts. My heart picks up in speed, but I keep
my resolve and carry on down the winding steps. Just
when I believe I cannot see anything but murky darkness
before me, the walls give way, replaced by a winding
railing that disappears around the bend and out of sight.
Ivy and moss twist tightly around the metal frame, while
dotted around the greenery and leaves are softly glowing
flowers, giving off light in an array of purples, yellows,
and pinks. 

In my fascination, I pick one and bring it to my nose,
inhaling its sweet scent before pulling my hand back,
quickly realising that, to my disappointment, the glow
within the flower has ceased. I pull my eyes away from the
plucked flower between my fingertips, daring myself to
peer over the edge of the banister. When my eyes gaze
below, I find myself squinting at nothing but darkness and
wonder what awaits me down there. 

I hold my arm out and drop the flower, watching it
spin as it falls through the air, unable to pick out anything
in the endless inky black below as it disappears out of
sight. With a sigh, I draw back and continue down the
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never-ending twisting spiral of moss-covered steps, my
slippers padding silently over one another as though I
were floating gracefully below into The Crafter’s Keep.  

ONCE I FINALLY REACH THE bottom of the stairwell, my jaw
drops in the most unladylike fashion, my eyes wide as
saucepans as I take in the sight before me. 

Luscious green grass and springy moss blankets the
floor, dotted with clusters of the glowing flowers. Their
sweet scent fills my nose. Tall trees of silver and gold
spread as far as the eye can see, the fruits growing from
their spread-out branches are actually dozens of precious
jewels. Diamonds, rubies, sapphires, and emeralds sparkle
and shine from where they hang amongst silver and gold
leaves. 

I step forward under the shade of the jewelled trees,
taking in the beauty of my surroundings. I can’t see past
the thick foliage of leaves and jewels to be able to see what
is above, but I’m so taken aback by the beautifully
abnormal sights that I find myself uninterested in anything
else. 

I step lightly along the dirt path speckled with stepping
stones of odd sizes, my wide skirts brush along the long
wild grass and shake the clusters of flowers in their bed as
I wander through the trees, brushing my fingertips against
the smooth bark, still amazed to find they haven’t been
painted over. 

As I wander through the mystical underground wood-
lands, my eyes pick out movement through the trees as the
forest creatures zip through the shrubbery, their colours
bright and unearthly, yet seemingly natural in the
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surrounding environment. They move too quickly for me to
really take each of them in. Though the butterflies floating
over the flowers and the birds perched on silver and gold
branches, I notice, seem rather normal in comparison. 

The minutes seem to disappear. Thoughts of my sisters’
peril and the reason for this journey are pushed to the back
of my mind as my senses are overwhelmed with new
sights and sounds, my lungs full of the rich, earthy
aroma.  

As I move forward, I notice that the stone and earth
path begins to widen deeper into the trees. I keep my eyes
lowered, focused on the widening path until I walk right
into a wooden post. Stumbling back in surprise, I rub my
forehead before readjusting my wonky tiara. As I do, my
eyes flit from left to right, a sinking feeling growing in my
stomach as I quickly realise the path that I had been
following splits in two and carries on in different
directions. 

“Pretty girlies should watch where they’re walking,” a
voice warns, a hint of amusement in its voice. I look
around, my head darting from left to right as I search for
the owner of the voice. 

“Pretty girlies should pay attention to those who are
talking,” it adds with a raspy giggle. My eyes are drawn
back to the signpost, my gaze drifting upwards until they
fall on the odd little being perched between the arrows
each pointing in the direction of one of the paths, the
lettering faded and unreadable. 

I take in its sharp face and angular chin; its bright
violet eyes unnerve me with its unblinking stare. It looks
impish and much smaller than I would have imagined one
of its kind to be. Upon first glance, it doesn’t seem to be
dissimilar to Riella—the most noticeable difference being
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that the colour of its skin is an off-pale shade of pastel
green rather than regular skin tones. 

“Oh, I didn’t see you there!” I comment in surprise.
“Who are you?” 

“Who am I? Am I a friend or a foe, a deceiver or a truth
seeker?” it rambles with glee as it hangs from the sign.

“What a funny little thing you are,” I observe, tilting
my head slightly as I watch it fool about.

“You have not been enchanted, that is clear for one to
see.”

“What on earth do you mean by that?” I ask.
“I pray, dear girl, do tell, what be the name giveth to

thee?”
“What an odd way to introduce yourself,” I reply,

ignoring his question as I fold my arms over my chest.
 “Will you give me thy name?” 
“What an odd little thing you are. I can’t give you my

name; it doesn’t work that way,” I reply indignantly.
The being frowns at me, its wide smile turning a shade

more malicious as its lips open to reveal a row of sharp,
pointed teeth. “There is more to this one than one might
see. What a threat this princess could be,” it hisses
through its drawn teeth, its violet eyes regarding me
steadily. 

I huff as I stomp my slippered foot and shake my head
at the creature, my patience with it diminishing as the
conversion progresses. 

“You’re as cumbersome as you are rude, and I have no
time for your riddles,” I snap, an edge to my tone. “Now
please be useful and tell me, which way do I go?” 

“Intelligence and beauty–what a pair. For your answer,
knowledge is what you must share,” it answers, tilting its
head to the side as it waits for me to answer. 

 “Flattery will get you nowhere. What knowledge is it
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that you want from me?” I respond, my unease growing as
I become sceptical of the creature’s intent. 

 “I only wish for thy name, sweet girl. Is it something
as precious as a pearl?” It's then that I suddenly recall the
sweet rhyme our nursemaid would sing to me and my
sisters when we were younger. 

Darling child o’ mine, 
Careful where you play,
For on the edge of the forest lurk the sprites of fae.  
Sweet, foolish child, 
Do not give what’s yours,
For they intend to trick and thieve and steal what’s mine

you see.
Darling child o’ mine, 
Careful where you play,
 For on the edge of the forest lurk the sprites of fae.
   “You may call me Princess of Adrwen,” I speak care-

fully, eyeing the creature. 
 It watches me silently for a moment, as if gathering its

thoughts before leaning over the post towards me, its eyes
swirling brightly with their unnatural colour. “Oh, please,
beautiful princess, that won’t do. Don’t you see, I only
wish to get to know thee,” it drawls, its pointed teeth reap-
pearing once more.

“Well, if you won’t help me, you horrid little beast,
then I suppose I’ll just have to decide on my own.” With
that said, I turn my eyes away from the small being, grab a
tight hold of my puffed skirts and stride down the path on
the right side of the post. I can feel its eyes boring into the
back of me as I march away with frustration bubbling into
fury in the pit of my stomach. I’m glad when I realise it
hasn’t followed me.  

As I wander through the trees, I manage to pick out
other forms of life deeper into the trees. I see what look to
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be tiny children with wings prancing around in a circle,
surrounded by toadstools of unearthly reds, and gnomes
and imps peeking out at me from behind the safety of the
trees’ thick trunks. 

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say I was in a dream,” I
breathe as I pick out yet another pair of little beady eyes
before they disappear from sight.  

As I continue down the path, I find myself tempted to
cut through the wild trees, drawn to the idea of wandering
through the grassy meadows and jewelled trees to spy on
fairy folk. Thoughts of my sisters and their mystery illness
drift far from my mind as I absorb the surroundings, my
curiosity getting the better of me.    

As I hear another set of tinkling laughter echoing
through the trees, I turn to the dense trees. Mesmerised by
the sound, I step forward, a slippered foot brushing
against the springy moss and grass underfoot. Suddenly,
as if by magick, Riella’s warning rings loudly in my head,
and I stumble backwards a few steps. 

You have until the twelfth hour falls, Princess. Use your
time wisely, and don’t stray from the path.

 “What am I doing?” I mutter to myself as I shake my
head clear of the fog twisting its tendrils around my mind.
I glance through the trees hesitantly, picking out silhou-
ettes and shadows that drift from tree to tree without a
care, their entities wild and free in this curious under-
ground world. With a deep inhale, I draw my eyes to the
path winding through the woodlands, letting out the air
from my lungs in one long sigh. 

“I have to find The Crafter. Goodness knows how
much time I have left.” 
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AS TIME DWINDLES ON, I follow the winding path through
the glittering trees until it leads me to the water’s edge. I
look out on the water as I realise the size of the lake; the
trees circle around the water for what looks to be miles,
until the water disappears from sight behind a sizable
island. 

I see the twinkling lights from the castle nestled on it,
and even from where I stand, I can just about make out the
sweet music wafting through the still air. 

“That has to be where I need to go,” I breathe. My eyes
flit to the dark, still waters of the lake and the sight
unnerves me. I wonder what may be lurking under the
mirrored surface and soon realise that I’m quite happy not
knowing the answer to my own question. 

“But how will I get across?” I wonder aloud. I search
the waterline once more and my eyes fall on a small dock
with an equally small rowboat tied loosely to its wooden
frame, a few metres away from me. Without uttering
another word, I head over to it and gingerly climb into the
boat, undoing the rope once I’ve seated myself. 

Once the rope has been thrown onto the edge of the
dock, I begin to search for the oars but realise quickly that
there are none. I feel the boat begin to glide through the
murky waters, creating ripples and tiny waves through the
stillness. I look around the boat, and although no one is
rowing or steering, it floats confidently in a straight line
towards the small island in the middle of the lake.  

As I look over the edge of the boat, searching for a rope
or pulling system to explain it, my eyes fall on my reflec-
tion, and the hairs on the nape of my neck rise up as I take
her in. In almost every way, she is me. She has the same
pale complexion and wide, dark eyes, the same long, wavy
auburn hair, her tiara resting perfectly on her head, yet she
is different. 
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Without thinking, I lean over the edge of the boat and
reach out to touch her face. In that moment her face
changes and contorts, her mouth shaping into an unnatu-
rally wide smile with rows of teeth, and before I can
scream, she grabs my wrist with an immense grip and
drags me into the murky depths. 

THE WATER IS BITTERLY cold and I almost gasp in shock
before coming to my senses and keeping my mouth shut
tight. The skirts of my dress float around me through the
water, making me seem like an oversized tropical jellyfish. 

My surroundings are so dark that I can barely make
out anything through the gloomy waters around me. I try
to swim to the surface, but when I do, I feel the water shift
around me, pushing me down and disorienting me as
though something was circling me like prey.  

Through the darkness I see a flick of a tail, then a brief
glimpse of a face but nothing more, and I hear my heart
thumping wildly in my ears with every brief sighting of
this mystery creature. My lungs burn as I try to swim
through the water, but try as I might, I’m pushed back
down each time. 

Just as I feel my eyesight failing and my mind going
woozy, I see the humanoid creature swimming towards
me with huge black eyes and rows of sharpened teeth, her
long spindly finger-like claws reaching out towards me.
The panic caused by the sight of her kicks my mind into
self-preservation, and with all my might, I manage to
swing my foot from under me and kick her forcefully in
the face. 

Before I can comprehend what has just happened, my
burning lungs and failing eyesight remind me of my
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current surroundings, and I quickly make my escape,
kicking my feet out behind me with newfound strength as
I make my way towards the surface.

4

I BREAK the surface in a spluttering mess of coughing and
gasping as I pull myself into the rowboat. My heart
hammers wildly in my chest and my body trembles from
the frigid temperature of the lake water and the dangers
that lurk within. 

To my utmost surprise, once I finally manage to steel
myself for what’s to come, I realise that instead of being
dripping wet as I expected, I’m bone dry. It’s as though the
water hasn’t touched me.

When I eventually pluck up the courage and dare to
glance at the darkened waters, I see nothing but calm
waters, as though what just occurred happened only in my
mind. As I turn to the front of the boat, I notice that it’s
docked on the island, the tiny castle I had seen in the
distance now overwhelmingly large as I’m faced with the
sheer size of it.  

“But how…?” I trail off, unable to comprehend it all. I
quickly step out of the boat and turn away from the
water’s edge, glad to be on solid ground once more. My
eyes take in the castle of white brick and climbing ivy, a
paved path winding towards a long flight of steps and an
extravagant archway entrance at the end of them. 

Above the archway, large clock hands move slowly as
the minutes tick by. My heart lurches as I realise that the
clock reads thirty minutes to midnight. 

“I’m running out of time,” I mutter nervously. Grab-
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bing my skirts, I take a deep breath and surge forward, my
steps clipping as my dainty slippers connect with the stone
path. I admire the beautiful craftsmanship of the castle as I
climb the lengthy stairwell towards the entrance. The
white bricks glow and glisten as though they were made
from an unearthly, angelic entity. I sense that there is more
to my surroundings than a simple castle; unknown forces
are at play. I make my way through the entrance and step
inside to greet whatever awaits me.  

ONCE INSIDE, I walk as quickly as I can down the singular
corridor until it opens up to a balcony with curving stair-
cases to my left and to my right, but my eyes are focused
on what lies in front of me. The room is breathtakingly
large, the ceilings so high that they disappear far up into
the air and out of my sight. An array of beautifully crafted
chandeliers are spread out above me, glowing with light as
they float freely in the air. The sweet trill of music floats
into my ears, enticing me to dance, and as I look down into
the large ballroom below, the polished marble floor
shining with the reflections of the chandeliers, I notice that
many people are spread out evenly on the ballroom floor.
They spin and twirl around like a moving mosaic,
perfectly in time with the music.

It also seems as though I have stumbled across a
banquet fit for a king. Tables upon tables are lined up
around the edges of the room, laced with all sorts of deli-
cious-looking treats. I’m so mesmerised by it all that I
barely register myself moving until I’m immersed in the
festivities below. 

I watch dreamily from the side lines as sturdy masked
men twirl around the room with beautiful women in glam-
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orous ballgowns, their skirts swishing as they dance the
evening away. Each pairing glows under the sparkling
chandeliers, giving them an angelic aura. 

My stomach lurches when my eyes fall on one of the
young women’s faces, her dark eyes curtained behind
thick lashes and her debonair smile all too familiar.

“Catina!” I gasp, snapping out of my dreamlike state. I
scan the room, searching the faces of each of the dancing
women. Each woman, I recognise, is one of my twelve
sisters. My blood runs cold. Running into the cluster of
dancing bodies, I try to reach the closest of my sisters. 

“Ev, Evolet!” I cry as my hand reaches over to grab my
sister’s shoulder. To my horror, my hand touches nothing
and moves through her body as though she were a ghost.
Her shape twists and contorts like mist around my hand
before settling back into shape as she continues to dance
merrily with one of the twelve suitors.  

“Sister mine,” I breathe with wide eyes as she dances
away from me. A chill runs down my spine as I stop dead
in my tracks in the centre of the floor, my sisters twirling
around me happily. My focus shifts briefly to their dancing
partners, and I soon notice their pointed ears and violet
eyes peering through their masks as I glance at each of
them in turn. They are fae.  

“At last, Princess, you have graced us with your pres-
ence,” a voice speaks, echoing through the ballroom. I
snap out of my shocked state as I glance around the room
for the owner of the voice, whipping around in circles and
coming up empty. 

“Your sisters, I have met. But you, you have eluded me
until now,” it continues. The booming, crackling sound of
a male voice causes me to look up. My eyes fall on a figure
standing high on the balcony, leaning over the marble
balustrades, his eyes locked on me. Fury bubbles up from
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the pit of my stomach as I suddenly burst into action. I
turn quickly and grab a tight hold of the hilt of the closest
sword, drawing it from its sheath and breaking through
the crowd. I climb the curved steps towards the stranger,
the sword held out in front of me. 

“What have you done to my sisters?” I demand, the
anger rolling off me in waves as I close in on the small-
looking man.

“They are merely an apparition, my dear. A vision, if
you will, of what they were. What you see before you are
their souls, souls that belong to me,” he says as I reach the
balcony where he’s standing.  

He’s much smaller and more frail-looking than I antici-
pated, but his large violet eyes shine bright. His gruff
appearance is somewhat distracting, with his hunched
back and his long, wrinkled fingers that are spread out
over the railing. 

“They don’t belong to you; they are my sisters and you
will set them free!” I demand as I point the tip of the blade
at his face. He silently lifts a bony finger to the blade and
pushes it down with surprising strength, giving me no
choice but to lower my weapon. 

“Such hostility isn’t necessary, my dear. Please, enjoy
the festivities. Help yourself to the food and drink,” He
ushers a bony hand towards the beautifully set tables
overrun with the delicious morsels. 

“I’m not here to enjoy the festivities, and I’m not here
to dine from your banquet,” I snap at him. 

“Then, pray tell, why have you come?” he asks noncha-
lantly, glancing over at the dancing below with a bored
expression. 

“I have come to save my sisters.” 
“It seems that we have a hero in our midst,” he mocks,

his eyes returning to me.
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“I class myself as no such thing.”
“For you to save your sisters, you will have to break

my curse.” 
“Your curse? You’re The Crafter?” I demand, pointing

the sword at him once more. 
He chuckles, the sound deep and throaty as he ignores

the weapon aimed at him.  
“Free my sisters!” I demand.
“Silly little sisters of yours, such naïve, fragile things,”

he drawls. 
I storm forward and hold the blade to The Crafter’s

throat, the blade shining. “Set. Them. Free.”
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Killing me wouldn’t

save your sisters,” he replies, his violet eyes shining bright
with an unmasked fury that causes mine to dissipate. The
sword falls from my hands and falls to the ground with a
clatter that echoes throughout the room.

“Your father made his choice, and now you must make
yours. But it would seem that you are running low on
time,” he replies slyly, his eyes drifting over to the clock
above the entrance, identical to the one on the stairwell
outside. 

As I glance warily up at the clock hands, I realise that
he’s right, I only have five minutes left. My chest tightens
and my stomach is knotted with tension. I look over the
edge of the balcony and down at the souls of my sisters
dancing merrily below, completely oblivious to their
doomed fate, before turning back to The Crafter. 

“There must be something I can give you, more valu-
able to you than their lives,” I plead, my heart pounding. I
watch desperately as he considers my words, his eyes
drifting up as he thinks.

“That depends. What have you to offer?” His wrinkled
lips stretch into a mischievous smile.  
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“You can have my crown and all the gold and jewels
that you desire.” While I’m lifting my hands to retrieve the
tiara from my head, I stop short as I watch the smile fall
from his face. 

“These hold no value to me. Jewels and gold I have
aplenty, Princess. And I’m sure you can agree that your
sisters are worth more than all the gold and jewels that one
may have to offer.” 

His eyes glance up at the clock once more, and his eyes
crinkle in amusement as they fall back to me. “Tick tock,
Princess.” 

I stare frantically at the floor as I scramble for anything
of worth that I can use to save my sisters from his
clutches, knowing that every second I waste is a second
closer towards sealing their fates. Suddenly, the over-
whelming sound of my blood pounding in my ears fades
away as a thought dawns on me, the answer immediately
clear.

I look up, my eyes falling in line with The Crafter’s, the
magick in his eyes swirling through the brightness of their
violet shade. “Me. Take me instead.” 

The Crafter regards me carefully, visibly intrigued by
my offer. “Your life for theirs?” 

“Yes. I, Ferryn, Princess of Adrwen, offer myself whole-
heartedly, so long as you set my sisters free,” I reply, my
choice decided.

With that, I pull the jade hair pin from my hair, the bun
I had fashioned earlier now loose as the waves fall freely
around my face. Before The Crafter can utter a word, I
pierce the centre of my palm with the sharped point of the
hair pin. Blood wells up from the wound as I hold it out to
the peculiar creature. The crimson liquid runs over my
hand and drips to the floor in large messy droplets. He
licks his lips, his eyes flitting anxiously between my face
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and my bleeding outstretched hand, before he takes my
hair pin and pricks his own hand. 

“Well, Ferryn, daughter of man, your choice has been
made, and I accept your offer.” The Crafter speaks, his
tone greedy and eager. And before I can change my mind,
he clamps his hand around mine, his fae blood mixing
with my human blood, creating the bond and sealing the
blood pact. 

The world around me begins to spin as my fate is
sealed. All shades of colour and light swirl around me in
an overwhelming blur as my body succumbs to The
Crafter’s magick. 

As my senses are overpowered, my consciousness slips
and I’m suddenly welcomed by a blanket of velvety
darkness.

When morning came, the sun rose up from behind the
rich green woodlands surrounding the kingdom and
shone over the castle. The twelve princesses awoke, their
eyes bright, cheeks rosy and their lips full and pink. They
each climbed out of bed and danced around their room in
a fit of laughter as though they had never lain there still
and lifeless in their beds for weeks upon end. Their father,
the king, and all of the staff in the castle rejoiced as news
of their mysterious recovery spread throughout the castle
halls. 

But when they all went searching for their youngest
sister, Ferryn was nowhere to be seen, her bed was neatly
made and hadn’t been slept in. The princesses, still in their
nightgowns, searched the castle, calling out to their sister,
excited to begin the celebrations for her eighteenth
birthday. 

As the morning grew late, the princesses’ excitement
turned to confusion as Ferryn still hadn’t been found. The
king ordered a dozen servants to spread out around the
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castle in a bid to find her, while her sisters continued their
own search. They scoured each of the rooms, searching
intently until the twelve of them stumbled into the library.
The little servant girl, Riella, was already in the room,
staring fixedly straight ahead, her lips in a taut, thin line. 

Horrified gasps rippled through the girls as they each
turned to what the child was looking at. 

For in the centre of the library on a bed of moss, in her
beautiful gown of mint green and pink blossom, her
auburn hair spread around her face like a fiery halo with a
crown of thorns and roses upon her head, lay the thir-
teenth princess.  

Her hands rested on her stomach with tendrils of ivy
and tiny budding flowers of all colours twisting up her
arms and spreading out across the room, as though the
stone floor had grown a carpet of moss and glowing
flowers overnight. 

Princess Ferryn lay still as though dormant, yet her
closed eyelids masked with a curtain of dark curling
lashes didn’t flicker with dreams. No colour had drained
from her powdered cheeks, but no breath escaped her
ruby lips. Life had left her. 

LIFE THAT HAD, instead, been granted to the twelve
dancing princesses.
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A

LOVE AT ALL COSTS

By Rebecca Clark

ny young woman knows that an unexpected
knock on the door, late at night, is a bad sign.
Willow was tempted to ignore it and hope that

they go away. But there is always the chance that the
person on the other side could be seeking refuge from the
darkness. Lisa often has too much when she goes for after-
work drinks. Things have been pretty rocky in Tammy's
relationship. Willow was thinking of worst-case scenarios
as she walked up to the front door, but she couldn't have
imagined what she was about to be faced with. 

It was the fear in her father’s eyes that she saw first.
The rest of the scene seemed to unravel from that focal
point. Her father was stiffly shaking. A man stood next to
him looking rather too dapper for Friday night fun. Then
there was a similarly dressed man standing behind him,
holding a gun to her father’s head. 

