

[image: cover]




[image: image]




A Once Upon a Time Red’s Untold Tale
Print edition ISBN: 9781785653223
E-book edition ISBN: 9781785653230


Published by Titan Books
A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd.
144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


First edition: July 2016
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


© 2016 ABC Studios. All Rights Reserved.


Published by arrangement with Kingswell, an imprint of Disney Book Group.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


Did you enjoy this book? We love to hear from our readers. Please email us at readerfeedback@titanemail.com or write to us at Reader Feedback at the above address.


To receive advance information, news, competitions, and exclusive offers online, please sign up for the Titan newsletter on our website: www.titanbooks.com




This book is dedicated to
the fans of Once Upon a Time




One


I’m not afraid because I sense that I’m not alone. I don’t see anyone, but I hear a familiar voice. Though it sounds like it’s coming from far, far away, being carried by the wind, I hear it clearly. The voice reminds me to breathe. I inhale, and the darkness enters my lungs, spreading throughout my body, filling me with energy.


Power.


Hunger.


With outstretched arms, I reach higher and higher. Between