No one said anything for a few moments, as if they
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were giving Willow time to take in the scene. It was only
when Willow started to look around to see if there was
anyone else on the street that the man at the forefront
started talking. 

“I hope we’re not disturbing you on your Friday night
but I’m sure you can tell, we have quite a pressing issue on
our hands,” he said coolly. 

Willow swallowed and tried to work out if he was
joking. They were teetering on the edge of her father
getting killed, or these golden-age gangsters getting
caught with a gun to a man's head on a residential street.
Or both.

If he was waiting for a reply, he didn’t get one. 
“You don’t need to invite us in or anything. Whatever

happens next will be quick and I wouldn’t want to risk
leaving any DNA,” the foreman continued. 

Willow stepped back. She wasn’t fully conscious of it.
Maybe it was the thump of his words having a physical
effect. The foreman noticed though. 

“Calling the police will speed things up a bit but not
towards the outcome you want. All you are really doing is
calling my clean up guys. I pay them enough for it.”

Willow stared into the terrified eyes of her father. 
“What’s happening?” she thought out loud. 
“I don’t think he’ll be able to tell you much,” the

foreman continued, “He seems to have gone into shock
since the whole getting-the-gun-out thing. Nothing a shot
of spirit can’t fix. Or a shot of something else.”

He almost sounded cheery, like a salesman who was
trying to get you to like him so you would buy from him. 

“Here’s the situation,” he said with a clap, “Your
daddy dearest owes me a lot of money even though I
specifically told him not to borrow money from my organi-
sation if he wouldn't be able to pay it back. It seems like he
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has a real problem with gambling. You should get him to
see someone about that. I am so serious about my money
lending organisation that when he first borrowed the
money, I got him to give me the information of an emer-
gency contact of sorts. It's a backup in case he can't pay the
money back. I don't expect this of my clients but you never
know when someone might die, do you? And you, my fair
lady, are the emergency contact. So, it's up to you to come
up with the money or we'll have to go with Plan C. He will
pay for his debt with his life.”

Willow grabbed onto the doorframe. She had been
breathing at such a pace through the whole ultimatum that
she was becoming lightheaded. It was her father’s groan
as he was kicked in the back by the gun-wielder that
brought the world back into focus. It didn't take her long
to realise that there was no way out. They were the ones
with the gun, her father and the unflinching psychopathic
smile. She knew he was prone to trouble. She had cleaned
up all sorts of messes for him before but never this bad.
Never on the criminal side of life. How much money did
he owe them? It had to be a lot if they were willing to
murder for it. Although it didn't seem to be a big deal. The
foreman looked like he was enjoying witnessing Willow's
internal struggle. 

Finally, his smile dropped. Willow felt a presence
behind her. A man was standing behind her, staring at the
scene unfolding through the doorway. They must have
had someone at the back in case she tried to escape.

“How much?” the man asked in a deep, demanding
voice. 

“You said she lived alone,” the foreman grumbled
through gritted teeth.

Her father was opening and closing his mouth but
instead of producing any words, he was just swallowing
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air. The mysterious man touched Willow's shoulder and
immediately all her muscles relaxed. 

“How much for you to let her father go?”
The foreman reached into his blazer pocket. Willow’s

heart stopped. He produced a slip of paper and handed it
to the mysterious man. He didn’t spend long looking at it
before he turned around and handed back a suitcase. The
foreman chuckled and rolled his eyes. He clearly didn’t
expect to find the neatly wrapped rolls of money inside
when he unclasped it. The foreman shut it again quickly
and nodded to his sidekick. He started to walk away. The
sidekick pushed Willow’s father aside and followed him,
walking backwards and keeping the gun aimed at the
three of them. 

The mysterious man pulled Willow's father in and shut
the front door. They had both managed to get out of that
situation alive without saying much at all. Well, she
hadn't. This man, who appeared out of nowhere, had.
Between them, they managed to get her spluttering father
into the living room. Willow made him a brandy. By the
smell of his breath, he had already had plenty but she
didn't know what else to do. 

As he sipped away, Willow stood opposite the myste-
rious man, staring at him. Thank you didn’t seem like
enough, so for a while she didn’t say anything. His smile
was perfectly symmetrical and revealed bright white teeth.
His eyes were enticing. Without Willow realising it, they
were standing even closer, just a step apart. She could see
the coloured swirls of green and blue in his eyes. There
was so much depth, it was almost as if the swirls of colour
were moving. Willow didn’t realise she was smiling back
at him until her cheeks started to ache. 

Her father's grumbling brought Willow back to the
reality of the situation. His glass was empty and his eyes
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were half-closed with exhaustion. He had rolled his
sleeves up to reveal streaks of dried blood. Willow swal-
lowed to clear her dry throat. 

“I… I don't know how I could ever thank you enough.
You appeared out of nowhere and saved him… us,” she
said slowly. 

“I don’t know how I could have not helped you. Those
who take advantage of innocent people make me sick,” he
said earnestly. 

“Of course, I’ll pay you back. I just might have to do it
in a few payments, I’m afraid,” Willow said, frantically
looking around for her bag. 

He hushed her before she could say anything else. 
“I won’t hear any more about it. No one can expect you

to pay for your father’s weakness and those criminals’
cruelty,” he said, stroking both her arms. 

“You can’t cover it. I have to repay you. I don’t even
know you.”

“Dinner,” he said, “If you want to repay me so much,
come to dinner with me tomorrow night. I’ll send a car at
seven.”

Willow nodded, unsure how this would suffice as a
repayment. Before she could question the mysterious man,
he was walking towards the front door. As his hand
clasped the handle, he made a parting comment. 

“Your father is going to want to go to the physio about
his back. They did it in quite bad.”

Then he left just as quickly as he had appeared. Willow
rubbed her eyes, struggling to take in all that had
happened. Her father was asleep on the sofa and he could
stay there for now. She went to the kitchen to shut the back
door; she had just noticed a cold chill in the wake of the
mysterious man. He must have gotten into the house that
way after all. But when she got to the kitchen, the back
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door was securely shut. There were no broken locks or
smashed glass. The key for the backdoor was in its usual
place in an old coffee jar in the kitchen cupboard. 

Willow surveyed the whole house but didn’t find
anything that had been disturbed. She couldn’t work out
how their saviour had got in to save them. Thinking the
shock had gotten to her, Willow went straight to bed. The
mesmerising image of the mysterious man’s eyes was the
last image that she saw. 

Willow took a sharp intake of breath when she arrived
at the restaurant. A pre-paid taxi with instructions had
arrived to pick her up at the allotted time. She assumed
they would be dining somewhere nice, but a restaurant
this nice would do some damage. She might even have to
get out her credit card. Although it didn't amount to the
cost of getting her father out of the firing line. She still
didn't know what his ransom price was. She didn't know
the mysterious man's name either. 

You would think that would be the first thing Willow
would ask him when she sat down at the table. But she
couldn’t bring herself to say anything after she sat down in
the chair opposite him. She just stared at him for a while,
completely engrossed. He seemed to be just as happy to
gaze back at her. They sat in silence for a while before he
asked her to taste the wine. He was insistent that he could
order a new one even though it was obvious that he had
already had a couple of glasses from this bottle. Willow
obliged and gave the wine her approval. Although she
would give pretty much any wine her approval. She had
been on the £5 and under price range since her father’s last
debt got out of control. 

He wasn’t satisfied by her response though. He took
another bottle out of the bucket of ice that she hadn’t
realised was there before. It was a bottle of champagne
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with tiny pieces of gold glitter in it. That made Willow
smile even harder. 

“That’s what I wanted to see,” he said, stroking her
hand. 

The dinner was luscious. Willow had missed eating out
at nice places. Frozen food and the occasional takeaway
just could not compare. She let herself enjoy it and forgot
about the bill. She owed him either way. 

They spent the night jumping from compelling stories
to fits of laughter. He had done just about everything and
been just about everywhere. Her stories of residential
Greater London were not on the same level. He listened
intently anyway. He wanted to know everything, even the
little details. Willow had never met a man who actually
listened to her. He would ask her questions and care about
the response. 

It was the perfect date until Willow’s phone wouldn’t
stop ringing. She had ignored every other noise it made all
night. But this incessant ringing seemed urgent. Willow
stared at her phone for a few moments. 

“You should answer that,” he said, wiping the corners
of his mouth. 

The message she received from her father made her go
cold when she had been bubbly warm all night. They had
come back and they were banging on the door. The so-
called loan agency had a no-authorities rule.  They thought
the still-unnamed saviour had to be part of the authorities.
They had followed both Willow and her father and never
seen him before. This had all been said through the
letterbox in between thumps and relayed to Willow over a
shaky phone call. 

Willow was still on the phone when her date asked, “Is
there something wrong?”

Willow nodded. 
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“Are they back?”
She nodded again. 
“Let’s go.”
Willow ended the call after reassuring her father they

would be there as soon as possible. The mysterious man
had already called a waiter over. He handed him his
card. Willow saw a flash of a name. It looks like it said
Brooks. She went to protest him covering the meal but he
put his hand up to silence her before she had even
started. With the bill settled, they rushed to a taxi. It was
only as they were fumbling into it that Willow noticed he
was carrying a briefcase that looked the exact same as
the one he had handed the money over in the day
before. 

Willow's second-time saviour got the driver to drop
them off further up the road and flung some notes into the
passenger seat. 

“We don’t want to draw any attention to the situation.
Getting the real authorities involved would really mess
things up.”

Willow nodded. When they reached the house, they
saw the two men from yesterday. The man who had held
the gun to Willow's father's head was bashing on the door.
The man who had done all the talking was peering in
through the letterbox. Considering how much force was
being put into it, Willow was surprised the door hadn't
been bashed in and that they hadn't heard the commotion
until they walked up the driveway. 

“Men, if I can even call you that,” the mysterious man
said to the intruders. 

The talker turned around. He wasn’t surprised but he
wasn’t impressed, either. 

“You’ve just got to keep inserting yourself into my
business, don’t you?” he said. 
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The talker thumped his companion on the back to stop
the bashing. 

“You got the money. What are you doing here?” the
mysterious man asked. 

Willow stood behind him but was peering into the
living room window, hoping for a glimpse of her father. It
didn’t seem like they had physically got to him but
extreme panic didn’t do anyone any good either. She must
have been noticed. 

“Let her in to see her father. We’ll handle this out here.”
For some reason, the pair of gangsters agreed. They let

Willow walk past them and into her house to find her
father muttering in the cupboard under the stairs. By the
time that Willow had soothed him enough to stop his
shaking, the mysterious man had entered the house. 

“It’s all settled,” he announced. 
“What? How? Not more money,” Willow asked. 
“That’s nothing for you to worry about.”
He put his hand on her shoulder and a feeling of

warmth and relaxation spread throughout her body. It was
as if she had just had a massage. 

“I… What can I do?” Willow asked. 
“Let me finish what I started. Dinner, take two, tomor-

row. For now, you two need some rest.”
Willow and her father nodded as the mysterious man

left. Willow’s father started wringing his hands as soon as
he heard the door shut. His eyes locked on her. The pupils
were unsettlingly wide and his eyeballs seemed to be
bulging out of his head. It was as if the fear inside him was
taking up so much room that it was pushing his eyes out. 

“They've gone, Dad,” Willow said, sitting down on the
sofa and letting her body go limp. 

“It’s not them you need to worry about,” he replied as
he began to shake. 
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“What do you mean? Who else do you owe money to?”
Willow’s father shook his head and muttered. 
“I’ve… I’ve got you into the worst mess of your life.”
“What do you mean? Everything has been fixed.

Unless there’s something else you aren’t telling me
about?”

Willow hardly had the energy to have this conversation
with her father. She didn’t expect the shock to hit him a
second time. 

“He’s got to you. He’s got to you,” Willow’s father
muttered under his breath.

“Sit down, Dad, please.”
“What’s his name?”
Willow didn’t respond, not verbally at least. 
“What is his name?” he repeated, with more force this

time. 
“I’m not sure.”
“Exactly!” he said, his old, battered body jumping up.
Willow just shook her head. 
“You don’t know his name because you only know

what he wants you to know. It’s all part of his plan, don’t
you see?”

“He just hasn’t had the chance to tell me his name
because we are always too busy saving you,” Willow
shouted. 

That made her father pause, but only for a second. 
“Who gives away thousands of pounds to someone

they don’t even know and doesn’t ask for anything in
return apart from a dinner date?”

“Who destroys their daughter’s future by getting into
debt over and over again with only her to save them? Who
pushes it to the point of armed men turning up at her
door?”

Her father lowered his gaze. 
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“He—the unnamed stranger—looks after me better
than you ever did. Have you thought about that?”

Willow left the room before tears could spill onto her
cheeks. She thought about what situation they would be in
if the mysterious man hadn’t stepped in to help them.
Thinking about it only made her cry even more. She went
up to bed, trying to keep her mind on the second dinner
date she would have. She didn’t speak to her father again
before leaving for dinner with the unnamed stranger.
Although it probably wouldn’t have changed what
happened next. 

He picked her up himself this time. The car that he was
driving was expensive but he just brushed it off as some-
thing he was borrowing from a friend while they were
away. It was just for fun. Willow didn't do anything like
that just for fun. He said he wanted to have a more inti-
mate setting for their second date. He drove them over an
hour away to a massive estate that his friend was letting
him use for this very occasion. 

They had to be buzzed through the gate. Whoever was
on the other end of the speaker called him Mr Westaway.
Willow was a little surprised at how badly she had
misread the name on the credit card the previous night.
She wouldn’t make a good fraudster. She couldn't even get
the name on the card right, never mind the numbers. 

Willow didn’t realise just how far from London they
were until he drove them through the grounds and to a
cliff with a sea view.  She gasped as he stopped the car. The
coastline and the end of the land had seemed to appear
out of nowhere. One moment there were grassy banks all
around them and the next, the dark sea had taken over the
landscape. 

“Only the best for my darling,” he said proudly. 
A warmth rolled over Willow. She was someone’s
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darling. A man who went out of her way to help her and
treated her like the best. By the time that Willow had
recovered from the impact of such affection, the myste-
rious man was round the other side of the car and had
opened the door for her. She took his outstretched hand
and clung to it tightly as the wind that raged on the cliff
swept her hair in front of her eyes. Through the strands of
her hair, she felt sure she saw him lift up his arms, and as
he lowered them, the wind softened to not much more
than a nuzzle. She was so consumed with trying to make
sense of what she had seen, that she didn’t notice at first
when the mysterious man pulled her hair back for her. He
uncovered her face with such gentleness and his hands
were remarkably warm. As he swept her hair behind her
ear, the skin that he touched tingled. It wasn’t a tingle in
the way that you get an electric shock from someone, but a
tingle like when you have been warmed by an open fire
after a long cold walk. 

He winked at her and then went to the boot of the car
to unpack their picnic. Willow wondered if that was some
kind of confirmation of what she had seen. But this wasn’t
a biblical story. People couldn’t control the weather. It
must have been a coincidence. Men don’t do things like
that. 

The picnic was an array of buffet food spread out on a
red-checked blanket. None of it was in packaging so it
couldn’t have just been picked up from a supermarket.
Maybe they had a personal chef at the house on this estate.
A personal chef who looked after the friends of the owners
even when they were away. It seemed rude to ask how he
managed to get such an expensive-looking picnic, consid-
ering everything that he had done and was still doing for
her. She just had to enjoy herself and hope that nothing
went wrong this time. 
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Willow sat as elegantly as she could on the blanket
opposite the mysterious man who popped a bottle of pros-
ecco. He filled up both their glasses—which were proper
champagne flutes. 

“A toast to Mr Westaway and his immense kindness,”
Willow said, already giggling from the smell of the
bubbles. 

He froze for a second. It was just a second, but Willow
was sure she had seen a flicker of panic in his eyes.
Although, she had seen a lot of things that she couldn’t
explain when she was with him, so maybe none of it
happened at all. 

“That’s what the receptionist on the buzzer called you.
You haven’t told me your name yet,” Willow explained,
laughing uncomfortably. 

His smile returned after that second. 
“Of course, I have. I wouldn’t be so rude. You must

have forgotten. You have been through a lot of stress late-
ly,” he replied. 

“Oh, sorry.”
They clinked glasses and both took a big gulp of

champagne. 
“I love to be by the coast,” he said looking out to sea,

“It's thrilling to be on the edge between land and sea,
where we can stand securely, yet where we are in danger
of being washed away.’

‘Very poetic,’ Willow replied. 
His gaze returned to her and she had that warm feeling

again. She couldn't help but smile, as if puppet strings
were pulling her cheeks up. 

“You’re beautiful.”  
Willow couldn’t help breaking his gaze and looking

down. 
“Has no one ever told you that?” he asked. 
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She looked up shyly and shrugged her shoulders. No
one had ever spoken to her so earnestly and directly
before, that was for sure. Not with such passion either. It
was overwhelming. She was brimming with the idea of
being admired, being wanted, and being cared about so
much that someone else would make sacrifices for her. 

“I don’t know how you cope with your father. You
should just move away and not tell him where you’re
going,” he said. 

“No,” Willow blurted, “He cares about me, really. He
just has a lot of demons to fight. Gambling and drinking
are just his coping mechanisms. That’s not who he
really is.”

“But to put so much pressure on you. It doesn’t seem
very fatherly to me,” he said. 

Willow wanted to be angry at him. He was insulting her
family. It wasn’t his place to criticise. But for some reason, she
couldn’t muster the anger. It was like something was
blocking the rage from forming. It was him who had saved
her father the last two times. She hadn’t been forced to pay
the price. He had chosen to. Of course he would see her father
like that. Mr Westaway handed her some cheese and crackers
and what anger she did feel was swept away in the breeze. 

They chatted easily for the rest of the picnic. Willow
couldn’t remember exactly what about afterwards. They
just discussed life but never really touched on anything
that told her much about him. The conversation just
flowed. She didn’t think she was so engrossed in it that she
wouldn’t have heard a car driving in their direction until
the headlights came over a slight hill only a couple of
minutes away. 

Willow was shocked by the immediate appearance of
the car. Mr Westaway put his hand on hers in reassurance. 
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“Let me deal with this.”
Clearly, it wasn’t the owner of the estate coming home

early to join their picnic. The car was vintage and well-
kept. It backed up uncomfortably close to where Willow
was sitting on the blanket. It was only when they got out
of the car that Willow realised who they were dealing with
again. It was the two gangsters, loan sharks, money men,
or whatever they wanted to call themselves. The muscle
man opened the boot while the talker stood staring at
them with his arms closed. He knew what he had to reveal
was going to make an impact. 

It was Willow's father in the boot. His hands and legs
were tied with rope. There was tape over his mouth. He
must have been unconscious because his eyes weren’t
wide open with terror like the last time he had been in the
gangsters’ charge. 

“Your man here wanted some fun. He asked for a little
someone to play with. After the last loan had been cleared
up so cleanly, I was willing to give him another shot. But I
wasn’t too risky. I gave him a twenty-four-hour loan. Your
man has lost it all already. A deal needs to be done or he is
getting rolled off the cliff.”

“Why did you give him more money? You know he
can’t pay it back!” Willow shrieked. 

“I’ve got a business to run. Businesses don’t turn away
customers who manage to clean things up.”

Mr Westaway cleared his throat. 
“Would you two gentlemen mind giving us a moment

to come up with a deal for you?” he asked. 
The talker nodded and he got back in the car with his

colleague alongside him. 
“See. What did I tell you about your father?” he said. 
“I don’t understand. Why would he do this after every-
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thing? He was so rattled up last night, I couldn’t even
imagine him leaving the house for a second.”

“That doesn’t matter. It happened now and it needs to
be dealt with.”

Willow looked at the ground and took a deep breath.
“Well, how is it going to be dealt with, Willow?” he

said sharply. 
His tone was so sharp that Willow’s whole body

tensed. 
“I’ll give them anything they want. Anything as long as

they leave him alone.”
Mr Westaway started pacing. Although they were

supposed to be having a picnic, he was still dressed in a
full black suit. His tall, thin, black figure stood out among
the green and blue of the landscape. 

“I can’t keep pulling him out of trouble. It’s ridicu-
lous,” he spat. 

“I… I’m not asking you to. I’ll give them what they
want. I’ll do it.”

“How, Willow? What have you got to give them? The
£203.25 in your bank account?” he hissed. 

“How do you…”
Mr Westaway interrupted her as if her voice was

nothing more than the whistle of the wind. 
“We need a more permanent solution.”
Willow shivered. She couldn't tell if it was from his

cold demeanour or the plummeting temperature on the
cliffs. Mr Westaway stopped pacing and stood squarely in
front of her.

“There’s something that I can do. There’s something
that I can offer them. But I need something from you. I
need commitment for my sacrifice.”

Willow nodded. 
“If I am going to fix this forever, there'll be no more of
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your father’s money problems. And I need you to be
willing to never see him again.”

“What? Wait. No. What do you mean?”
The wind whirled into a frenzy as Mr Westaway’s face

turned truly angry. Willow hunched over slightly to barri-
cade herself from the wind. He towered above her even
more. 

“I have given you everything you needed since I met
you. I have saved you from the burden that poor excuse of
a man has put on you and you still choose him over me.”

“You can have me, of course, you can have me. I have
never met anyone like you,” Willow said, her eyes wet,
“But why can't I see my father again?”

“It's how it needs to be for this deal to work. It's best
for him and it’s best for you. Why don’t you trust me?”

Willow started sobbing. 
He growled. A fast thrust of chilling wind blew over

Willow. She shrank to her knees. 
“Stop crying and trust me, for God’s sake.”
Willow’s silence was broken by a growl. Suddenly

Willow's crumpled body was taken off the ground. She
rose into the air. First upwards and then across until she
was suspended over the edge of the cliff. Waves were
being sliced by the rocks below her. She could almost feel
the splash of cold water on her skin. She would have
screamed if her breath wasn't frozen still in her body. 

He was standing a few steps away from the edge of the
cliff. His eyes were stuck on her. He was straining. In
anger or concentration, it was impossible to tell. 

“You can’t see what’s happening here. Your little brain
won’t let you. But I can,” he shouted up at her. 

He let his words sink in for a few moments. 
“Do you trust me now?”
Somehow Willow found her voice. 
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“Yes, I trust you. I trust you with everything.”
She wasn’t sure if she had said it loud enough for him

to hear over the wind and the waves and the distance
between them. But slowly she was lowered down until she
was laying on the grass. She had been given back control
of her body but she didn’t dare use it. She lay on the grass
with her eyes closed, trying to regulate her speeding heart
and skipping breath and bring back the feeling to her
limbs. 

Mr Westaway handled the men. She didn't have
enough attention or energy to watch their transaction, but
she felt sure that she heard them call him Mr Radley.
Although Willow had experienced a lot of things that she
didn't think were possible. 

According to Mr Westaway, or Oscar as he preferred
Willow to call him, she hadn’t experienced them. She
didn’t have much to back her up, except what she had
seen and what she had felt as she was suspended on the
cliff edge. The lack of proof wasn’t the only reason why
Willow didn’t bring up what he had done. It was because
of the anger that any mention of it stirred in Oscar. Willow
knew what he was capable of. 

For a year they played at the façade of ‘happy couple’.
They were young and attractive, which is the only two
things you needed to have an enviable romance. Oscar
promised to protect her from the criminals that her father
had brought to her door and all Willow had to do was be
his. He had the electric personality. She had the sweet
smile. He was the one who would do anything to impress
the guests at the wealthy parties they were invited to. She
was the one who would send a bottle of wine with an
apology note when it inevitably caused havoc. 

He was the one who had all kinds of secret credit cards
and friends in high places and late-night escapades that
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would keep him away from the house for days. She was
the one who stayed at home to keep everything in order
and herself safe, not being able to leave the house alone,
even when he was gone. Oscar said the trauma that she
had experienced had created a psychological barrier for
her. Willow thought that there was an invisible wall
between the house and the outside that she could only get
through with Oscar's hand in hers. 

There were women in worse places. Willow owed love
to her saviour. He said he loved her too. That's why she
was cleaning the morning he had got back after his latest
so-called business trip. House-bound, she had kept the
place clean in his absence, but she needed something to
do. Oscar had got in late last night so Willow wasn’t sure
if the trip had gone well or not. If it hadn’t, well Willow
could already feel the licking of the waves on the backs of
her legs and the bite of the cold air above the rocks. She
cleaned to use her nervous energy, not wanting it to over-
whelm her. Everything was already so spotless that it was
an unsatisfactory task. Willow pulled the sofa out from
the wall in the living room. Her anxiety hadn’t been
intense enough for her to clean behind the furniture until
today. 

As Willow dispersed the dust clinging to the wall that
hadn't seen sunlight in too long, she heard the scraping of
brick against brick. She knelt down to get a closer look.
There was a rip in the wallpaper, leaving a few bricks
exposed. One of them had all the cement scraped off from
around it and was loose in its gap in the wall. Willow
removed the brick. It revealed a folded-up piece of paper.
It was dirty with the crumbs of building material. The
folds had weakened the paper so she had to be gentle as
she opened it. Someone had rushed down a message in
pen. 
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No woman has lasted longer than 400 days, see behind the
wallpaper.

There was no further clue hidden in the gap that the
loose brick had left. Willow considered pulling back the
wallpaper further but she heard movement in the
bedroom. She wasn't sure that Oscar knew about the secret
message. It wasn’t in his handwriting so it must have
come from someone else. Willow replaced the piece of
paper and the brick anyway. She had only just pushed the
sofa back in place when Oscar entered the living room. 

“Tonight, we party,” he announced. 
Willow smiled dutifully. She hadn’t put back the sofa in

the exact same position. A patch of lighter wallpaper
contrasted against the rest of the room that was yellowed
by the sun. It was only a slither. Oscar wouldn’t notice,
would he?

Whatever Oscar’s latest business project had been, it
had gone well. One of the people on the team was hosting
a party to celebrate. It had taken Willow a while to realise
that whenever she asked what Oscar actually did busi-
ness-wise, she wouldn't get a straight answer. He was very
good at steering the conversation in another direction
without Willow even noticing. Suddenly, he was talking
about how she should try harder. Walking around with her
trauma written all over her face really wasn't attractive, or
so he said. So, Willow stopped asking. Maybe it was better
that she didn’t know.

Oscar was in a great mood the whole day and that
usually distracted Willow from any nagging thoughts or
worries. This time, though, it didn’t work. Every time
Oscar spotted her staring into the distance, he grabbed her
arm. A spark of anger flashed across his face. 

“I want your attention,” he would say like a jealous
kid.
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How could Willow argue with being wanted? Still. ‘No
woman has lasted longer than 400 days, see behind the wall-
paper,' ran circles in her head. How long had she been with
Oscar? She knew it was about a year, but 400 days was
only around a month longer than a year, so she couldn't
afford to be so unspecific. Willow hadn't asked Oscar
about past partners. She didn't want to hear him boasting
about past partners, especially when Willow didn't have
much to boast about in return. The note could just be
referring to a lot of short relationships in his past. That
wasn't too uncommon nowadays. But it didn't explain
why it had been written on a piece of paper and stuck
behind a loose brick. That was a very sinister thing to do.
What any of this had to do with wallpaper, Willow had no
clue. 

It was still at the front of her mind when she got
changed for the party that evening. Oscar had already
picked out a dress for her. Willow had given up on
choosing her own clothes. There was always something
that he didn't like about it and she would change loads of
times before she could figure out what it was. Plus, this
was a business event. By all means, Willow was his acces-
sory. She was not an active participant. 

The shiny young people took a taxi to a big house in
the countryside. Oscar linked arms with Willow as they
approached the front door where party guests were being
ushered in. He turned his head to kiss her on the cheek but
stopped with his lips just millimetres away. 

“You really do need to get a new perfume,” he said
before marching forwards. 

The kiss was left unfinished in the driveway. There
were already a lot of people in the grand old house. They
wore slinky gowns and expensive watches that caught the
light when they smoothed their already slicked-back hair.
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Willow never understood how they ended up at these
kinds of parties. 

As soon as they entered the room, the cry of ‘Ozzie’
and ‘the magic man’ came from the crowd. A group of
suited men greeted Oscar with manly back slaps and
tempted him into the crowd, leaving Willow unhooked.
She surveyed the room. She wasn’t looking for familiar
faces. She knew she wouldn’t find a single one of those.
She was looking for the refreshments table. 

Willow spotted where the waiters were filling up
champagne flutes for party-goers to grab and headed over.
As she approached the waiters, a man emerged from the
crowd. 

“One drink for Ms Grainger please,” he announced,
smiling at her. 

The waiter quickly handed Willow a drink. 
“Sorry?” she asked. 
“You are Oscar’s partner, are you not?” the man said. 
“Oh yes,” Willow muttered, quickly taking a sip. 
“I couldn't not notice that grand entrance. Standard for

them. Although it was a surprise to see you. He never
mentioned a partner. Well, I guess we are busy with busi-
ness stuff,” he said, finishing with a wink. 

“You must be very busy,” Willow said, trying to
recover herself. 

The man before her was a bit older than Oscar and the
men that had approached him. His suit was noticeably
different too. Theirs was very business-chic while his was
more university-professor. The material looked tweedy at
least. 

“Great to see you though. We need someone a bit saner
in this place.”

 Willow followed the man around for the next couple
of hours. He seemed happy to introduce her to everyone
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and she didn’t want to risk finding someone else to be
friendly with. From these introductions she worked out
that he was called Mike and apparently, he was the brains
behind the whole operation. 

Willow was almost enjoying herself when Oscar and
his men found her among the crowd. He called her name
and pulled her into an embrace. He brought his lips to the
side of her face and Willow wondered if he was finally
going to give her that kiss. 

He whispered in her ear, “I see you acting like a slut as
soon as my back is turned.”

Everything drained out of Willow. Before she could
come up with a defence for his whispered accusation,
Oscar dragged her towards his friends. 

“You know me as the magic man,” he said, giving the
men a wink. “Why don't I perform a trick right here, right
now, with my lovely assistant?”

The men jeered him on. 
“How about some hypnosis? I’ll put her under and

then she will do whatever we ask her to,” he continued
with a smirk.

His friends responded with leering noises. Willow
looked at the floor. She didn’t want to know how much
attention this performance had attracted. She was waiting
for him to let it go when he asked his friends to form a
circle around her. Willow hunched at the movement and
automatically looked around for an escape route. Oscar
was standing opposite her and angled her face towards
him. 

“You know me and magic,” he said so quietly that it
was for her ears alone. 

He threw his hands up in the air and announced that
the hypnosis process would begin. Bringing a pocket
watch out from his blazer, he started swinging it in front of
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Willow's eyes and stared intensely at her. She scowled
back. She was tired of the life he had given her. So tired it
fuelled her energy to resist whatever trick that Oscar was
trying to play on her. His jaw tightened as the seconds
passed. Willow continued scowling. She wasn't letting him
into her mind. She would not let him manipulate her body
again. 

“Willow,” he growled under his breath. 
Willow closed her eyes to concentrate harder on not

letting him in her mind. A few moments later, she opened
them in shock at the sound of glass breaking. The pocket
watch was in pieces on the floor. The chain that Oscar had
been swinging it from was still wrapped around his finger,
but it was now empty. Anger switched to good humour. 

“I have now bonded our minds. It’s a very strong
bond,” he announced to the crowd. 

They ooooed back. 
“Now I can speak to her telepathically. She will do

whatever my thoughts tell her to do, won’t you?” Oscar
said. 

“Look behind the wallpaper,” Willow said. 
Oscar wrapped the performance up quickly after that.

His friends found it funny and called it his usual
outlandish behaviour. Oscar didn’t want it to be funny so
he took Willow home as soon as he could come up with an
excuse. It wasn’t until he shut the front door of his house
behind her that he turned. 

“What the hell was that stunt about the wallpaper?” he
shouted, anger taking over his whole body. 

Willow had said it in the moment, filled with anger.
She hadn’t thought about how she would deal with the
aftermath. She wasn’t even sure Oscar would know what
she meant. Oscar went over to the wall and slammed it
with his fist. 
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“After everything I have done for you, why do you
insist on making me look stupid? In front of my business
partners. You are risking our livelihood.”

Willow remained silent as she tried to figure out what
to say to calm him down. 

“And now you can’t even give me an explanation?”
Oscar grabbed hold of Willow’s arm and pulled her

towards him. 
“How do you know about the wallpaper? Did your

lover-boy tell you at the party?” he asked. 
Willow shook her head.
“Then how do you know about it?” he shouted. 
“The living room,” Willow muttered. 
“What? Show me.” Oscar said, shoving her in the

direction of the living room. 
Willow walked into the living room and over to the

sofa. She pulled it out to reveal the loose brick and
retrieved the paper. Oscar snatched it off her to read it. 

“That bitch,” he said, crumpling the paper in his fist. 
He took a couple of steps away from Willow then

quickly spun back around. 
“Look at you so smug. You think you’re clever, don’t

you? You think you’ve worked it all out. Well, you haven’t.
Your stupid little brain couldn’t manage it.”

Willow stood still as the words hit her. 
“You wanna see what’s behind the wallpaper? I’ll show

you what’s behind the wallpaper.”
Oscar lifted his hands up and then thrust them down.

All the wallpaper disappeared. So did the sofa and all
furnishings in the house. Oscar and Willow were standing
in a crumbling bare building. 

“What?” Willow breathed as she spun around. 
“It was all an illusion, a manipulation. The last bitch to

try to figure me out managed to make a tear in my illusion
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without me noticing, so she could plant that stupid note in
an area of the house I can't control. At least she got further
than you.”

Oscar paced around the dilapidated room. He kicked
the walls and watched small cracks form. 

“Why?” Willow asked quietly. 
Oscar just shook his head at her. 
“Your friends, I’m sure they could help. Your friend

with that estate gave you somewhere to stay when he was
away…”

Oscar interrupted her with a cackle. 
“You really still believe in all that? I did play it well.

That wasn't my friend. I stole his identity. I manipulated
my appearance to look like him. I bet you still believe in
those 1920s gangsters too.”

“What do you mean?” Willow asked, creeping into the
corner. 

“Criminals don't actually look like that. You know that
right? Or are you too sheltered to even figure that out? I
just didn’t want to have the actors look too realistic and
scare you to death. I like a bit of a theatrical performance
anyway. It was quite fun to plan.”

Oscar was grinning now. 
“Why would you do that to me? To my father?” Willow

stammered. 
Oscar sauntered towards her. He stroked her cheek. 
“For you, my darling. There is no stronger bond than

fear.”
Willow was shaking under his touch. It no longer

brought her warmth. 
“My plan worked so well. It’s a shame I’ll have to get

rid of you already.”
His hand moved down from his cheek to her neck. He

encircled her neck with his hand. He was gentle at first; his

208



eyes were almost admiring. Then his eyes changed and his
hand gripped her so tight that his nails dug into her flesh. 

Willow grabbed at him with her hands to try and pull
him off. Of course, she wasn’t strong enough. 

“Wait,” she wheezed.
He smirked at that. 
“Who,” she tried again. 
He pushed her further into the corner. 
“Who are,” she tried again, her knees becoming weak. 
Oscar loosened his grip but didn’t let go completely. 
“Say it,” he demanded. 
“Who are you?” she asked in a whisper. 
Oscar was confused. 
“I’ve known you by so many names. What’s your real

one?”
“Why does it matter?”
“I thought I loved you at one point.”
Oscar stood still contemplating for a few moments. 
“No one's ever asked me that. Not in this kind of situa-

tion at least. I'm feeling nice. I'll give you three days to
work out who I really am. Find out my identity and I'll let
you walk away, unharmed. Fail and I finish what I started.
I'll be back here, same place, same time in three days.”

He finally let go of her and Willow slid down the wall
to the floor. 

“Let’s play,” he said before disappearing. 
Despite being on a time constraint, Willow just sat on

the gravelly floor, leaning against the wall for a while. It
wasn’t until her breathing had gone back to normal and
she no longer winced every time she swallowed that she
thought about what she had to do. She was up against a
supernatural power. Willow was staring around the room
hopelessly when she spotted the ball of crumpled paper
on the floor. The note had not disappeared in Oscar’s
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reveal. She crawled over to get it. Willow had seen behind
the wallpaper but she wasn’t sure that she could be the
first woman to survive. Where does a magic man hide the
truth?

Willow held the brick that had hidden the note that
had changed everything. This one loose brick had almost
got her killed but it had also given her a chance to escape,
even though that was almost impossible. She focused on
the weight of the brick in her hand and closed her eyes as
if trying to get into the mind of the woman that had
chipped it loose. Willow needed some more information to
get free. Although, the woman that had broken his visual
manipulation probably didn't even know enough. She
needed more loose bricks and Willow knew that she was
going to have to get them herself. 

The more she thought about it, the more she realised
that she was going to have to follow in the footsteps of the
note-leaver. Willow was going to have to break into
Oscar’s mind to find his true identity. Even resisting him
wasn’t something she thought she could do until that
night at the party. It couldn’t have been a fluke if someone
had not only resisted him but created a tear in the visual
manipulation that he created for this house. But to access
his mind, she was going to have to find Oscar again. She
was going to have to hunt down the man that had tried to
kill her. 

Willow was pretty sure where he would be. He would
want to bask in the praise of his current followers. The
people who were in awe of him and were giving him the
income that he needed. She took a taxi to the house where
she first resisted him. Willow considered bringing
weapons to protect herself with but she was fighting a
supernatural power. If she did get caught, having weapons
on her would just be handing Oscar the tools to hurt her
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with. This decision did make her feel vulnerable though as
she walked down the driveway to the grand house, trying
to make a stealthy approach. 

In the daytime, the house looked more old than grand.
The daylight eliminated the cracked bricks and loose
paint. Willow wondered whether the man who owned this
house had the same powers as Oscar and whether every-
thing inside was just an illusion. The idea of spying on
multiple supernatural beings made the task even more
impossible. 

The front door was securely locked and no sound came
from the building. There were three floors of windows so
there were a lot of rooms to search for her answer. She
crept around the side of the building, ducking under the
windows and listening carefully for any sign of people. It
wasn't until Willow reached the back of the building that
she recognised a voice. Oscar was in there. She let herself
sneak a quick view of the room. Men were sitting in old
chairs with glasses in hand. There were french doors
leading out into the back garden. Oscar was standing in
the middle, happily recounting some kind of story. The
hand that had been around Willow's neck a few hours ago
now held a glass of whisky.

Willow began to slide down the side of the house but it
was causing her to disrupt too much gravel. She had to
find the strength in her body to stay quiet. Now, to access
his mind. She didn’t know she had been resisting him
when she did it before. She was just so angry that it was all
that she could think about. 

So, she let herself get angry again. She let down the
barriers of needing to be an obliging partner and a pretty
woman. She discarded the self-doubt that made her think
it was all her fault or all in her head. That was easier to
believe and easier for society to accept, but it was not the
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bitter truth. The bitter truth was his hands around her
neck. The bitter truth was her held in suspension with the
possibility of falling off the edge if he so desired. The bitter
truth was the game he had played that had cut her off
from everything that she had. 

All the memories hurt her but she couldn’t cry. She
didn’t have it in her, though it would have made her feel
better. She lit the anger inside her and thought of Oscar in
that room. She ignored the attentive audience and antique
décor. She only thought of him and the secrets that he
held. The secrets about how he could manipulate the
world. The secrets of the women that he had destroyed
before her. The secret of his identity. Willow concentrated
so hard that every muscle in her body was aching with
tension. She wanted to make a tear in his illusion. She
needed to find his identity. 

The smashing of glass brought her out of her concen-
tration. She looked along the wall to the window. That was
still intact. Something had broken inside. Had she broken
something? Before she could contemplate this any further,
the panel of glass in the window smashed into tiny shards.
Willow jumped back so quickly that she tripped over, her
backside hitting the ground hard. She could tell from
Oscar's shout that he was still halfway across the room. He
knew she was here. This was it. 

Willow took a deep breath and stood up, not giving
herself a chance to second guess anything she was doing.
She walked over to the window frame, crunching broken
glass into the gravel. She stood parallel to the window.
Framed within it was Oscar in the same spot that he had
been before, but this time he didn’t have a glass. 

“I see what you are trying to do,” Oscar said, eerily
calm. 

Willow didn’t reply. She had to concentrate. 
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“You’re trying to copy her and get into my complex
mind.”

Willow balled her hands into fists behind her back. 
“But let me remind you, you are here because she is

not.”
Oscar extended his arm forward and opened his palm

in her direction. Willow felt a tug at her body. She refused
to let him use his power over her. She had resisted before.
She would resist again. She would find his identity. 

Oscar lowered his arm and laughed. Nobody laughed
with him. 

“You are trying so hard to get in my mind, aren't you?
Such a little trooper. You're giving this game a really good
shot. There is something satisfying about getting rid of
such a hard worker. But I'm going to have to break it to
you. You cannot beat me. I have staged everything so that
all you can do is lose. I'm thinking of my name right now
but I know you can't access that thought. I'm such a tease.”

He started sniggering. Willow closed her eyes and felt
all her pain as well as the pain of all the women who had
come before her. There was so much pain, so much anger,
and so much determination. It was almost too much for
Willow to handle. That was until she said the word that
would set her free with a triumphant smile. 

“Rumpelstiltskin.”
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I

THE BLEEDING KEY

by Lisette Marshall

n the silence of the night, a door creaks—a high,
prolonged sound, like a woman wailing. 

I fling my cloak around my lantern and stand
frozen. Around me, the sudden darkness of granite walls
and velvet curtains remains motionless. There is nothing
to be heard but my own shallow breathing, nothing to be
seen but the faint contours of fireplaces, books, and
working tables. I count my heartbeats. Only when I reach a
hundred do I dare to lower my arm and remove the cloak
from my lantern. Candlelight floods the laboratory again,
reflected in a thousand shining surfaces of bottles and
flasks, spoons and knives, crystal balls and silver mirrors.
As I step forward, the myriad reflections of the flame
move with me, like watchful eyes observing me on my
round through this forbidden room.

All I can do is hope that those mirrors aren’t truly
watching me. If they are, I’m lost. Then again…

Even if they aren’t, there’s little hope for me.
I tiptoe to the heavy bookshelves lining the wall oppo-
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site me and lift my lantern to make out the titles on the
faded grey spines. Most of them don’t make sense to me.
They’re written in that strange language only the king’s
sorcerers use with each other, or in the peculiar alphabets
of overseas empires, or in the ancient dialects only the
learned men of the realm are still able to read—a library to
die for, I’m well aware, but which I find hard to admire in
the knowledge I might well be the one who’ll be assigned
that task of dying. 

The books that are written in the common tongue are
hardly useful, either. There’s The Novice’s Handbook, A
History of Sorcery Since the Time of Dragons, An Encyclopaedia
of a Sorcerer’s Tools. Priceless works, but all of them so
bloody general. There is nothing that could tell me whether
their owner’s interests may in any way lead to the death of
six wives within a span of mere years.

Nothing that could tell me how I’ll prevent ending up
as number seven in that infamous line.

I take a few books off their shelves and browse through
them, looking for bookmarks, dog-ears, notes scribbled in
margins. Nothing of the kind shows up. I find tables full of
mysterious symbols, sketches of strange fish and snakes,
figures and formulas. But how should I know whether any
of them ever drew my husband’s particular attention?

My husband. A shiver runs through me as I shove the
Encyclopaedia back in its place. Bluebeard. Duke of
Sapphire Manor. The King’s First Sorcerer. The man who
bought me from my brothers the way a farmer might buy
a prized cow.

The man whose last six wives disappeared off the face
of the earth within months of their marriage, never to be
seen again. 

You can’t make me marry him! I shouted at Gil when the
letter arrived at our hostel a month ago, my shock loud
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enough for the guests in the neighbouring rooms to start
banging on the wafer-thin walls. I’ll jump off a bridge before I
allow that man to bed me!

Sure you will, Cath. I can still see his insufferable, cocky
grin. That’s one less mouth to feed, and we’ll let him know that
he can get Anne in your place. Don’t think he’ll care that much
as long as he gets a wife.

Little Anne, with her pale cheeks and her rosy smiles.
Barely old enough to have her menses. I shiver again. Now
that I’ve met Bluebeard, I know that he wouldn’t have
cared indeed; since our arrival at Sapphire Manor, a week
ago, he has paid so little attention to me that I doubt he
would recognize my face if he ran into me in town. Not
once has he even summoned me to his bed. Why the man
wanted a seventh wife nobody can tell, but it surely wasn’t
to keep him warm at night.

Another creaking door shakes me from my thoughts.
Reflexively, I obscure my lantern again and listen sharply
in the dark, counting my heartbeats. No footsteps
approaching the laboratory, no voices suggesting that
anyone is awake; only the whistling wind outside disturbs
the quiet. I take a deep breath to calm myself, inhaling the
faint smell of charcoal and saltpetre that lingers in this
room, and lower my cloak again. It’s just the house coming
alive in the draught, I tell myself, nothing worse. And
yet… 

I shouldn’t stay here much longer. The sun will rise
within an hour, and I have no idea when Bluebeard might
return to work.

But as I lower my lantern, I notice the little pocket book
on the lowest shelf.

It looks filthy and wrinkled between the majestic works
towering on both sides, the spine hanging on by a thread,
loose parchment sheets stuffed between the pages. My
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breath catches in my throat. A notebook! Goddess be
praised, this is what I was looking for. Something personal,
something that can tell me why Bluebeard is spending
every waking hour in this attic room of his mansion, why
the rest of Sapphire Manor is rotting under his nose… I
grab the book from its shelf so quickly that it nearly falls
apart between my fingers; a curse falls on my lips, far too
loud, as I scramble to keep the pages together. Stellar work,
Cath. Why don’t you just march to his bedroom and tell him
you’ve been nosing through his work, if you insist on blundering
around like this? 

I suck in a deep breath, place my lantern down quietly,
and kneel on the cold floor, the notebook trembling in my
hands. Now I must be careful. No pages moved around,
no tears and folds that weren’t there before. When Blue-
beard comes back to work in the morning, it should be as
if I never touched the book at all. I hold my breath as I
open it and browse the crumpled pages, my eyes skim-
ming over the pencil sketches and scribbles of faded ink.
Most of the notes are written in the sorcerers’ language
again, but here and there I find a sentence that I can read,
most of them quickly jotted down in the margins of more
elaborate writing. Foal nr. 6 – survived, one reads. 4 months
might be better, another suggests. On the bottom of a page,
Bluebeard scribbled: Waxing moon??? The note is
surrounded by greenish fingerprints, as if he didn’t even
take the time to wash his hands before he took up his pen.

Sketches show dissected bird eggs, sprouting seeds, a
woman’s torso with arrows and lines to denote organs and
muscles. Then, below a list of dates and numbers, I finally
find a scribble containing a name that I recognise – 

Eléonore. 16th of flower month. Abdominal bleeding.
A thick black cross drawn behind that single line.
I abruptly shut the notebook and stare at the faded
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leather cover. My heart is pounding in my ears, a tickling
sensation is crawling up my spine. Eléonore. I’ve heard
her name in the rumours at court. Bluebeard’s first wife.
Killed by pneumonia after she went riding in the rain, he
told the king. But now his notes tell a very different story.

Abdominal bleeding. 
16th of flower month.
My thoughts are whirling, attempting to make sense of

my discovery. Bluebeard really shouldn’t have a decent
reason to conceal her true cause of death, should he? And
there’s no decent reason to record the true information in
his notebook either, surrounded by his magical experi-
ments, unless… 

Goddess help me. Unless he was experimenting
on her?

Anne is writing to our brothers when I step into her
small, bleak bedroom an hour after sunrise. Even by day,
Sapphire Manor is always dusky: the fire in the hearth is
providing more illumination than the little daylight
coming in between the heavy iron bars at the window.
Outside, the wind chases the dark grey clouds along the
skies. My eyes are itching from exhaustion, and my mind
feels wrung out after hours of frightened deliberations. Do
I tell Anne? Do I tell Gilbert and William? Do I stay, or do I
flee? But where in the world should I go?

We have very few friends left in the world, a year after
Father’s treason was brought to light. If even Jonathan
could no longer speak with me—Jonathan with his gentle
smile and his soft blond curls—then nobody would
happily help the daughter of a man who sold the king’s
secrets to his enemies. Even if the alternative is leaving her
with a man who’ll...

Who’ll… what? Who’ll cut my intestines from my
body? Who’ll force sickening potions down my throat? If
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only my imagination didn’t need to supplement those
ominous words that I found in Bluebeard’s notebook
tonight.

“Good morning, Cath,” Anne says as I close the door
behind me. She looks pallid and sickly this morning, her
face a marble shade of white in her stiff grey dress. Even
her blonde hair seems to have lost its shine of gold in this
place.

“Morning,” I say, glancing around. Solid granite walls.
No tapestries or painting hiding holes from where a
servant might be listening to our conversations. There is
the mirror on her dressing table, however.

I shiver, remembering the mirrors glancing at me in
Bluebeard’s laboratory. With a swift movement I take off
my cloak and swing it over the silver surface, covering it
completely. When I turn back to Anne, she is staring at me
with hollow eyes.

“What are you doing, Cath?”
“Ensuring that no one will hear us speak,” I say,

sinking down on her narrow bed. “Or see us speak, for
that matter.”

She swallows, throwing a quick glance towards the
dressing table. I quickly check the rest of the room, but
thankfully it’s furnished like a prison cell: bare grey walls,
ramshackle furniture, no more than a few books and a
handful of dresses lying about. Nothing like the strange
painting with the moving eyes that covers the wall above
my own bed, or the sparkling gemstones lining the door-
post of my room. Whatever Bluebeard did to keep an eye
on me, he seems to have been unprepared for a sister-in-
law to join us here.

For which I can hardly blame him, considering how
impulsively our brothers decided that she would be
coming with me, hiding their unwillingness to take care of
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her under some platitudes about sisters belonging together
and girls needing other girls around. 

Anne jumps from her chair and sits down on the bed
beside me, hands on her knees, perched up like a school-
girl. Her harrowed glance at the window doesn’t escape
me. She may be no older than fourteen years, but she has
damn well noticed the darkness that falls over this house
hours too early at night, the draught murmuring cold
secrets in the silence, the empty eyes of the servants. She
understands where we have ended up better than those
sorry excuses of men who call themselves our brothers.

“What do you want to speak about, then?” she
whispers.

“I need your memory, little sister,” I say, closing my
eyes for the shortest moment. The pages from the note-
book are still turning before my mind’s eye. “You were still
in Miss Margaret’s care five years ago, weren’t you?”

Anne nods wordlessly. I nearly heave a sigh of relief.
Our old nursemaid was perhaps the most unstoppable
gossipmonger I have ever met.

“Can you remember anything she said about lady
Eléonore? Bluebeard’s first wife?”

“Cath!” she hisses, her eyes wide. “You said I shouldn’t
listen to Maggie’s nonsensical stories!”

“Yes, yes, and that was very respectable advice, but we
need that information now, you see? So please forget all the
decent things I told you then and dig in your memory as
well as you can. What did you hear about Eléonore?
Please?”

My voice cracks at that last word, as if I’m some little
girl about to break into tears. Goddess be damned,
shouldn’t I know better? Even impoverished, unhappily
married and frightened of death by abdominal bleeding,
I’m still Catherine of Summer Hall, first daughter of a
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duke and great-granddaughter of a witch. I still survived a
king’s trial and a year of near-starvation, and I’ll damn
well survive a marriage to a dark sorcerer too. The only
question is—how?

“Maggie said Bluebeard didn’t love Eléonore,” Anne
blurts.

She looks nearly embarrassed to remember it. I give her
a watery smile in an attempt to reassure her, but it doesn’t
come out convincingly.

That note in his pocket book, curt and matter-of-fact.
Abdominal bleeding. The resolute, thick cross after her
name. If Bluebeard loved her, Gil and Will are my best
friends in the world. 

“Why did Maggie think so?”
Anne rubs her face, staring at me with a painful expres-

sion of concentration. “Because Eléonore didn’t give him
an heir? Could that be? They were married for a long time,
I think, from the way Maggie spoke about them—as if she
had been disappointing him for years and years on end.
Then she died after she went out in the rain and caught a
cold. Then he married that woman Maggie called a snotty
brat…”

“Isaure,” I say slowly. The memories are coming back
now. “Yes, I remember her. She died within seven months.
Ambushed by highwaymen, wasn’t she?”

“Yes, and then he married Rosalind who drowned
when she went swimming.” Anne’s frightened dark eyes
don’t move away from me for the shortest moment. She
knows the numbers as well as I do, the third tragic inci-
dent in two years, and then three more were to come…
Abdominal bleeding. I can feel the words in my gut, sharp
like a dagger carving through my intestines. 

“Yes. Do you know anything more?”
“Not really, because I turned eleven soon afterwards,
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and then Father sent Maggie away and made me take
lessons with Lady Caroline.”

Lady Caroline. A woman who had been respectable
enough to eat even apples with a knife and fork. Little
chance she passed on any useful gossip. I sigh and nod.

“Well. It’s something, I suppose.”
Anne blinks. “What have you been doing, Cath?”
“Nothing. Asking around a little. Trying to figure out

what shiny cause of death is left for me. We don’t want to
get repetitive, after all.”

As soon as the words leave my lips, I know I made a
mistake. Anne’s hollow cheeks turn even paler. Tears fill
her eyes, and she doesn’t bother to blink them away.

“Cath…”
“I was joking, I was joking, I…”
“You shouldn’t be joking about these things, Cath! You

can’t die! You can’t die and leave me here all alone with
that-that man and…”

I wrap my arms around her and pull her against me.
She is so thin that her shoulder blades cut into my fore-
arms; months of meagre meals in slum hostels, and she’s
hardly eaten much more since we arrived in our new
home.

“Don’t worry, little sister,” I whisper. “I’m not planning
to die. I just…”

A knock on the door interrupts me. I curse and jump
up, straighten my dark blue skirts and pull my cloak from
Anne’s mirror. Only when I yell a confirmation does the
door open, allowing access to an old servant woman with
tangled grey hair. A burn the size of a hand disfigures her
face.

“Lady Catherine? Your husband asks for you.”
“My-my husband?”
“Yes, Lady Catherine.”
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I stare at her as her words come through. The hairs on
my neck rise with tingling anxiety. Ask for me? Bluebeard?
It’s the first time in a week that he’s even remembered my
existence, and that comes mere hours after I snuck into his
forbidden rooms. Goddess help me! Did I leave any traces
behind in his laboratory? Didn’t I return his notebook to
the right place, did I leave any hairs on the floor? 

How does a sorcerer react when his secrecy has been
breached? 

I look around at Anne, who is staring at the burnt
servant with obvious fear writhing in her eyes. Give me a
last minute with my sister, I want to say. For all I know, I’ll
never see her again. For all I know, I’ll be bleeding out on
those cold floor tiles in an hour, like Eléonore bled out
years ago… But the old woman may tell Bluebeard
anything that I say. 

“Of course,” I say. “I’ll come at once.”
Bluebeard is a large man. Not just tall, not just fat, but

large and bulking in all dimensions. The first time I saw
him, in that little chapel where our hurried wedding took
place, all I could think about was the night to come, how
he might crush me to death just by consummating the
marriage. But after the silent dinner, he sent me off to my
own room without granting me as much as a glance, and
he had barely laid an eye on me in the days that I had
spent wandering through his decaying mansion since.

As if I’m not a wife at all. As if I’m some tool to use
only in the future, safely stacked away until then. So why
would he want to see me now, suddenly? 

“Ah,” he says when the servant leads me into his room.
It’s a sombre study, empty and boring in comparison to the
laboratory. “My wife. Thank you, Liz.” The servant bows
and scurries off. I stand frozen before his desk, my hands
clenched behind my back, every muscle in my body tense
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as a loaded crossbow. Does he suspect where I was last
night? Does he know? His face doesn’t betray a single
emotion, save perhaps a faint amusement as he runs his
gaze over me like a housewife inspecting a pumpkin at the
market. A slow, leering gaze, as if he realises for the first
time that I’m a woman, and not an unattractive one at that.
His to do with as he pleases.

Then he grins. It’s a grin that says: I bought you, girl. I
paid five hundred coins of gold for you. You’re my possession
now. I give a hard stare back, without flinching, without
twitching. It’s a stare you learn easily after days of interro-
gation by the king’s judges.

“Well,” he says, still smiling, folding his massive hands
over his stomach. Half of his fingers disappear underneath
that strange blueish beard that gave him his name. Sorcery,
they whisper at the court, but the hairs have had that
indigo gleam since he first appeared before the king, and
he was barely a novice then. “Lady Catherine, isn’t it?”

Did he look up my name in his letters before I arrived?
I wouldn’t be surprised.

“My lord,” I say, with a quick nod. In the back of my
mind, I can still hear Anne’s shrill voice. You can’t die…

“Excellent,” Bluebeard says, with a gruff chuckle. “You
look healthy and strong, did I already tell you so? Perhaps
I didn’t. I’ve had a busy week, you must forgive me. But
healthy and strong. Excellent, excellent. Just what I need.”

I swallow. Like a prize cow, yes. Then again, at least he
doesn’t sound like he’s about to kill me for breaking into
his secret rooms.

“I’m glad to hear, my lord.”
Again, he sniggers. “Yes, yes, of course you are, Cather-

ine. He raised you well, didn’t he, that traitor father of
yours?”

I have to bite my tongue so as not to lash out. “Even a
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traitor may display some common sense at times, my
lord.”

“So, I hope,” he says, nodding. “In that case, you must
also realise that as my wife you will have to fulfil certain
duties to your husband. You understand that, don’t you,
Catherine?”

I nod again, clenching my teeth so tightly that it hurts.
Goddess help me. Does he want to consummate the
marriage after all? Is he calling me to his bed for tonight?
Is he ordering me to strip my clothes off in this very
study? Everything about his body repels me, like rotting
meat. His thick fingers, his hairy forearms, his stomach
bulging from his belt. My heart hurts for the memory of
Jonathan, sweet, handsome Jonathan, who I once hoped
that I would marry. This is what I got instead. I don’t want
to see this man naked. I certainly don’t want him to see me
naked. But the alternative…

He can get Anne in your place. Don’t think he’ll care that
much.

“Yes, my lord,” I say, “I understand.”
“Excellent,” he repeats, and lowers his hands. I flinch.

But his fingers don’t stop at the buttons of his trousers;
instead, he pulls a keyring from his belt and raises it, as if
I’m a child who’s never seen a key before. There are
dozens of them here, iron and bronze and silver, some
smaller than my pinkie, some larger than a knife, some
crude, and others richly decorated.

“These are the keys to Sapphire Manor, Catherine.”
I nod. I’m too stupefied to do anything else.
“I will leave for the king’s court in two hours,” he

continues. “I’ll be gone for two nights and I’ll return on the
evening of the third day. In the meantime, as my wife,
you’ll be responsible for the house.”

I stare at him as the weight of my worst fears
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cautiously slides off my shoulders. Is that all? He isn’t
dragging me to his bed and stripping me naked, isn’t
beating or cursing me for nosing around in his working
room at night? 

Instead, he hands me the keys to every door in his
mansion and leaves me alone for three days, free to
continue my investigation?

I nearly laugh, so sudden is the lightness that wells up
in me. Only the memory of Anne’s frightened eyes keeps
me sane.

“I understand, my lord.”
“Good.” He smiles that unsettling smile at me again.

“Now, there is one more thing I must tell you. You are free
to go wherever you want in this house, Catherine, but
there is one room you can never enter, even if you have the
key. That is the room behind the small oaken door in my
laboratory. If I ever find that you have opened that
door…” He is still smiling, but there’s not a single trace of
amusement on his face. It’s a smile like poison, deadly and
painful. “Your fate will be worse than your father’s. I hope
that is all I need to say.”

I open my mouth, but not a word comes out. Father,
torn apart by four furious horses chained to his limbs.
How dare he…

Bluebeard chuckles before I manage to push the first
sound from my lips, and I abruptly shut my mouth again.
A sudden wave of nausea hits me. This is the man that my
brothers sold me to—a man who’ll mock the most painful
loss of my lifetime and snigger in my face. This is the man
whose child I may one day carry. 

Who else do you think will have you now, Cath? I hear Gil’s
voice again. That pretty blond duke of yours? He knows better
than to ever show his face around a traitor’s daughter again.
Don’t blame me.
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I no longer have a father. I no longer have my love.
Bluebeard knows, and he is amused by the knowledge.
But damn him, and damn those worthless brothers of
mine. At the very least, I have three more days of freedom.

“Yes, my lord,” I manage through clenched teeth.
“Very well.” He hands me the keys, then shoos me off.

“I will see you in three days then, Catherine.”
I should probably wish him a safe journey, or a

pleasant stay at the court, or whatever else a loving wife
should wish upon her husband. But all I can pray for is
for him to break his neck after a nasty fall off his horse,
or to drown during an attempt to cross the rivers, or to
be torn to pieces in a storm of sorcery that he can’t
control…

“Yes, my lord,” I say.
Father raised me to be sensible, indeed.
From the window of my bedroom, Anne and I watch

him ride off on his six-legged stallion that afternoon,
staring after him in silence until even the dust that he stirs
behind him has disappeared over the horizon. Only then
do I dare to believe that it is true what he told me, that
Sapphire Manor is mine indeed for two nights to come—
mine to explore! The entire mansion! 

Except, of course, for the small oaken door in his
laboratory.

I turn away from the window, staring at the keys
clenched in my fist. Did he suspect that I would be nosing
around in his absence? Why else would he mention that
forbidden door? 

“Cath?” Anne says. She sounds uneasy. “Cath, you’re
not going to do anything stupid while he’s gone, are you?”

She knows me too well. Then again, am I ever truly
stupid? Reckless, perhaps, but as long as I’m not caught…

“Don’t worry, little sister,” I say, and give her a bright
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smile. “I’ll be a responsible housewife. I won’t make him
angry.”

After all, he can hardly get angry if he never finds out I
entered that hidden room.

But it can hardly be that easy. The man is a sorcerer. He
undoubtedly has his ways to keep me away from his
secrets. And that smile when he warned me about the
forbidden room… A challenge, nearly. A provocation. 

My mind is turning at full speed. Now that I think of it,
why would he even mention the room at all? If he had
simply not told me about it and kept that one key to
himself, I would hardly have noticed the closed door. It’s
nearly as if he wants me to be curious. As if he wants to
tempt me.

Is it some kind of test?
“Cath, you really look like you’re planning to do—”
“—Oh, not at all!” I say, with feigned shock. “I’m wise

enough not to taunt a sorcerer, Anne. I’ll do exactly what
he has told me to do until he’s back. Now how do you feel
about a game of chess?”

We play chess, and I lose three times in a row. My mind
is on that little door two floors above me, on the weight of
the keys in my lap, on my husband miles and miles away
from here. Three days. If I don’t spend them wisely, they
may well be the last three days of freedom I’ll ever have.

In the back of my mind, I know that I have already
made my decision.

The house is as quiet as death when I sneak out of my
room again after midnight, the heavy keyring in my
pocket, my lantern in my hand, my dark cloak covering
my nightdress. Creaking doors and floorboards no longer
scare me nearly as much in the knowledge that Bluebeard
is hours away from me, sleeping in his personal rooms at
the royal palace. The servants may still tell on me, but if I
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can handle a sorcerer, I should be able to handle a kitchen
maid too.

The staircase leading to the laboratory has almost
become familiar by now. The door groans softly when I
swing it open. In hindsight I should have realised that
Bluebeard wouldn’t forbid me from coming here; it would
never have been so easy to walk in if he had wanted to
keep the room a secret. I wonder what he’d say if I asked
him about his research. Oh, yes, I bought you as a test
subject.

A shiver creeps over my back. Abdominal bleeding.
Mirrors are still staring at me from every wall and

shelf. I hesitate for a moment. I could turn them all around
to face the walls, but if Bluebeard is watching, he’ll know
what’s happening the moment he sees that rough granite
appear in his looking glass. If I slip into the forbidden
room quickly, I might be lucky enough to pick a moment
where he has his attention elsewhere, and if I close the
door behind me, it doesn’t matter even if he returns a
moment later.

With a last deep breath, I tiptoe forward. The door only
reaches to my chin; Bluebeard himself must have to kneel
to squeeze his massive body through. With trembling
hands, I pull the keys from the pocket of my cloak and
start searching for the right one. Not the small, copper key
with the flower-shaped bow, not the rusty black one… 

Something creaks behind me. I jerk around, but my
wide eyes don’t find anything strange in the darkness
surrounding me. Still, my fingers are shaking violently
when I turn back to work. Goddess be damned, Cath, keep
yourself under control…

Five more keys don’t fit. Then, finally, I find the one
that I need—a slender silver key, polished, smooth, and
shiny. When I turn it in the lock, it moves without a creak.
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I draw in a last breath, then grasp the door handle and
pull. 

BEFORE MY EYES, hell unfolds.

I BARELY HEAR my lantern clanging against the stone floor
as it slips from my fingers. I barely hear the cry leaving my
lips. My feet stumble backwards without thought, and my
hands clench themselves over my mouth, smothering my
curses and the gall rising in the back of my throat.

All my mind is still able to hold is the scene emerging
before me, in a soft, deceptively gentle candlelight.

Six bodies.
That is to say, six things that must have been bodies,

once.
They have been set in blocks of the clearest crystal,

Bluebeard's wives, locked in their transparent cells like
insects captured in drops of resin. Their faces are
unharmed. In the glass, with their hair drifting around
their heads, their eyes closed, it looks like they are floating
on water on a summer’s day. But then there are their
naked bodies…

I gag. Only then does my mind become aware of its
own existence again, of the broken lantern at my feet, the
mirrors staring at me behind my back. For the shortest
moment I falter, caught between the gruesome knowledge
waiting before me and the safety of flight; then I kick the
lantern aside and leap into the room, slamming the door
shut behind me. Here inside, at least, there are no mirrors.

There are only my six dead predecessors surrounding
me in half a circle, their ravaged bodies displayed around
me in agonising detail. 
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Closest to me is Eléonore. I should remember her from
the portraits, but I don’t. I don’t need to know her red
curls or her freckled cheeks, because the gaping gore that
was once her torso is giving me all the information I need
—abdominal bleeding, indeed.

The wound doesn’t look like a cut or a gash. Rather, it
looks as if something with sharp nails and sharp teeth was
set loose on her and dug right through her, scraping
organs and intestines aside until it reached the deepest
core of her body and left her like that, bleeding and dying.

I keep my hand pressed over my mouth, swallowing
the burning bitterness in my throat. Next to Eléonore, a
short, dark-haired woman. Isaure? The inside of her thighs
are covered in blood and gore, as if during her menses she
released not only the blood of her womb, but half of her
organs as well. Her left breast is cut loose from her body
and disassembled with excruciating care, laying bare veins
and muscles. Her right arm has received the same
treatment.

My stomach recoils. I fall on my knees and avert my
eyes, making desperate attempts to force my evening meal
back down. If Bluebeard finds a pool of half-digested
mutton on his floor, he won’t need his mirrors to under-
stand what has happened. Somehow, I manage it. I close
my eyes and breathe in slowly and deeply through my
nose. Goddess help me. Anyone help me! I can’t end like
this, dissected and trapped in glass for the rest of eternity. I
can’t. I can’t.

I turn my back to the other four, my breath still
whistling through my throat. I can’t bear to look at them,
telling my future with their broken bodies and their
strangely peaceful smiles. Already, I can see myself in the
middle, white skin and dark curls and bright red blood
staining the illusion of an eternal deep sleep.

231



No.
No, that is not how I will die.
I need to get out of here. I need to make a plan. I have

no horse or money of my own, but I’ll write to my broth-
ers, to Jonathan, to Father’s old friends, to the king himself
if need be. If I can feign ignorance to Bluebeard for long
enough, if I can survive in Sapphire Manor for long
enough, someone should eventually believe my story and
get me out of this place, shouldn’t they? 

I scramble to my feet, still suppressing the waves of
nausea that roll through me. Details are for later. Now I
need to get out of this sickening room before my stomach
betrays me, before the servants find me here. I slip out
through the small oaken door, into the laboratory. Did he
kill them here, my mind can’t help but wonder, did he cut
their organs out of them in this dark attic room? Again, I gag.
Out, out, I shouldn’t stop to think. Close that little door,
lock it again.

My hand freezes. The small silver key is stained with a
smudge of blood. Did I cut myself? I don’t feel pain, but
perhaps that’s because I don’t feel anything but lethal
dread anyway. This is not the place to check myself for
injuries, I can bandage myself when I’m safe, back in my
own bedroom. I wipe the blood off and lock the door.

When I pull the key back from the lock again, it is
again, covered in blood. 

My breath catches in my throat as a paralyzing thought
occurs to me. Where does the blood come from? Assuming
that the door itself hasn’t been wounded.

I clean the key again, then keep it close to my face and
wait. Almost immediately scarlet drops well up from the
smooth surface again, as if the silver itself is bleeding. 

Goddess be damned.
It was a test.
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Bluebeard won’t even need his mirrors to know
whether I ignored his conditions. The key itself will tell
him all that he needs to know—cursed silver! I have no
hopes that it will stop bleeding before the sorcerer
himself wants it to. What in the world am I going to do?
I won’t survive running away on my own in the early
winter, not with less than two days of preparation time.
And, either way, I can’t drag Anne with me into some-
thing so dangerous, not when she’s already near
starving.

I have to come up with something else, and I have to
do it quickly. I have to be very, very clever.

Because if I’m not clever enough, a fate worse than
death awaits me.

Bluebeard returns an hour before sunrise. 
We wait for him together, Anne and I, standing at the

top of the hallway’s central staircase in our matching dark
grey dresses. Next to me, I can feel Anne’s thin body trem-
bling, but her brave smile doesn’t falter when my husband
comes bursting through the gate of Sapphire Manor with a
fluttering coat, or when he squints up at us and barks,
“Catherine!”

“Yes, my lord?” I say.
“Did you take care of my house?”
“I did my very best, my lord.”
“Did anything happen in my absence?”
“Nothing in particular, my lord. Perhaps you’ll want to

hear that we received a letter from our brothers this morn-
ing.” It takes all I have to keep my voice in line. “They
announced their intention to visit us soon and will prob-
ably arrive before sunset. I hope that you do not mind?”

He frowns, but doesn’t speak, as he strides further into
the hall and stares up at me. “Your brothers, Catherine?”

I nod.
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“Why would those worthless idiots come visit you
now? Do they think you’re unhappy in your marriage?”

“They did not write any such thing,” I say, and swal-
low. “We think they might miss their sisters more than
they expected. We’ve rarely spent so much time apart
before, my lord.”

“Do you miss them, Catherine?”
“A little, my lord.”
He scoffs and stamps up the stairs. Next to me, Anne

flinches, yet keeps her stand. For a heartbeat it seems that
Bluebeard will march right past me without even asking
for his keys; then he stands still at the top of the stairs and
glares down at me, his eyes narrowed. 

“I have little desire to see anyone tonight. You can
invite your brothers all you like, but keep them away from
me. Ask Liz to prepare the guest rooms.”

“Yes, my lord.”
He walks on without waiting for my reply. I nearly

breathe a sigh of relief when he turns out, five strides
away from me, and adds, “And bring me my keys imme-
diately, Catherine.”

My heart skips a beat. This is what I was waiting for,
and yet I nearly panic. “Yes, my lord. Anne…”

“I will go upstairs to see if our brothers are coming
already!” she pipes up, and somehow, despite my
hammering heart and my churning stomach, I manage to
smile at her.

“Very well, little sister.”
She runs off. I follow her upstairs, but slower, to fetch

the keyring from my room, where it has been waiting for
Bluebeard’s return since this morning. When I step into
my husband’s study, he is already waiting for me.

I hand him the keys. He quickly examines them
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between his rough fingers, then looks up, his eyes no more
than thin slits now.

“I’m missing something, Catherine.”
I swallow. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”
“A little silver key is missing. Where is it?”
“Oh,” I say, feigning surprise. “It must have fallen off

my desk when I cleaned the keys this morning. I will go
look for it at once.”

His face doesn’t betray a trace of anger when he nods
at me. “I will wait for it here.”

I hurry out, struggling to keep my breath under
control. Anne should be near, and at the window as I
instructed her. As I turn away from the study door, I yell,
loud enough for Bluebeard to hear, “Anne? Sister Anne, do
you see anyone coming?”

“I see a cloud of dust in the distance!”
I close my eyes for a heartbeat and walk to my room, as

slowly as I dare to walk. Timing is everything now. The
bloody key is lying on the floor below the table, where I care-
fully dropped it that morning in case Bluebeard would want
to go and fetch it for himself. When I wipe off the blood, it
floods back immediately. I hesitate for a last heartbeat, then
stick it into the pocket of my coat without another thought.
My fingers slide along sharp, cold steel for a moment and for
the first time in my life, I find it to be a reassuring feeling.

Well.
There we go. 
Bluebeard sits waiting for me behind his desk, his face

still an emotionless mask, as if it has been sculpted out of
clay. He reaches out a hand as soon as I come in, his
demand clear without a single word.

I take a deep breath and step forward to lay the key in
the palm of his hand.
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For a moment neither of us speaks. His fingers don’t
twitch, his expression doesn’t change. But I see his gaze
resting on the blood dripping from the silver, and I know
what’s about to come.

“I see a cloud of dust in the distance!” Anne yells, her
high voice cutting through the silence. “I think I see two
riders, Cath! They’re coming!”

Bluebeard’s indigo beard quivers. I take a step back
from the desk, floorboards creaking below my feet.

“There’s blood on the key,” he says. His voice is a deep
grumble, like the earth rumbling to announce a landslide.
“Where does it come from, Catherine?”

Despite myself, I shiver. “I don’t know!”
“You don’t know?”
“I truly don’t, my lord!”
“No?” Now he smiles. “That’s unfortunate, Catherine,

because I do know. You went into my forbidden room,
didn’t you? That’s why you wrote your two spineless
brothers, that’s why they are hurrying to Sapphire Manor.
You hoped they’d carry you away before I discovered your
betrayal. Alas! The key can’t be fooled.” His fingers curl
around the bleeding silver. “You will take your place
between my wives before your brothers arrive. A shame,
Catherine. None of them has ever been so quick to start
nosing around…”

“Did you—did you kill them because they entered the
room?” I say hoarsely.

“I never killed them.” His smile grows sharper. “But I
must admit my experiments grow significantly riskier
when I have nothing left to lose. I will not beget a child
from a disobedient wife, you see, Catherine. The only use
you have for me now is to help me discover how to create
one…”

The world starts turning around me. “Create one?”
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“It doesn’t fit a sorcerer to breed like the farmers and
beggars do, does it?” Bluebeard quips as he stands up, a
dangerous twinkle in his eyes. I shuffle backwards, away
from him. He either doesn’t notice, or doesn’t care. “It took
me a while to understand, I will admit. For years I tried,
and for years Eléonore didn’t give me a son. Then I under-
stood. The gods planned a greater destiny for me and my
children—although my first experiments didn’t end pret-
tily, I must admit…”

Gall rises in me. Eléonore’s belly, clawed open by
terrible claws. What did this monster grow in her? 

“You’ve gone mad,” I manage, weakly.
“Madness lies close to brilliance, Catherine.”
He is walking towards me now, slowly, leisurely. I

shrink back until my shoulders bump into the cold wall of
his study, and Bluebeard doesn’t hesitate, doesn’t falter, as
he closes in on me like a bear about to attack.

“Anne!” I yell. “Anne, do you see anyone coming?”
“Two riders!” Her voice is shrill with tension. “I think

they are Gil and Will!”
“They’ll be too late,” Bluebeard snaps. “Don’t think

they’ll find you alive when…”
“They’re very close already!” Anne shouts.
Bluebeard roars a curse, so loud that I can feel the

house trembling beneath my feet. I take a deep breath,
then dive for the door of the study and burst into the corri-
dor. Inches behind me, a blistering flame hits the wall,
leaving a stench of scorched plaster and mortar behind. 

“Anne!”
In the distance I hear running feet, and her voice

squeaking, “I will open the door for them!”
Bluebeard growls again and storms after me, faster

than I would expect a man his size to move. I turn away
and sprint up the stairs. Around me shards of granite
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break off the walls and steps as the sorcerer’s curses miss
me by mere inches. I scramble through the chaos of
sizzling sparks and dust, coughing and panting, clawing
for the cold steel in my pocket, the shelter of the first door
I can find – 

The door of the laboratory.
I don’t stand a chance, I know, as I slam the heavy

wood shut after me and dive into hiding behind one of the
working tables. The first curse hisses into the door before
I’ve even touched the floor. I close my eyes, curling my
fingers around the steel blade I hid in the pocket of my
cloak. Please, Anne. Do what you need to do. Be brave. Please…

The door flings open. I cower in my hiding place as
Bluebeard pants and growls in the doorway, then steps
forward. In the deathly silence, I hear the lock click shut;
then his footsteps, so light they are nearly inaudible,
making a slow circle around the room.

“You’ve come!” I hear Anne cry out, downstairs, far
away. “You’ve come to save us!”

Please, Anne, be quick…
I jump just before Bluebeard finds me. I leap behind

another work table and press myself against the wood
with closed eyes. A loud bang tears my eardrums to
shreds and leaves a smell of burning wood behind. As I
turn around, I can distinguish the sorcerer’s bear-like
posture through the dust and the smoke, coming for me
like a hunting hound on a deer’s trail. Anne, please… Even
with a blade in my hand, I’ll never be quick enough to
surprise him. He won’t think of anything else until he has
me, dead or alive—until I’ve joined the corpses in his
blood room, and Goddess knows what he’ll do to me
before that time.

Something heavy knocks against the door, like iron-
clad fists banging against the wood. Just outside the room,

238



I hear Anne’s voice, loud and out of breath. “She’s inside
there, Gil! He’s trying to kill her there!”

Another impatient ruffle follows, iron on wood. I don’t
dare to move. Through the curtain of smoke, I can see
Bluebeard hesitate for an instant. He knows my brothers’
reputation, surely, fine fighters, even if they’re not the
brightest. Does he really want to risk it, killing me and
running into two revengeful young men the moment that
he steps out of the room?

He doesn’t. With a loud curse he turns around and
stumbles for the door, just as a third burst of pounding
lands against the wood.

And I’m after him.
On the tips of my toes, holding my breath, I’m after

him. He doesn’t notice, focused on the threat waiting for
him in the corridor. Past the smouldering table where I
was hiding a minute ago. Past the little oaken door that
makes my stomach turn. Crossing the last open yards
separating me from the sorcerer’s unprotected back…

Bluebeard yanks open the door and stands frozen for
the shortest of moments as he finds only my fawn-eyed
little sister on the doorstep, a heavy iron candlestick
clenched in her trembling fist.

And the next moment my knife sinks between his
shoulder blades.

Dear Gilbert, I write. Dear William,
Please forgive me for not replying to your many inquiries

and requests sooner. After you failed to answer my plea for help
last month, I assumed, apparently erroneously, that the both of
you were busy with more important matters than your sister’s
life and limbs. I therefore turned my thoughts to more urgent
matters first. Now that your seven letters of last week have
shown me the error of my assumptions, I have sat down at once
to answer every single one of your questions.
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I dip my pen in the ink and consider my next sentence.
At the window, Anne sits basking in the light of the bright
winter sun, a pinnacle of spring warmth in her soft pink
dress. As if she feels my glance on her she turns around,
and smiles when she meets my eyes.

“Who are you writing, Cath?”
“Oh, nobody important,” I say, and she laughs and

turns back to the window.
First of all, I continue, after having read your elaborate

explanations, I am of course happy to forgive you for ignoring
my last letter. It is no more self-evident that you, as my loving
brothers, believed I was making up excuses to either abandon my
husband or strip you of the money my husband paid you, and
that you chose to pay no attention to me for that reason. Don’t
worry, I will not hold grudges against you. All has ended well,
after all, especially now that the king has so kindly bestowed my
late husband’s entire fortune on me after seeing the evidence of
his First Sorcerer’s crimes with his own eyes. 

Speaking of fortunes, I am terribly distraught to hear you
have been hit by such terrible hardship in the past weeks! How
much bad luck does a man need to lose no less than five hundred
pieces of gold at gambling within a month! You can be assured,
dear brothers, that my heart goes out to you in this time of deep
distress.

“What are you smiling at, Cath?” Anne interrupts me,
and I laugh.

“Nothing, little sister. Why don’t you go see how the
restoration of the dancing hall is faring?”

She jumps up and runs downstairs to where I can hear
the continuous clamour of the workmen and sorcerers
renovating Sapphire Manor. Five decades of unpleasant
magic was removed from the walls, they told me; it’s quite
a miracle how much sunlight suddenly reaches into the
bedrooms these days.
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I fill my pen again, and continue my letter.

Unfortunately, you must understand I cannot send you the
thousand pieces of gold you ask for in your latest message. How
can I be sure you are not simply making up excuses to get rid of
your creditors, or to strip me of the money I personally earned by
sticking a knife into my late husband’s back? I have all the faith
you will not think bad of me, your loving sister, for refusing
your request for that reason.
As for the rest of your questions—yes, we are healthy and well-
fed. No, we are not in need of either your protection or your
company. Yes, a royal ball will be held in our restored mansion
in a month, and no, you are not invited. Yes, the rumour that a
certain pretty duke has again been frequenting us with partic-
ular interest is true. No, I am unable to provide you with further
details, because my time to write is short. I will be making a
pleasant walk in the snow with said duke in a few minutes, and I
must finish my letter before that time. 
I believe all of your questions have therewith been answered. I
pray this letter finds you as happy as I finally am.

Sincerely,
Your dearest sister, Catherine
Duchess of Sapphire Manor
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“I

CURSED IN RED

by Epi Wildes

’m going to see my grandmother.” The lie, told for
the thousandth time, this time to the guard at the
village gate, now came as easily as breathing and

was just as necessary.
“Hurry along, miss,” he said. “Don’t let yourself get

caught on the trail after dark. There’s rumours of beasts
and witches in these woods.”

Raleigh called over her shoulder, “It’s not far!”
The sun was setting, lending a new desperation to her

feet once she rounded the first bend in the trail. She tilted
into a headlong sprint, while her red cape billowed behind
her in a crimson wake. The basket in her hand bounced
unpleasantly against her leg, as she sprinted down the dirt
road that led from the village and into the surrounding
forest. At nightfall, it would be darker than pitch black.

Raleigh kicked off her shoes into the usual bramble
bush to keep them safe. No sane traveller, even one most
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desperate would risk slicing their hands for a pair of
tattered women’s shoes, the original colour indiscernible
beneath the layers of grime.  

She took a sharp turn into the trees and followed the
way that she took every night, invisible to anyone but her,
or to one with just as keen a nose. Her biggest threat was
The Huntsman’s hounds, but fortunately they did not
often wander off the property around his cabin after dark.
Once one had returned with its ear torn to ribbons after it
had chased a rabbit into the trees too close to twilight. Its
yelps and screams had been heard throughout the village
in the valley below. After that day, the hounds did not
stray far from their master’s domain after daylight. 

She remembered how satisfyingly the hound’s velvety
ears had ripped between her teeth. It made her both
ravenous and nauseous. She used to like dogs. As
companions. 

The sun continued to set. The shadows grew swiftly
heavy under the gloom of the trees.

That’s when the burning began. Once upon a time, it
had frightened her; now she welcomed it like a fire in
winter. Raleigh still had no fondness for the next part,
however. Her skin prickled and itched, and she dug her
nails into her palms to keep herself from ripping at her
own flesh. Past mistakes had taught her that the marks
would still remain when the sun rose. She didn’t think she
could come up with a convincing lie to satisfy nosy
villagers and her father, should he be back in town a
second time. 

SHE AND HER FATHER, Retford, arrived in the village a year
ago after her mother had fallen sick. He worked as a
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silversmith and travelled frequently to the neighbouring
towns to sell his wares. He left Raleigh in charge of
keeping the house, but keeping a mostly-empty house left
Raleigh with more than enough empty time on her hands.

Realising this, Retford fretted for his daughter’s well-
being. She would not forget the fateful day when he told
her, over their morning meal, that a young woman should
not be spending her days alone and that the time had
come for her to be married, preferably to a son of a well-off
merchant. Men of these standards were, fortunately for
Raleigh, just short of non-existent in the village, which left
Retford to conduct his search for a son-in-law elsewhere.
In the meantime, he encouraged Raleigh to spend time
with girls her age in the village. Time spent, if even with
other women, had to be better than being alone. 

Raleigh had little in common with women her age,
whose idea of an enjoyable time consisted of standing in the
village square at the well, batting their lashes and giggling
flirtatiously at the bachelors who happened by. Raleigh
wondered why anyone would be so eager to shackle them-
selves to a domestic life of cooking and childbirth. The
visits with her peers quickly became a thing of the past. 

That was when she started venturing into the forest, an
unusual past-time for a maiden, so she invented the story
of visiting her grandmother for the guards at the gates.

She never went too far off the path, but one afternoon
she wandered into a place where the pines grew tallest,
and their spanning branches all but blotted out the sky. It
was here that she found a rabbit, unnaturally white, with
the cord of a hunter’s snare tightening about its neck. Its
brown eyes bulged. Its sides heaved as it struggled for
breath. 

Looking back, Raleigh should have left it. 
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Scrabbling across the ground, forgetting her dress,
Raleigh’s fingers curled about a sharp rock. A knife would
have been easier, but after five or six strokes, the cord
broke loose.

Looking up, she expected to see the rabbit streaking
into the underbrush, but instead she saw an old woman
with long, snowy hair rising to her feet. 

“My dear,” said the woman, “you saved me. My name
is Selena, and I am in your debt, child.”

Raleigh took a half-step back. It wasn’t every day that
she saw a rabbit change into an old woman, but stranger
tales came out of these forests. She tightened her grasp
around the rock. “What are you? A Fae? A spirit?”

The woman held out her wrinkled palms, showing that
she had nothing to hide. “I am simply a woman who has
lived long enough to learn a few tricks. Now let me ask
you a question. What is a young lady like yourself doing
alone in the forest?”

“I am visiting my grandmother.” She fell into the same
old tale. Lies were best kept consistent.

“Unless I’m your grandmother, you’re lying. Nobody
lives out this way besides myself. So why don’t you tell
me what you’re really doing out here?”

There was something about the woman that made
Raleigh want to trust her, whether it be her age or her kind
smile, so she told her everything, from her mother falling
ill, to moving to her village, to her father wanting to marry
her off.

“Why is my only lot in life to settle down and pump
out kids for some entitled merchant bastard? Do I have so
little freedom that I cannot even choose who to marry?”
Tightening her grasp on the stone until it hurt, she grit her
teeth and threw it with as much force as she could muster.
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The rock hit the trunk of a large tree. Its impact echoed
hollowly throughout the grove.

“Let me repay you for your service to me.” The woman
took Raleigh’s hands into her own. They were dry and
rough with age. “Tell me, what is the one thing that you
desire most in the world?”

“Freedom.” The word sprang from her lips like a
reflex. 

“Then, as my gift to you, I grant you freedom.”
The woman withdrew her hands, and Raleigh realised

that a small object had been placed in hers. 
An animal tooth, a fang. From a dog, perhaps?
“Swallow it, and your freedom is assured.”
Raleigh would do anything to reclaim her destiny.
Only later would she realise that the witch had

charmed her like a snake. 

WITH THE SUN grazing the horizon, Raleigh’s skin blazed,
her bones ached, and the itching beneath her skin became
next to unbearable. She dug her fingernails into the bark of
a tree to keep herself upright while she scrabbled to
remove her clothes, which she hung over a low branch.
The way her red cloak hung, it reminded her of a war
banner.

“You can hurry up,” she hissed to the sun. She couldn’t
see it through the trees, but the degrees and variations of
discomfort told her exactly where it sat in the sky. 

Twilight arrived, bringing with it a violent churn and
pain in her stomach. She doubled over, hands on her
knees, panting for breath. She retched as her organs began
rearranging themselves. That was a sensation she’d not
gotten used to. 
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Her bones cracked, and Raleigh bit back a scream. She
crumpled to the ground, only vaguely aware that she’d
fallen into her own mess. It wasn’t the first time. At least
there was a stream nearby.

Claws sprouted where her fingers had been just
moments before. Her arms lengthened, and her hands and
feet changed in shape to facilitate quadrupedal
locomotion. 

Finally, the structure of her skull changed. Her nose
elongated into a snout. Pointed fur-covered ears replaced
human ones. 

Raleigh lay there in the dirt and mess, breathing
heavily and abruptly exhausted. The relief of the pain
finally subsiding always left her exhausted. At least the
transformations were becoming easier, though still far
from pleasant. 

Finally, she rose, shook out her pelt, and ran. It was the
most primal and simplest of pleasures. Her new eyes saw
in the shadows as easily as her old ones did in the light.
She glided through the trees, paws almost silent, save for if
she became careless and stepped on a stick. She did not
tire, at least not easily. In this body she could run for hours
before needing to rest. This was freedom!

Her nose scented a forest full of prey. To her, every-
thing was fair game, though a bear once made for a chal-
lenging hunt. 

If not for the confines of morning, Raleigh wondered
how far she could run. To the mountains, perhaps. What
did the world look like from someplace so close to
the sky?

“Have you had your fun?” A voice that did not belong to
her spoke to her thoughts. 

“Yes, Selena.”
Raleigh felt the flash of Selena’s irritation. “You know I
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like it when you call me Grandmother. So, tell me again. Did you
have fun?”

“Yes, Grandmother.”
“And did you bring the supplies from town that I asked

for?”
The wolf glanced to where the basket lay at the base of

the tree where she’d stashed her clothing. “I did. The bread
and the preserves you asked for.”

“Good.” Her voice crooned. “Now be a good girl and
fetch a rabbit as well. I’ll fix us some dinner. Won’t that be
nice?”

“Yes, Grandmother.” 
Whether it was part of the curse or a result of the phys-

ical toll taken by the transformation, the wolf was always
hungry once emerging.

The hunger focused her senses, sharpening them to a
razor’s edge. Pulling herself up onto her hind legs, Raleigh
tested the wind, and a symphony of scents met her
muzzle, warm and delicious scents of prey.

The anticipation of blood cast a shiver down her spine
that reached the tip of her tail. Saliva filled her maw. She
could have them all if she really wanted. Who could stop
her? What could stop her?

Raleigh quickly reined in such thoughts. To let the
wolf’s instincts take over spelled trouble. One slip-up, and
it would cost her everything. 

The rabbit. Selena would be waiting for the rabbit. The
old witch did not appreciate being made to wait, so
Raleigh made quick work of it, sniffing along the forest
floor, until she caught the trail, and after a few moments of
tracking, she saw the grey shape of the rabbit through the
trees.  

Raleigh relished the silent burst of speed used to close
the gap between herself and her prey. She gave in to the
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wolf’s desires and slowed the charge to prolong the thrill
of the hunt. 

The rabbit darted, turning at odd and sudden angles
through the undergrowth. It was a useful trick used to
throw most predators off the trail, but Raleigh was not
most predators. The rabbit’s scream echoed through the
silent forest as it met its demise beneath Raleigh’s claws.

Raleigh allowed herself a moment to lick the crimson
from her paws and savour the warm tang of iron upon her
tongue before she took up the carcass in her maw. She
rounded back to the tree where she’d stashed the basket
and placed the crumpled creature inside it as well as she
could, though its head dangled at an unnatural angle over
the side. 

SELENA’S COTTAGE was small and quaint, deep in a pine
grove, far from any road or path. A small garden grew out
back, never bothered by pests. Raleigh could only assume
it was by magical means. Orange light glowed from the
windows as she approached. 

Raleigh gently scratched the door, careful not to
score it.

Selena, Grandmother, answered. A broad smile
stretched over her wrinkled features. “Ah, what a good
girl.” Now that they were face to face, she spoke aloud.

Selena had aged quickly and significantly since Raleigh
met her in the woods several months ago. Though she’d
been old then as well, Selena now required a cane to walk
even short distances and scarcely left her cottage, relying
on Raleigh to fetch her food and bring her essentials from
town. These Raleigh gathered in a covered basket, easily
carried, either by hand or by maw. 
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Raleigh released the basket into Selena’s expectant,
gnarled hands. 

Pulling the rabbit out by the ears, she gave Raleigh a
disapproving look. “My dear, did you step on it?” She
tutted. “Its bones are totally shattered. I’ll need to spend
twice as much time preparing it now to remove all the
splinters.”

“I let the wolf get carried away.” Raleigh dipped her head.
Selena chuckled and beckoned the beast inside. “An

easy thing to do, I’m sure.”
At least she wasn’t angry.
Raleigh followed her inside and took up her usual spot

upon the bearskin in front of the hearth. Raleigh’s girth
took up the entire rug and then some. She curled up like a
common mongrel while Selena began preparing the rabbit
over the counter.

“How has freedom been treating you?” She detached
the rabbit’s head from its body.

“Freedom? You tricked me.”
“I granted the wish that you gave me, my louve.”
My wolf, Raleigh had come to learn. Selena’s personal

term of endearment. The phrase made Raleigh feel both
special and nauseated. Even still, she couldn’t help but
wag her tail once or twice. The wolf enjoyed Selena’s
praise.  

“You know,” Selena continued, “you ought to be grate-
ful. Have I not saved you?”

“You have, Grandmother, and I am grateful.” And she was.
She should have known better than to question her grand-
mother’s generosity. She did know best, after all. “Sorry,
Grandmother.”

Selena plucked the fur from the rabbit in quick, prac-
ticed movements. Rabbit was a favourite of hers, and
Raleigh brought several to her every week. 
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“You enjoy your freedom as a wolf, yes, my louve?” 
Raleigh lifted her head from the rug. “You know that

I do.”
“Have you thought any more about it?” She ripped

another handful of fur from the rabbit. “About making it
permanent?”

Raleigh pulled her pointed ears back against her skull
with a whine. “I can’t leave my father. He’s the only family I
have left.”

“Oh, I understand.” Selena shaved the meat from bone.
“I understand that you care nothing for me. Your grand-
mother is no family to you.”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way, Grandmother. Please believe
me. I’m sorry.” Strictly speaking, no, the witch was of no
relation to Raleigh, but the wolf longed to please her, and
to deny the witch tore at her very soul. To lose Selena
would be to lose everything.

What scared Raleigh most was not knowing if that fear
belonged to her or the wolf. The ever-blurring lines of
their conjoined psyches were becoming increasingly diffi-
cult to differentiate. Sometimes Raleigh wondered if they
were not one in the same already. Perhaps she was no
longer entirely human. That scared her almost as much as
the thought of losing Selena. 

To Raleigh’s immense relief, Selena turned to her with
a smile. She reached over and patted Raleigh’s head,
ruffling her between the ears.

“You know I only worry for you, my dear. Walking the
line between man and beast is not an act you can keep up
forever, even if you have done a good job of it so far.”

“Don’t worry. I’m being careful.”
Selena added vegetables, water, and the meat to the

cauldron hanging in the hearth. Raleigh wished Selena
had saved something raw for her. The wolf preferred its
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meat fresh, but she didn’t dare upset Selena a second time
in one evening. As long as the witch was happy, Raleigh
would be at peace. 

The logs in the fire crackled like a symphony, and its
warmth ebbed gently through the cottage. Raleigh yawned
and stretched out over the floor and turned her belly
towards the flame.

“It would be easy to solidify yourself in this form.”
Selena broke the silence. “Just one human kill. He could be
the most despicable villain, if it would ease your
conscience. Someone worthy of the gallows.”

Raleigh lifted her head. “I don’t know...”
“I know that you’re tired of the transformations. I

know how painful they are.” 
Selena was right, but it couldn’t be worse than the

labour pains of childbirth and the imprisonment of a
marriage she didn’t consent to. 

Selena covered the cauldron to allow the stew to
simmer. “Just think about it. I’m only concerned for you is
all, louve. Promise that you’ll think about it, for me?”

“I will, Grandmother.”

THE GUARD CHANGED AT DAYBREAK, and just as always, she
arrived on time to slip through the gates without a man
asking prying questions. Where she went and when she
went there was no one’s concern but her own. 

She avoided the main roads through town. The last
thing she wanted was some nosy housewife to see her and
start spreading rumours. One could make many assump-
tions of a young woman running dishevelled through the
streets at the daybreak hours, though she’d done her best
to wash the blood and grime from her body in a nearby
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stream. The less that people knew of her habits, the easier
it was to come and go without being missed. Her survival
rode on the efficiency of this disappearing act.

Raleigh and her father lived in a well-furnished home
beside a forge. Seeing as it was full of silver, she’d been
giving it a wide berth for the last six months. She didn’t
know if the stories about werewolves and silver were true,
but she wasn’t looking to find out. 

Raleigh slid the key into the lock. Inside the house was
quiet and empty. Morning rays shone through the kitchen
windows, casting warm patches of light onto the wooden
floor. Raleigh allowed herself a moment to stand barefoot
in one such patch, curling her toes against the grain of the
wood and relishing the warmth after a night running
through the damp forest.

Retford was due home today. She would need to be
presentable, which meant she ought to brush the gnarls
and leaf debris from her hair.

Raleigh ran up the stairs to her room, where she hid the
dirty dress under her bed with the others, until she could
get around to the mountainous task of scrubbing the hems
clean of dirt. 

She brushed her hair, wincing through tangles. Sitting
at her vanity, she plucked every last twig and leaf from her
locks with practiced movements. 

As she worked, her gaze fell upon her mother’s lute in
the corner. Music had been her mother’s first love. Raleigh
remembered their old home had always been filled with
music. 

In her youth, her mother had dreamed of becoming a
bard and travelling from town to town. Raleigh’s grand-
parents, however, insisted on her taking a safer route
instead and arranged for her to be married to Raleigh’s
father.
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Raleigh’s mother had died without playing in a single
tavern, and she’d never left her birthplace. Every choice
had been made for her: the choice to get married, where
she should live, even the choice to have children or not. 

Raleigh vowed to never allow herself to succumb to
such a fate.

Some time later, the door opened downstairs, and the
familiar steps of hearty travelling boots knocking against
the floorboards echoed through the house.

“Father!” Without a second thought, Raleigh rushed
down the steps, barefoot, and threw herself into Retford’s
arms.

He quickly tossed aside his pack in order to accommo-
date her. “I’ve missed you, too.” He chuckled, ruffling the
hair that Raleigh had just spent so much time on in order
to appear presentable. 

But she didn’t care. How long had he been away this
time, a week? In that moment, grasped in his arms, she felt
peace. 

“How was your trip?” she asked. 
“Good. Good. I know we did well, because the cart was

much lighter coming back than it was when I left. The
horses appreciated it, I’m sure of that,” he chuckled.

“I’m sure they did. They are not as young as they used
to be. We’ve had them since I was a kid.” Retford sunk into
one of the kitchen chairs with a heavy sigh. “Neither am I,
love. Neither am I. Which… brings me to something I
wanted to talk to you about.”

“Did you want me to make you something to eat?”
“Raleigh.” His voice took on an abruptly serious tone.
“Yes?” 
He gestured to the single empty seat at the table.

“Join me.”
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She hesitated for a moment and slowly sank into the
adjacent chair. “What is it?”

Retford ran his hand through his hair and combed his
fingers through his heavy beard. “You know… how we’ve
spoken about you... settling down?”

“Father, I’ve told you, I don’t want to settle down. A
life as a housewife doesn’t fit me, and I’ve never been
terribly fond of children. Just give me time. I’ll find a way
to support myself. I could play the lute, like mom always
wanted—”

He sighed and cut her short. “—I was afraid of this.
Raleigh, I am just going to say it. I’ve found you a suitor,
William Harrison.” He must have seen the colour drain
from her face, because he went on to hastily add, “He is
well-mannered and his family is in good standing. I know
he’ll be able to provide a good life for you. He’ll be coming
to the house this afternoon to meet you.”

Her nails dug into the edge of the table, like it was the
only thing keeping her grounded. “And how do you know
what would be a good life for me? I don’t want this. This is
my life we’re talking about. Don’t I get any say in how I
spend it?”

“Raleigh, not this again. We’ve talked about this. It’s not
safe for a woman to travel alone, and there’s no guarantee
you’d be able to support yourself.” He reached across the
table, taking her pale, cold hand into his. “I won’t be around
forever, and I need to know that you’ll be taken care of.
Raleigh, you’re all I have left, and the world is unpredictable.”

If only he knew how true those words were.  
“William will be stopping by this afternoon to meet

you. You should show him the town.” A weak smile
played upon his features.

“I don’tget a say in this?” 
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He sighed. “Don’t do this. Just give him a chance.”
Give him a chance? It wasn’t as though Retford was

giving her any choice.
Regardless, she conceded. “Alright.”
“Thank you.”
Alright, she would give him until sundown. It might be

tricky to get away from him before dusk, but Raleigh had
gotten herself out of tight spots before. She’d have to be
creative. 

AFTERNOON ARRIVED FAR TOO QUICKLY and with it, the
arrival of William Harrison. William was a tall man of
medium build, and his clothes were new and custom
tailored. His skin shone a brilliant olive, and his ebony
hair had been meticulously groomed and slicked back
against his head. One look at him, and Raleigh knew he
was the sort the maidens in the village would throw them-
selves after. Rich, handsome, and well-mannered. What
more could a woman ask for?

Raleigh had put on one of her best dresses for the occa-
sion, at the insistence of her father, a light blue garment
with hanging lace that made her ankles itch, and the
sleeves had been sewn too tight at the shoulders. The only
thing she liked about the thing was that the colour went
well with her red cloak. 

“Raleigh, I have waited so long to meet you,” said
William. He took her hand delicately in his and kissed it.
“You’re more beautiful than your father described you.
Come, let us walk. Retford said you would show me the
town?”

She led him through the centre of town where shops
lined the roads and townsfolk bustled about their daily
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activities. William, from the city, was amazed by the
contrast of village life. More than once he outwardly, not to
mention loudly, expressed his pity for Raleigh, for having
to live among so many peasants. 

As the afternoon wore on, Raleigh found that she’d lost
control of her tour. William dragged her into various shops
and to several more stalls in the market square.

“I’ll buy you something to commemorate our engage-
ment,” he said, coming upon a stall where an elderly
woman sold handcrafted beaded jewellery. 

“I don’t want anything.”
“Of course, you do. What woman doesn’t like

jewellery?” He laughed dismissively, but when he turned
around, Raleigh had already crossed the road.

“Raleigh!” He called, trotting to her side. “Where are
you going?”

She didn’t answer but pressed on ahead, through a
narrow alleyway to the open path that ran along the inte-
rior of the village wall. 

It was getting late.
“Raleigh!” William grabbed her arm with a new

abruptness and spun her to face him. “Don’t run from
me.” His dark eyes burned into hers.

An icy chill shivered through Raleigh’s veins.
William exhaled, seeming to collect himself, he loos-

ened his grasp upon her arm. “My apologies. I should not
have been so impatient. We’ve only just met, after all. And
I will have your entire life to shower you with gifts.”

Raleigh began to walk again. Her legs itched. She
wanted to run.

William followed. “You know, Raleigh, I’m from a
wealthy home. My family has a large estate with a score of
servants to cook and clean. We can even hire my old nanny
to assist with the children. You won’t need to lift a finger.”
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His words left a foul taste in her mouth and her skin
itching to shift. She longed for dusk and to lose herself in
the wilderness. 

William continued to walk at her side, going on about
their future life together, something Raleigh couldn’t bear
to hear. She instead turned her attention to the sun
growing low in the sky. 

She hadn’t intended for the walk to go this long, and it
wouldn’t have if William had not insisted on visiting every
shopkeep in the village. If she continued along this path,
however, they would arrive at the village gate. It might be
close, but if she kept moving, she could make it. 

“Raleigh, are you listening to me?” William’s words
pulled her from her thoughts. He took her by the hand,
and pulled her gently to a stop. 

“What? I’m sorry, I was preoccupied.”
“I asked you what your favourite flower was.” He

smiled, much too friendly for her taste. His teeth shone
white against the contrast of his olive skin. “If we are to ever
quarrel, what kind of flowers should I bring you, love?”

Love? He’d already given her a pet name?
“Lilies,” she said. “I would like you to bring me lilies.”
William chuckled. “Lilies? Are you sure? They are the

flowers that one brings to a funeral.”
Raleigh smirked. “Are they?”
Her skin was already beginning to itch. 
“You’re a cheeky thing. Why are you in such a hurry?”

He tugged her closer to his side, despite her protest. “I’ve
waited so long to meet you.” He whispered, breath hot
against her ear, sending an unbidden shiver down her
spine. “You ought to be more grateful.” Taking a lock of
her hair, he inhaled her scent with a sickening greed. 

Raleigh unwound herself from his arms as graciously
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as she could with a painted-on a smile. “You must pardon
me, William. I am not well-versed in the realm of
courtship. I am a bit unsure of myself. I hope you under-
stand,” she said. Her pulse continued to quicken and
thudded erratically against her ribs. 

 Whether it was the wolf’s curse or her own intuition,
every inch of her longed for escape. She would take the
beastly form right here in town if it meant putting fast
distance between the two of them. 

He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger. He
lifted her face to his. “You needn’t be bashful with me,
love.”

Words faltered on her tongue, and Raleigh found
herself speechless and not for the lack of words to be said.
No, she had several choice words for her groom-to-be, but
her lips failed to form syllables, fluttering uselessly, while
the panic in her chest tightened and coiled down into her
torso, pressing down on her burning lungs. It was only
then that she realised she’d almost stopped breathing, save
for quiet, shallow gasps.

The sun’s orange light danced over the side of
William’s face like devil’s fire. He pinched Raleigh’s chin
tighter. He looked down into her eyes, smiled in a way
that was both sweet yet wicked, and said, “That is what I
like to see - a submissive wife.”

The cold coils threatening to strangle from the inside
out broke loose, melted away by the burning of Raleigh’s
bones. She curled her lips into a feral snarl and spat in
William’s eyes. 

William wiped the wetness from his face, which turned
to her with a look of rage and repulsion. “You snivelling
bitch, it seems I need to remind you of your place!” He
took a handful of her hair into his hands and with it, drew
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her down the ground with such a speed that her head
cracked audibly against the cobble. 

Pain seared through Raleigh’s skull, adding a fresh
wave of pain to the ever-increasing burning in her bones,
the crawling and stretching of her skin.

Pressing her face against the stone, William hissed in
her ear. “I will not have come all this way to face such
disrespect from the likes of you. Your father spent a week
convincing me to take you as my bride…. Fortunately for
you, your looks are prettier than your attitude. We can
work on that.” He pressed her further into the ground. 

Raleigh’s cheek stung. Her entire skeleton burned. Her
skin felt thinner and increasingly incapable of holding this
form together. Nausea rolled in her stomach, and she
fought back the sudden urge to heave, as the sun touched
the horizon. 

Finally.
The wolf burst forth. Raleigh’s clothes ripped away,

save the red cloak that became entangled about her beastly
neck like a collar or a scarf. Raleigh rose on to her hind
legs, as large as a bear, and slapped William away with a
hefty blow from her claws. 

William landed heavily upon the street. A whimpering
groan escaped his lips. Slowly, the young man rose to his
feet. Blood dripped from a laceration on his cheek,
forming a small puddle at his feet. 

The scent of his blood caused her to salivate, and for a
moment, she wondered if she might taste it. Would it taste
more of venison or rabbit? One claw in front of the other,
she prowled forward. An anticipating growl rumbled low
in her chest, nearly comparable to a purr. She heard
William’s heart thudding in his chest, filled with terror as
hers had been just moments before. 
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“How does it feel? How does it feel to be helpless?” Raleigh
thought. 

So strong was his fear that she could smell it—no
different from any other prey. His bones would snap
between her jaws as easily as a deer’s. He behaved like a
beast. He deserved to die like one, so she opened her jaws,
ready to tear his trachea from his neck.

“H-Help! A beast is within the walls! Guards!”
William’s screams snapped Raleigh from the blood lust,
not a moment too soon. 

People in nearby houses stirred, windows opened, and
the sound of boots against the path came thundering near.
The first of the guards arrived within a matter of seconds,
three in all.

“Fan out!”
“What is that thing?” Another asked, setting his spear.
“A monster is what it is. What type it is is of no

concern,” said another, taking up position beside his
fellows.

William held his palm against his bleeding face. “Slay
it; t’s already killed my fiancée. Look, it has her cloak
about its neck!”

Just like that, he was ready to have her killed. 
A deafening cry ripped from her throat, but the guards,

more of a man than William could ever hope to be, pressed
closer. They fanned out in a semi-circle, pinning her
against the wall while they strengthened their resolve.  

Raleigh made the only escape that seemed logical—up
and over the wall. With a mighty leap, her claws caught
the wall’s top, and with inhuman strength, she pulled
herself up and over to the other side, where she galloped
on all fours into the blessed shelter of the trees. She didn’t
pause there, but pressed as quickly as she could into the
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forest’s depths. Behind her, the echoes of panic stirred and
rose slowly through the town.

It had been too close for comfort. How close Raleigh
had come to slaying William? Even now the wolf in her
longed for the taste of William’s blood on her tongue.  

“He deserved it, you know.” Selena’s voice cut into her
thoughts. “The world is better off without people like him.”

“I know.” Raleigh clenched her jaw as she leaped over
the trunk in her path without breaking stride. 

“What stopped you? Your father? The man who would
marry you off to a monster.” Selena scathed. In a gentler tone
she added, “Come to me, my louve. You can rest in the cottage.
Make haste. The guard will be trailing you after this blunder.”

Raleigh changed course for the cabin. Selena was right.
In the far distance she made out the barking of hounds, the
shouting of men, and the heavy hoof falls of horses. A
symphony she’d heard many times, the sounds of a
rousing hunting party in the village square. Raleigh
doubled her stride; she didn’t know how long she could
outrun horses for.

Raleigh felt Selena’s presence once again. “Honestly,
what were you thinking, staying in town for as long as you
did?”

“It wasn’t by choice,” she hissed back, “I thought to walk
with him to the front of the town and disappear into the foliage
there. I didn’t plan on him being a royal pain in the ass.”

This answer seemed to placate Selena, as the witch had
no more berating remarks to add. Though that could
change as easily as the wind did direction. 

Upon reaching the river that wound itself through the
trees like a dark and glassy serpent, Raleigh allowed a
detour, slowing to a trot in the shadows and pausing once
or twice to drink.

She lifted her head, water dripping from her broad
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muzzle. Pricking her ears, she could hear the hunt getting
underway, but not yet in hot pursuit. The hounds snorted
at the ground, and the horses nickered and pawed the
ground impatiently.

Raleigh could not afford to waste any more time.
Though it was out of the way, she followed the river
upstream, keeping her paws in the water always to throw
the hounds off her scent. Raleigh followed the river for as
long as she dared before resuming towards the cottage,
breaking into a gallop once more. She made a point to
manoeuvre through the thickest parts of the underbrush,
where the horses would have the most difficulty
navigating. 

Finally, the cottage came into view. Orange light
glowed invitingly from its windows. Raleigh scratched at
the door with a ginger paw, “Grandmother?”

The door opened, but it was not Selena.
Raleigh knew the rugged man from his visits into town

to trade in the pelts of his kills. She knew him from the
brief glance she’d caught of him when he’d come blun-
dering through the trees to the rescue of his hound after
she’d torn its ear to ribbons. Raleigh knew The Huntsman. 

The man took a surprised step back. “What is that
thing?” He scrabbled backwards, his hand reaching
blindly for his bow on the table.

“Why is he here?” Raleigh took a couple of steps back. 
Selena appeared in the illuminated doorway behind

the brawny form of The Huntsman. She leaned heavily on
her cane, using both hands for support.

Selena’s presence entered Raleigh’s thoughts and
lingered for what felt to be a long moment before forming
words. “Kill him.”

A tear formed in Raleigh’s psyche, where it had several
times before, where she and the wolf’s wills conjoined.
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The wolf would not disobey her master, but Raleigh’s
bloodlust had long passed. She whipped her great head
back and forth, likely looking like a mad beast while she
wrestled back the wolf’s overwhelming urge to submit.

Selena cast an accusatory, gnarled finger at Raleigh.
“That is the beast that’s been lurking about. Hunting me,
I’m sure of it!” And in a silent aside to Raleigh, “Your secret
is out. You cannot return home. Your choices are none, my
louve. Taste his blood and be done with it.”

The wolf growled, a sound that echoed hollowly over
the trees, reverberating through the darkest creases of the
forest. “Why ask this of me, Grandmother?” she pleaded.

“The beast is mad!” The Huntsman bellowed above the
din. He steadied his hands on the bow and notched an
arrow. Raleigh heard his exhale, and the arrow thrum from
the bowstring.

The arrow whizzed towards Raleigh’s throat, but the
projectile went wide and only grazed the wolf’s neck just
below its jaw.

“Dammit,” hissed The Huntsman, “that thing about its
neck is ruining my shot.” He reached over his shoulder for
another arrow from the quiver at his back. 

“It’s you or him.” Selena’s voice drifted into her
thoughts. 

Raleigh’s breath caught. She met the man’s eyes briefly.
They were cold, hard, and resolute. She knew that he
would not miss a second time.

And so, Raleigh let loose the wolf. 
The pair collided backwards onto the cabin floor. The

Huntsman let out a groan as the air was knocked from his
lungs. The small table near the door clattered onto the
floor, and the vase formerly resting upon its surface
exploded with water and daisies upon impact.

The wolf snapped her teeth inches from the man’s
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bearded face, held at bay when he grabbed her by her neck
and put all his strength into forcing her off his chest. He
succeeded but only for a moment. Raleigh pressed off with
her back foot and thrust herself forward so that she
perched three of four feet upon his body—two on each
shoulder and one on his abdomen. 

What she hadn’t been expecting was the knife, and a
fresh pain blossomed from her foreleg. A snarl ripped
from her throat, a cry of frustration, mourning, and fear.
William berating and beating her, the townsfolk surely on
her trail, and now The Huntsman, who knew her to be
nothing more than a beast. They were useless and terrible
creatures, all of them,residents of a world with no place for
her, and if there was no place for her, then she would vow
never to go back.

All true vows were made in blood.
No one said that it had to be her own. 
So many times she’d bitten into the sinewy tissue of a

deer’s neck, but The Huntsman’s was much softer. His
throat fit easily between her jaws, with room to spare. She
met momentary resistance as she reached the cartilage
surrounding the larynx. Her teeth broke through it with a
sudden and satisfying pop, and in doing so, also punc-
tured the neck’s jugular arteries. Her maw filled with the
gush of sweet iron and the satisfying sensation of it
pulsing hot between her teeth. The snapping of clavicle
vertebrae assured a short struggle. 

No sooner had the man gone limp than the bloodlust
receded like a powerful wave back into the sea. The wave
seemed to grasp the innermost part of Raleigh and the
wolf’s conflicting psyches and with its tremendous force,
stitched them together and made them whole, no longer
two entities at odds, but one. 

“At last!” Selena cried. 
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Raleigh whipped round to see the witch standing
amongst the spatters of carnage, imbued in swamp-green
light that shimmered and coiled about her aged form until
it fell into the recognizable shape of a sizable serpent. 

The luminous reptile slithered down Selena’s leg. It
crossed the gap between them and transfixed Raleigh
through slitted pupils. It coiled and tensed and lunged.
The serpent’s translucent fangs found their mark upon
Raleigh’s foreleg; however, they did not bring the burn of
venom nor the sting of puncture, but instead nauseating
weakness. Raleigh sank onto the bloodied floorboards. 

The edges of Raleigh’s vision were fuzzy and out of
focus, so she doubted her eyes when she saw, not Selena
standing in the centre of the room, but her own human
self. 

“You’ve saved me yet again, my louve,” said the looka-
like. It retained Selena’s voice.

“Grandmother? What’s happening? Why do you look like
that, like me?” Raleigh found herself staring into the cold
eyes upon her own features as Selena crossed the distance
between them. The glowing serpent dissipated to floating
dust that winked out against the shadows like embers
from a camping fire. 

Selena knelt beside her and placed a hand upon
Raleigh’s head. “It would be a shame to let this body go to
waste, and you’ve no further need for it—now that you’ve
solidified yourself in this form.”

The betrayal hit Raleigh as though Selena had physi-
cally struck her, and she became abruptly aware of her
own naïvety the day that she’d come across the rabbit in
the forest. She hadn’t been Selena’s rescuer that day. She’d
been her prey. 

“All this time?” Raleigh lifted her lip. “You planned
this?”
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“Don’t bare your teeth at me, louve.” She chided, and
Raleigh compulsively obeyed. Selena cupped Raleigh’s
head in her hands, looking into her lupine features. “After
all, it was you who let the townsfolk see you this way.”

The hunters, Raleigh pricked her ears. Dammit, they
were close. She’d wasted too much time with The Hunts-
man. The hackles rose along her spine, filled with anxious
apprehension. She found enough strength to stand, but
weakness still lingered in her limbs. She feared that she
wouldn’t be fast enough to outrun them for very long. 

“Grandmother.” The title was as disgusting as it was
comforting in betrayal’s cruel wake, yet Raleigh could not
help but seek Selena’s solace. “The hunting party.” She cast
a panicked look at the macabre scene splayed and splat-
tered over the wooden floor while the sound of baying
hounds and the thunder of hooves grew closer, until she
could feel the vibrations against the pads of her feet.  

“Go.” Selena ordered. “Out the back way. No one can
know what’s happened here tonight.”

Raleigh obeyed but wondered if Selena was referring to
The Huntsman’s demise or her theft of Raleigh’s human
form. Regardless, she burst through the back door and ran,
the sound of the party hard on her trail.

Fortunately for Raleigh, her limbs were long and her
gait strong, allowing her to take up more distance in each
stride than any dog, and her build was more adapted to
manoeuvring through the heavy brush than that of a
horse. She could outrun them for hours—but not forever. 

She topped a sloping foothill, where her eyes fell upon
the mountains in the distance, past a rolling moor. The
mountains’ sharp stone faces presented a promising
escape from the ever-nearing hunting party. 

Raleigh hesitated at the edge of the trees and scented
the wind before plunging headlong through the grass.
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She’d never strayed into the open before now, too afraid of
being seen, something she tried to avoid after her first
encounter with The Huntsman. 

Without trees to slow her down, Raleigh pushed
herself harder than she ever could have before. The regular
thrumming of her paws against the packed earth was
oddly cathartic.

Faster. Faster.
The world sped by as a blur in the peripherals of her

vision, as fast as a horse, perhaps even more so. Logic told
her to slow down, to pace herself, but a newer, wilder side
of her argued otherwise. 

IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG to reach the base of the mountains.
The monoliths towered over either side of a river valley.
For a time, she followed the river’s shallows upstream.
Sending up a fountain of spray, she searched for a place to
ascend from the valley. A tributary flowing down the
mountain.

In great bounds, she climbed the side of the mountain.
The stream’s treeless banks had her hackles rising with
uncertainty, and she glanced anxiously over her shoulder
from time to time, though the sounds of the hunting party
were still distant. 

Raleigh certainly did not feel like much of a hunter
now, but rather akin to a deer as she fled like desperate
prey. The terrain grew steeper and rockier, the higher that
Raleigh climbed. She used the trees growing precariously
upon the slope as footholds and places in which to rest. 

Claws built for maiming served just as well to grasp
the final rocky ledge that opened into a gently sloping
meadow. Here and there rock formations jutted from the
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earth. Raleigh collapsed, tongue lolling and chest heaving.
For the first time, she had reached the limits of this body.
She could not stop yet, and so she pushed herself to her
paws once again and tore across the grassy expanse.

The first grey wings of dawn breached the eastern
horizon by the time that Raleigh stopped to rest in the
crack of a large rock formation that had created something
of a small cave.  

Her muscles screamed in protest. The only time that
she could remember being this tired was the evening she
and Retford had first arrived in the village, and they’d
walked the entire day.

She would not see him again. The realization twisted
her stomach until she felt nauseous. She pushed down the
thought. He was hardly around anymore, and he tried to
marry her off to William—yet Retford was the only family
she had left. Selena had been like family, but the sting of
her betrayal was too great. Raleigh didn’t know what to
call their bond now.

Without the strength to continue on, and with no
sound of hounds on the wind, Raleigh finally allowed her
heavy eyes to drift shut. Sleep fell over her like a heavy
blanket, restful and dreamless. 

LATE AFTERNOON SUN cut through the mouth of the cave.
Raleigh awoke to the light shining red and warm behind
her eyelids. She had but a moment of peace before Raleigh
realised that the sun hadn’t been the only thing to wake
her. 

Not only could she hear the hunting party, but she
could also see it not fifty yards off and closing fast. The
thunder of hooves shook the earth, and the baying of
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hounds rose into the mountain air. William rode a white
stallion at the head of the pack with ten other men in his
wake on horseback. Raleigh rose to her paws with a snarl.
She was cornered. 

“There it is. There’s the beast!” William shouted and
stopped a few yards off.

The hounds, formerly daring, now balked at the sight
of their bristling prey, four times their size. Ducking with
their tails low, the dogs sought shelter among the horses.
The horses whinnied and jerked their heads when the
wind abruptly changed directions, drawing Raleigh’s
scent to them. Raleigh, too, could smell the fear wafting
from the lot of them. They knew better than their masters,
the natural order.

Raleigh emerged from the cave and dug her claws into
the earth, baring her teeth, as sharp as any of the hunters’
knives. 

“After it!” William snapped at the hounds, but they
remained cowering. “Arthur, I thought you said these
dogs were well-trained.”

“Aye, I raise the best hounds in these parts. They’ve
never backed down from the hunt like this before, not
from wolves nor bears.” Arthur, a greying man replied
from farther back. “I’m telling you, that thing isn’t natural,
and the dogs know it. Best to listen to them.”

William turned in his saddle. “You’re a coward just like
your mongrels.” He spat. “Would you let this murderous
beast walk free to kill again? No one is safe, so long as it
prowls our lands. Your wives and daughters may be next!
Will you let it feast on their blood as it did Raleigh’s?”

The men needed little coaxing. At a signal from
William, they fanned out into a semicircle, cornering
Raleigh against the rock. 

Raleigh backed away until her flank brushed the rock
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at her rear. One daring young man, wishing to prove
himself a hero, came forward after dismounting his horse.
The frightened animal reared on its hind legs, whinnied,
and fled the moment it was free. The young man grasped
his spear so tightly that his knuckles turned visibly white.
Though his hands shook, his green eyes hardened with a
steely determination, and when he struck, all hell broke
loose. 

Raleigh leaned away from the spearhead as it struck
and in the same movement took it by the shaft just below
the point and whipped it away. It clattered against a rock
and landed somewhere hidden in the grass. 

The man’s face turned to a mask of horror as the beast
stepped slowly forward, nostrils flaring, relishing the
sweet musky scent of his fear, and never once breaking her
golden eyes from his. He appeared like a mouse enchanted
by a viper. And she struck just as quickly. 

It was reflex, instinct. She launched herself at him.
Claws protruding and maw drooling. He was small,
young, like hunting a fawn. His demise spurred the rest of
the group into chaos. If there was any guilt in cutting short
promising youth, it was lost in the tang of his blood. 

Raleigh’s ear swivelled to the sound of a bowstring
pulling taught by a man still on horseback to her left. He
hadn’t the time to properly aim, before she charged him.

The horse reared, flailing its hooves wildly. Its rider fell
from the saddle, and though the blood still dripped down
her maw from the last kill, Raleigh found herself unable to
resist the horse’s exposed underbelly. She dived beneath
and bit the inside of its flank, only briefly acknowledging
the sharp pain of a hoof grazing her below the ear. The
animal, now hysteric, fell backwards onto its rider, audibly
crushing his ribcage.

The men began to hesitate. The scent of their fear
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permeated the air. It was an intoxicating scent, and it
blurred Raleigh’s thoughts like a heavy drink. Fear and
logic muffled, all she could focus on was the taste of
blood lingering on her tongue and her own desire for it to
last. 

She flicked her eyes from the man and his horse and
fixed the remaining men with a gaze that lusted to see
their bodies broken beneath her claws. Her paws made no
sound as she padded over the grass. Her gaze, expression-
less but calculating, traced from one set of terrified eyes to
the next. A sick delight fluttered in Raleigh’s stomach
when she observed how the whites of their eyes widened
with every step. 

The men dared not run for fear that the beast would
grab them from behind, nor did they raise their weapons,
lest they provoke it. All was a tedious stalemate until the
wolf decided otherwise. 

Raleigh, never breaking the agonising pace, closed in
on the nearest of the hunters. His hand was frozen on the
hilt of his short sword, too afraid to draw it from its scab-
bard. His right arm had become useless, trapped over his
chest.

Raleigh grew impatient. Coming close enough that her
breath wafted over the man’s neck, she snapped her jaws
over the air with an audible snap. The man screamed and,
in his panic, he made to draw his sword. Raleigh’s open
jaw was there to meet his arm and tear it from its socket
with a violent shake that brought him to the ground. There
he moaned in a bloody puddle. 

Several of the group broke formation. Those at the
back, still astride their horses, fell away at a full gallop.
The men who’d dismounted in hopes of taking an active
part in the killing were not so fortunate, and Raleigh made
quick work of several as they struggled back to their
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steeds. Those who escaped her bloodthirsty jaws owed
their luck to one man.

William had made it to his horse, roughly shoving
aside several men who’d been in his way. He whipped the
reins with a shout, lurching the animal forward. A hound
yelped, diving away, but not before a hoof clipped its
haunch.

The world would be better without men like him.
Raleigh charged after him, as he drove his horse faster.

Fear lent the animal haste. The distressed animal whin-
nied. Its dark eyes went wide with panic, and its nostrils
flared. 

Raleigh gained steadily as the world blurred past them.
The grassy terrain gave way to more and more rocks, the
higher that they ascended up the mountain. The horse
struggled to turn against the jutting landscape and then
the path came to a sudden stop at the bottom of a
rockface. 

William’s horse flicked its head and pawed the ground,
anxious to move again. The smell of fear lay so heavily in
the air that Raleigh could taste it, and it only made her all
the more anxious to bring forth the end of the hunt.

There was no place left to run. Raleigh stalked
forward. 

“Raleigh.” 
William calling out her name was the last thing she

expected to hear coming from the bastard’s mouth. She
paused and turned her head to the side.

“So, it truly is you,” he said.
Raleigh curled her lip. Don’t play stupid with me, she

wanted to say.
“Please, Raleigh, let me go. You’ll never see or hear

from me again.”
She stepped closer. How dare he pretend that he’d not
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led the hunt himself, fully aware of her human identity.
That made it murder.

She dipped her head, flashing her teeth. A low growl
like the roll of thunder poured from her throat. Murder
was a crime punishable by death. 

“Raleigh?”
She lunged.
The horse reared and flailed its legs, while William

struggled with the reins. His grasp faltered, and he fell
backwards onto the rocky earth. The horse fled at its first
opportunity. 

Raleigh fell upon the hapless fool. Her open maw tight-
ened around his throat like a clamp. William kicked and
struggled against the wolf, punching and kicking, until his
hand found the knife at his belt. Blasts of heat seared
through her flesh where William brought down the blade
onto her shoulders and forelegs.She writhed and clenched
her jaws against the pain with William’s neck still between
her teeth. And as the gush of warm iron flooded her
mouth, so, too, did overpowering relief. 

The hunt was finally over. 

RALEIGH LEFT William to be picked apart by scavengers, a
fitting burial. The sun dipped low on the horizon. Raleigh
slowly started picking her way back down the mountain.
She did not run faster than a trot. She’d run enough for
one day. The fading adrenaline had left her limbs feeling
oddly sluggish. 

She came across a mountain pool on her way. Raleigh
dipped her head and drank greedily at the water, which
was crisp and tasted of snow. 

Raleigh looked across the still water, admiring the way
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the emerging twilight stars danced upon its surface like a
mirror, on what promised to be a brilliant cloudless night.
But at her paws, red billowed into the water like smoke.
That was when she caught her reflection—a grizzly and
blood-soaked muzzle. Blood that wasn’t her own stained
her chest and congealed into unsightly matted clumps.
Head to toe, burgundy mixed with mud made it impos-
sible to discern the fur’s original grey underneath. The
wounds from William’s blade still glistened with moisture
upon her shoulders. It was the only blood she knew to be
her own.

Her eyes, once green like spring buds on forest trees,
now glowed as yellow as the full moon ascending the
eastern sky. The only remnant of her past life that
remained was the tattered scrap of red cloth about neck. 

The cloak, it had been a gift from her mother when
she’d first fallen ill. Her mother had hoped it might stave
off the winter chill, perhaps keep Raleigh from catching ill
herself. The garment wasn’t even recognizable anymore,
just a useless reminder of the life that she could never
return to.

Despite everything that she had done to ensure that her
life would be one of her own choosing, in the end, her fate
had been chosen for her, no different than her mother.
Raleigh would spend an eternity as a slave to the witch
who’d tricked her.Raleigh snarled and curled her claws
against the dirt. She could think of only one way to reclaim
what she’d lost.

Raleigh could only pray that she would find the
strength.

275



SELENA’S COTTAGE came into view through the trees, early
the following evening. Dread filled Raleigh with every
step. Her heart raced against her chest, and she could
smell the scent of her own fear. She was like a ship upon a
storming sea, and she was about to cut away the anchor. 

“My louve.” Selena’s sudden mental appearance made
Raleigh balk. 

“Yes?”
“I’ve been worried about you.”
Raleigh hesitated at the door and clenched her jaw

when it opened. Suddenly, she was having second
thoughts, for there stood Selena in Raleigh’s own stolen
body.

“Come on inside,” Selena spoke aloud and gestured for
Raleigh to join her.

Raleigh lifted one paw, exhaled, and set it down again.
She forced her gaze to hold Selena’s. “I would rather stay
out here…. I am not a dog.”

Selena laughed, a harsh and mocking sound that struck
like a beating, and when she looked down her nose at
Raleigh, her eyes were distant and cruel. The witch
crouched and took Raleigh’s broad muzzle into her palm.
“Who do you think you are, louve? That is no way to speak
to your grandmother.”

Raleigh growled. “You’re not my grandmother.”
Selena’s grasp tightened, her nails digging into the skin

about Raleigh’s muzzle. “What did you say?” A sadistic
grin played about her lips.

Raleigh jerked her head away, and snapped her jaws
where Selena’s hand had been just a second before. “Don’t
touch me!” 

Selena snarled like a feral beast. “Do not speak to your
grandmother that way. I created you. I freed you, and you
belong to me!”
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The bond broke, untethering the rage built up over
months of control, a lifetime of helplessness. She would
declare her independence in blood, even if it was her own.

Selena narrowly escaped Raleigh’s claws, as they swept
an inch from her face. “Raleigh, stop this at once!” But her
words no longer carried any weight. Raleigh’s claws
connected the second time, sweeping Selena’s legs out
from under her and leaving four deep red gashes in its
wake. Selena struggled back to her feet, but the injured leg
refused to hold her weight. Selena scrambled backwards in
the dirt until her back hit the walls of the cottage, and she
found herself cornered. The witch’s eyes flashed with wild
panic. Her chest heaved with quick, shallow breaths. She
looked like any other animal that knew it was about to
die. 

“Why are you doing this, my louve?” she pleaded. 
Raleigh lowered her head and bared her teeth. “Because

you promised me freedom, and a wolf has no master.”
The last thing Selena saw of the world was Raleigh’s

fangs as they closed upon her throat.
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R

THE HUNTSMAN

By Des Fonoimoana

ONE
un… RUN! 

The sensation of fire courses through every
vein in my body, burning my lungs with each

breath that I struggle to take. My legs tremble beneath me
and I can feel perspiration dotting my forehead as exhaus-
tion works against me. Everything around me is hazy as
the lack of food and water over the past few days takes its
toll. I want to fall and lie down and sleep for many nights
on the leaf-covered floor of the forest. 

But I know that I can’t. I must survive.
I’ve tried to only focus on the distance between myself

and the horror that I’m running from. Occasionally, I
squint to avoid the power of the sun as I study its place in
the sky, seeing that almost an hour has passed by. My feet
grow numb in my boots and I push myself to be faster. An
extra inch of distance could be the difference between life
and death. 
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“You have one hour before I release my hounds and ride,”
were all the guidelines that I received. I didn’t need much
more information because I knew what was coming. I
knew that death followed me like an old friend. What
happens in the woods surrounding our kingdom is
common knowledge. 

And I might be the most naïve person for agreeing to it.
I volunteered myself in a roundabout way, making

myself into a problem and getting dragged away by the
queen’s guards. No amount of their beating, torture, or
threats made me regret their choice because I was able to
protect my siblings from their wrath. At least this time.

“Thalia you cannot think this way! You must survive!”
I growl to myself. “You must live.” 

This sprint that I’ve been doing for nearly an hour
seems short when I consider the four-legged hounds that
will follow me soon. There are seven of them—all vicious,
nearly-starved males. They haven’t been fed much over
the past week and they know they’re about to eat well.
Each dog is more determined than the last, making them a
dangerous enemy. If I have to say one good thing about
those rotten mutts, it’s that they are hardworking and have
never, ever lost a hunt. 

The hounds will hunt me to the ends of the earth and
wherever they corner me will be the place that I take my
last breath. Maybe I’ll die in their strong jaws or maybe I'll
be taken at the end of a blade, but I am fearful for a fate
worse than death. 

I fear he is planning something that lasts for days, until
death is the only escape that I’m hungry for. I am his
greatest hunt. And I know he is planning the greatest end
for my life. 

It will depend on how he feels… how The Huntsman
feels.
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And the word is that he is not feeling very merciful
after his favourite whore left town with his brother.
Shame, I might have lived a few extra days if he had been
tracking them instead.

I know what I have to live for and I must hold onto
that. I have to fight and protect my siblings, no matter the
cost, even if the cost is my life. 

TWO

ONE WEEK PRIOR...

SO MUCH FOR HOSPITALITY: a dark, damp, and poor
smelling cell is my home, until they decide that it’s not
anymore. The smell of piss and rotting human faeces
makes me want to vomit. I spend my time covering my
face with my shirt, unable to escape those scents and the
worst scent of all—blood.

The torture chamber sits next to my cell, a common
room for the guests with monthly rates. Those who will be
stuck in here include petty criminals and prisoners of war
who face the dangerous wrath of the queen. Though their
crimes may differ, their screams of pain all sound the same.

My crime is being a woman. The Huntsman said: “a
beautiful one, much to the envy of the queen.” I wonder if
that’s the truth or a lie. I’m starving, shaking, and know
that my face has sunken in. I’m not beautiful, if I ever had
been. But thinking of the women in the past, taken from
their homes in the kingdom, they’ve all been beautiful.
Dark hair, pale skin, bright eyes… becoming in every way.
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And they were hunted like animals.
I rest my head against the cell and cover my ears,

hearing a man howl in pain. It sends shivers down my
spine and I feel alert and nauseous. I cannot fathom what
is happening next to me, even when I hear the roar of a fire
or the turn of a crank. I refuse to imagine what they are
suffering through as I remain unharmed. It’s a selfish
thought. My karma, I suppose, will be the hunt.

A fist slams against the cell door and I jump, staring
into the ravenous eyes of The Huntsman. He looks satis-
fied with my lack of freedom. He studies me, feeling
fulfilled when he notices my fear. 

“You are the first,” he purrs.
I ignore him, turning away and staring at the dark wall

across from me. It’s more appealing than this bastard
could ever be. I am, nevertheless, curious what that means.
The first. Hmph.

“You are the first to ever sacrifice yourself. I know that
is what you did.” His voice is deep, sinister. Whatever he
thinks I am doing, he’s feeding off it. “You were saving
your sisters.”

I steal a glimpse of him and he smirks.
“But for how long?” 
I’m already dead so I grab my plate and the disgusting

pile of muck on it and throw it against the cell. He
manages to dodge the food and smiles. I’ve just made this
more enticing for him. My fire and drive will make his
hunt a rewarding one.

“I have hunted hundreds of beautiful women. None
have been as thrilling as I know you will be. I cannot wait
to strangle the life from you.” 

He rests against the cell once more, leaning noncha-
lantly and picking at a hangnail. He plans to irritate me
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more. He wants this to be more of a challenge for him. I
refuse to reward him. 

I pull myself into a ball to appear scared until he grows
bored and pushes himself away from the cell bars. 

“Once you’re gone, there will be no one to save them.”
He gives me a sly smile and leaves me with nothing but
the words that echo in my head. A warning, a threat, a
promise. 

All I know is that I cannot be another trophy for this
man. 

THREE

I DID NOT EXPECT to be blinded by the sun when they
dragged me from my cage and into the daylight. I had
fallen to my knees and hid my face, blocking it from the
brightness. It hurts, more than the ache in my stomach or
the throbbing in my head. 

I have to overcome the pain. If I don’t overcome the
pain, I will not survive. And if I do not survive, my sisters
will face the same fate that I face today. Only I imagine, to
spite me, The Huntsman will make their deaths worse. 

At least I’m not stuck in a cell any longer. I am free,
even though I’ll be hunted to the ends of the earth.

I gaze upwards, trying to ignore the sticker bush that
snatches at my skin and pulls the flesh from my legs. The
sun is ahead of me now, beating down on my face to
remind me what troubles will track me down. Even as
long as I have sprinted, I know there’s not much distance
between me and the city behind. The hounds will be
released soon enough.

I am frantic when I realise that I may only have
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minutes left. How will I hide my scent from those dogs?
How can I cover all the tracks that lay behind me? My
heart pounds in my chest harder and harder until I feel
lightheaded. I stumble and I fall, my hands striking the
half-dried mud. I clench it in despair, trying to fight back
tears. I have to stay clear-headed, enough to hide myself.

It hits me as the mud sinks underneath my fingernails.
I scoop some up with a weird sense of relief and eagerness,
and begin to slather the mud onto my skin, my arms, my
hair, and my clothes. As fast as I can, I hide my scent
under the earthy layer, making sure to cover my sweat
glands. 

A howl echoes through the forest and my head jerks in
the direction of the noise. I grunt and push myself up,
trying to convince my legs that they are not wobbly, or
tired, or exhausted. The goal is to get my adrenaline and
my desire to survive to overpower my hurting muscles.
The seven hounds will be upon me soon enough. 

I know that he’s far away, but I swear I can hear the
laughter of The Huntsman, echoing through the trees as he
prepares for his hunt.

FOUR

I KNOW ALMOST two dozen women who have been killed
under the orders of the queen. At least, those are only the
ones that I could name. Their faces were engraved into my
mind. We wept for them, prayed for them, and mourned
for the wickedness that they endured. Many other women
died this way, but I do not remember all of their names or
faces. I only remember the screams of their loved ones that
were drowned out by the howls of the hounds. 
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Their names pass through my mind. Ersa…. Chloris…
Kathika… Isleen… I say a promise to each of them, their
faces seemingly fading from my memory. 

“I will avenge you… I will live,” I whisper into the air.
They died for pure wickedness and nothing more. Our
town, in the shadow of the castle, has suffered greatly
from the loss of these women. No more. Not another
mother or father, sibling, or friend, will lose a woman to
The Huntsman and the queen. I cannot allow it. If I can
turn the tables, I can avenge them. All I need is a
weapon. 

Barks reverberate behind me, skipping across the trees.
The hounds seem hungry. They long for a bite of flesh,
their liberation granted at the gates where they can finally
hunt. I hear a chanting above the noises of the hounds and
a shiver runs down my spine. 

The Huntsman.
The noises stop—I know they’ve lost my trail in the

mud. At least, for the time being. These damn hounds are
smarter than the average dog and they’re hungry for the
blood of a human. Trained, beaten, and transformed by
The Huntsman himself, they are powerful and blood-
thirsty killers, only controlled by The Huntsman and the
queen. The chances of escaping the hounds are slim to
none. I will be hound kibble soon enough.

I scold myself for thinking that way, for thinking that I
have no power or choice in my future. For thinking the
worst. That is not me. I am a fighter; for the length of time
that I was trapped in a cell, even then I made myself look
for the light at the end of the tunnel. Though the hope that
stuck with me then is threatening to abandon me now. 

I push on through my doubt and time goes by slowly,
but I feel confident about the lead that I have. I might
escape, I might survive. I might see tomorrow. 
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As the thoughts of freedom grace me, I feel something
grab me from behind and whirl me around. 

I muffle a scream by biting my lip as I spin with an
outstretched hand, losing a breath when I realise who has
grabbed me. 

“Florian?” My voice cracks, my dry lips forming the
syllables. My heart flutters when his hands grasp mine, his
face pale white. “What are you doing in the woods?”

He pulls his brows together as if I should know. “Res-
cuing you,” he says, glancing over his shoulder. “We have
to get out of here.” 

I don’t know what to say. I nod, allowing him to pull
me behind him, moving swiftly through the trees. My
head races with thoughts. How did he find me? What are
we going to do? What if The Huntsman takes his life as
punishment for helping me? 

I squeeze tighter as he helps me over a fallen log and
through the dirt and leaves along the forest floor. I want to
ask him what his plan is—why his brow looks so intent as
he pulls me. There is something heavy on his mind and I
think maybe it’s survival. We’re in this together. 

Florian does his best to keep me moving, to keep me on
my feet as I struggle to meet his pace. If we slow down or I
stumble, the hounds might be upon us. I can hear their
whines in the distance, their noses seeking my scent. They
are coming up empty and I’m not sure how long that will
last. Florian’s scent might catch. 

“What are you planning?” I plead. “I need to know.”
He shakes his head, a road appearing in front of us. I

see a strong stallion standing in front of me, waggling its
head in the air. “We are going back to the castle.”

“What?” 
He doesn’t say anything as he yanks me up onto the

back of his horse and makes certain that I’m settled in, my
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muddy arms wrapping around him. I realise now how I
smell, how disgusting I feel from my time in a cell and
running for my life through the forest. Florian doesn’t
seem to notice, or doesn’t seem to care. 

“We are going to kill the queen and The Huntsman.”
“Why are we killing your mother?” I demand. “Why

can we not just run away?”
He growls. “Because if she is alive, these massacres will

never stop,” he spits. “Normally she traps me in my room
but I managed to escape. To save you.” 

I freeze in disbelief. He wants to kill his mother… the
queen? Has this been something that he’s wanted for a
long time? Will he be punished for this scheme? It doesn’t
matter. My only option is to help him. This might be my
way to avenge those that we have lost, and the fire
burning inside of him only makes me want to help more. 

“What is your plan? Tell me everything, Florian,” I say.
I wipe the mud off of my face, the dry patches pulling the
skin of my cheeks tight. My arms shake at my sides, the
dried earth dropping off as we ride. 

“They will be scouring the forests for you until night-
fall. It will give us time to gather ourselves and when they
return to the castle, that’s when we strike. They’ll never
anticipate you being in the castle with her. And we can kill
The Huntsman when he enters.” His voice is dark and
angry—a terrorizing thing. He has never held this rage
inside of him. “I have a friend not far from the castle. We’ll
go there.”

I don’t mean to, but I feel the tears falling from my eyes
and I begin to sob against his back. The grief, fear, and the
relief of being saved washes over me. I haven’t had a
moment to really feel emotions and my entire body shakes
as they course through me. 

Florian looks back over his shoulder, sighing when he
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sees the redness of my eyes and the streaks of mud on my
cheeks. I hope he doesn’t look at me with pity, but relief,
too. He never has before and he best not start now. 

We ride in silence for a long while, away from the heart
of the forest and the pained howls of the hounds that have
lost my scent, their hunger worsening. The horse is faster
than the hounds, leaving my smell far behind in the
woods and putting precious space between us and the
hounds. 

This is not new; Florian saving me. We would play
throughout the village together as children and my mighty
temper outweighed my tiny body. I would always cause
fights with bigger kids for pulling at my braids and snick-
ering about my shoes with holes in them, or simply
because they were cocky imbeciles. Florian always came to
my rescue, sending them off with his guards and offering
to buy me new shoes. I declined, but he never stopped
offering. He never stopped saving me: from boys that
didn’t take no for an answer, to keeping me safe from a
bear… it’s no surprise that he’s saved me now and my
gratitude becomes deeper and deeper with every passing
second. 

After a long while, we reach a cottage at the foot of the
mountain range. A small trail of smoke curls up into the
sky, disappearing into the thick canopy above. There is a
small garden to the side of the house and a coup for chick-
ens. A quaint place, making me wonder why we are here
even more.

Florian pushes himself up and off the horse, offering
me a hand when he’s firmly on the ground. “Come on,
we’ll be safe here.” 

I swallow nervously but I take his hand, struggling to
push my tired body off the horse by myself. He holds me
close, offering to support me if I need it. I try to be strong
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and reliant only on myself as we approach the cottage and
Florian knocks on the wood door. 

It takes a few minutes of standing there in apprehen-
sion before the door opens slightly, a long, crooked nose
poking out to analyze us. A grey-haired woman opens the
door enough to reveal her smoky eyes, fading into blind-
ness. She can see enough to know that Florian stands in
front of her.

“Please, come inside, Grandson. And bring your friend.
Hurry.” She steps back, opening the door just enough for
us to slip in and then she slams it shut and locks it
securely. 

Florian ushers me in and has me sit, grabbing a mug
and filling it with water from a pitcher that sits in the
centre of the table, next to a bowl of shiny, red apples. I am
eager to drink, the water running down my cheeks as I
gulp down the water until my stomach aches. I don’t
know how I’m alive, but by the gods I’m grateful. The look
in my dear friend’s eyes tells me that I look as horrid as I
feel right now. Exhausted, shaky, anxious… but grateful. 

My mug is refilled without asking for it. I grab it and
drink and drink until the whole pitcher is empty. 

“How will you do it, Grandson?” 
 I realise, when I gaze upon her face fully, for the first

time, that this woman is the old queen. The one who was
envious and vulgar and taken off the throne. Now she
looks softer, gentler as she pats her grandson’s face
gingerly. Such a terrifying woman has become a loving
grandmother. Still, I cannot fight the thought that she
looks beaten down. I wonder what led her to be like this.

“We will sneak in and kill her. And then The Hunts-
man. I am going to dress her like a maid and get her
inside.” He exhales angrily, gesturing to me. “I can’t
believe that it’s come to this. I didn’t know it had gotten so
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bad, but my mother and The Huntsman do as they please.
Slaughtering the women in our kingdom.”

I see the grandmother pat her grandson on the arm
again. “It is not your fault, Florian. You are doing the right
thing.” 

She reaches under the table, pulling out a long, thin
item in a bag and handing it to him. “This poison will
insure their deaths, Florian.”

A poisoned blade. 
He swallows hard and nods. He knows the weight that

this burden will carry and though it’s difficult, he knows
he must do it. It is the right thing to do to save the lives of
many others. 

The darkness in his eyes pulls at me and I blurt, “I’ll do
it. I will kill them.”

My dear friend freezes in place, his mouth falling open
when my words register. “You would kill them?” he asks
in disbelief. “You don’t have to take on that burden. It’s
my responsibility to stop them.”

“I want to do it,” I say. “I want to be the last person
they see before they die. After what I went through and
what all those women went through… I think it would be
the sweetest revenge if I killed them. Please let me.”

Florian swallows hard and hands me the blade. “Okay.
You’ll be the one to take their lives.”

FIVE

REST HAS DONE ME WELL, no matter how little I have gotten
in the cabin. Florian took the time to help braid my hair as
best he could and hide me in a cloak with an eye patch,
allowing me to go under the guise of a servant. The grand-
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mother allowed me the chance to clean up before we left
and I removed the smells of the castle and the forest,
praying for the strength to do what needs to be done
during this time. 

“I wish I had seen the evil of my own ways long before
I did. It is a shame, though, that my daughter never will,”
she had whispered to me. It was her way of telling me that
she will forgive me for what I had to do. I clenched the
blade tightly to my chest and gave her a strong nod. It will
be done.

Florian stays by my side as we enter the castle yard,
guarding my face from any onlookers who bow to him. We
make our way inside, my heart pounding in my throat as I
realise what’s coming. I try to stay calm for him and hide
how anxious I am. I’d gotten good at this game—
appearing composed when I’m frantic on the inside. 

We make our way to his apartments, the guards giving
him suggestive smiles. It wasn’t uncommon for the royals
to take servants to bed. I wonder, as he allows me inside
his rooms, if Florian does such things.

“Stay quiet,” he orders, locking his door and walking
to his window. He peers out, seeing the courtyard below.
His mother and The Huntsman cross it hurriedly; angry
and exchanging hushed words. “They will be meeting in
her chambers.” 

“Are you saying they are—”
“—Yes. They’ve been lovers for many years,” he

mutters with disgust. “I wonder if The Huntsman is my
real father sometimes. Mother will never give me a
straight answer.”

I furrow my brow. “Florian it does not change who you
are if he’s your father. You are an incredibly kind person
and the kingdom will be lucky to have you as their king
one day.” 
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He stays quiet and moves away from the window,
going to his cabinets and gathering supplies. He grabs an
array of daggers and other blades in case he needs them.
He hands a few of them to me and I slide them up my
sleeves, hoping that they look discreet. We have to prepare
for what is to come. And anything could take us by
surprise.

SIX

“YOU READY?” Florian whispers to me. He pushes the door
open a crack, peering inside. 

I can hear the faint whispers of the queen and her
huntsman. They seem angry even in the quietness of their
voices. Their whispers are harsh and sharp. The Huntsman
is getting blamed for allowing me to escape. His failed
hunt. Me. The only hunt that he has ever lost. 

That realization is bittersweet. On one hand, I am
grateful to be alive and to have outlived his torture. On the
other hand, I ache for the women who have lost their lives
before me, for their families who have had to learn how to
live without them… Without ever being able to seek the
justice that they desire. I’m doing this for them more than
myself. 

And for the women who haven’t died by The Hunts-
man’s hand, but are still afflicted by him… I will do this
for them too. It is not uncommon for families to mutilate
their daughters to make them unattractive and protect
them from the fate of being the fairest of them all. It is sick-
ening that they believe mutilation is the only way to
protect them. I cannot imagine being stuck in that hell. 

“I am,” I say. 
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I catch his gaze momentarily, giving him a nod before I
put my hand in front of him, push the door open and slam
it behind me, leaving him on the other side. I lock it
quickly, hearing his protests as I keep him safe on the other
side. He knows, though, that if he makes a scene, it will
risk my life.

It is better that he’s locked out anyway. I don’t want
him to have to take his own mother’s life. And I certainly
don’t want him to freeze when he has the chance to
take it. 

My breath catches in my throat as I listen to the queen
and The Huntsman challenge one another. They do not
notice me as they snarl back and forth; they believe me to
be a servant and that allows me enough time to get closer
to them, inconspicuously. 

“I cannot believe you lost the hunt,” the queen growls
at him. “Pathetic excuse for a man! Are you capable of
doing anything right?” 

For a split second my heart aches for him facing this
verbiage, until I recall all the horrid things that he’s done.
Mutilated, tortured, and abused women for years and
years. I cannot pity such a monster. There is no chance that
I will forgive him. I will not feel for him. He deserves any
mistreatment that she gives him. 

Rage overcomes me when the memories return. 
I step closer to them, my hand gripping the hilt of the

poisoned blade. I am ready to end this. Justice for those
women we lost is my goal today; that and a better future
for the little girls like my sister who could one day be in
my shoes. I don’t care what my future becomes, so long as
The hunt does not become theirs. 

With a quick step, my hand goes up and comes down
in a single swift motion, the blade meeting the soft, human
flesh as it pulls towards the ground. There’s a horrible

292



tearing sound and I feel lightheaded, not understanding
how human skin can make that noise. I nearly gag, but
then the sounds stop. Silence and confusion envelop me
and I realise that the knife is stuck in The Huntsman’s
shoulder. 

I did that. I stabbed him with the intent to kill. For a
moment, I’m stunned that I had the nerve to do it. 

It is only enough to shock him.
I release the dagger—stupidly—and step away, putting

a table between myself and The Huntsman and queen
before they comprehend what I’ve done. Neither of them
says anything at first as they process the scene, until The
Huntsman’s face twists to a devious smirk. I’ve poked the
bear with a dagger and his newfound goal is to make me
wish that I had died in that forest. I am in serious danger if
he captures me. 

“So, this was your scheme? You volunteered so you
could attempt to kill me?” 

“It simply fell into place,” I murmur, “I can’t say I’m
not grateful for the opportunity.”

He snarls at my derisiveness and flings himself over
the table with terrifying speed towards me. I move quicker
than he can react and I press myself against the wall that
he slams himself into. He manages to hit me with a kick,
causing me to howl in pain from the blow to my hip. I
ignore it just long enough to move further away from
him. 

“What is that disgusting girl doing in here?!” The
queen is bellowing, hiding behind her huntsman. 

“You’re not as scary without your hounds,” I say to
The Huntsman, disregarding her. “But you will die like a
dog for all the hurt and suffering you’ve caused.”

“You can try,” he snarls at me. “After I lock you back
up, I’m going to let every guard have their way with you
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until you’re too weak to have any fight left in you. That’s
when the hounds will devour your family. In front of your
eyes. You will watch every bite and gash and you will
listen to every scream until it is burned into your mind.
You’ve sealed the deal, wench. You will stay alive and
listen to the sounds of my prey in pain for the rest of your
days.”

He comes for me again and I dart out of the way in a
panic. This time he crashes, his body smashing into a full-
length mirror on the wall, surrounded by beautiful flowers
and golden decor. It is clearly important, having been
adorned like a shrine. When it falls across the floor, it shat-
ters into thousands of pieces, shards sliding every which
way. 

His eyes drop to the shards and he gasps, his face
drained of colour at the sight. The queen shrieks as though
she’s in horrifying pain and lunges after him. With a quick
movement she tears the dagger from his shoulder and pins
him against the wall in a second. The blade is placed
against his throat. 

“You bastard! You broke it! How dare you! You broke
my precious mirror!” 

“It was an accident, Snow, you must believe me, my
love,” he pleads. “Please.” 

The blade is pressing hard enough against his skin that
it breaks open and dots of blood drip down his throat and
collarbone. Something inside her has snapped and her
control has vanished. 

Either way, the poison has entered his system and if
she doesn’t kill him first, the blade will. 

She is screaming at him and cursing him over and
over… then the blade digs into his gut. A pained gurgle
leaves his throat. 

I gasp, stunned that she is willing to take his life over a
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mirror. He is wordless, but his eyes are wide with shock as
blood pools from his mouth and his stomach. She is
ending his life faster than the poison ever could. 

His calloused hand snatches the air and touches noth-
ing. He falls to the floor with a thud, going lifeless, and she
hovers above him, every breath shaking her body with
anger.

I know now that I’m next. I have no weapon, no chance
at fighting off the queen in my weakened state. I need to
defend myself… but perhaps I should attack her before
she has the chance to recover from what happened to her
mirror? 

The mirror. The shards are scattered across the floor. I
snatch one up before I doubt myself and it tears open the
skin of my palm. But it doesn’t matter now. My adrenaline
is too high for me to care. I sprint towards her and plunge
the shard directly into her temple. 

My hand radiates with pain as blood streams down it. I
step back, watching her face briefly contort in pain before
expression leaves her face entirely. The queen is frozen in
front of me for a long moment. I swear I can see her life
flash in front of her eyes as her soul vacates its monstrous
vessel. Shortly after I see her lip curl with hate, she
collapses on top of her lover’s body, little twitches coming
from her limbs before it just stops. 

My eyes go to my hand and I know that I need to wrap
it up soon. I can’t risk losing blood in my current state. I
wrap my hand tightly in a nearby blanket and open the
door to let Florian in.

He steps in, cautious, and loses his breath when he
sees the bodies sprawled across the floor in a river of
blood. He reaches out and places a hand on the small of
my back. I know that he’s trying to understand what
happened in this blood-filled room but at least he’s
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released from the strangling emotions and guilt that he
had. 

“You did it,” he whispers. “How did you manage it?”
“She killed him in a fit of rage,” I say. “And when she

was distracted, I used the shards of the mirror to stab her.”
“That mirror was the toy she used to pick her next

victim,” he snarls, disgusted. “I can’t believe she killed
him.” 

I nod in agreement. None of that matters now. Florian
can take his rightful place as King and make the kingdom
brighter and safer than had been in centuries. No one will
ever lose a child, or friend, or sibling to the queen, The
Huntsman, or the hounds again.

This is it. No more torture, or pain, or devastation. 
He takes my unscathed hand and gives me a reas-

suring nod as tears stream down my face. I am relieved
and distraught, shaken up with confusion. Everything
seems to come crashing down inside of me, despite the
relief and gratitude that I feel for my dear friend who
saved me from my death sentence. 

I can see the pain in his eyes from having to wish death
upon his own mother, but he seems at peace now. He can
make up for her crimes and mend the things that she had
broken, including the trust between the kingdom’s ruler
and the people. If anyone can fix it, it will be the just and
kind Florian. 

And I can return to my family. I can give justice to the
families of those who lost their lives.

Together we can make certain it never happens again
and that women will no longer live in fear of certain
death. 

I take a deep, filling breath for the first time in weeks. I
smile. 

The hunt has finally ended.
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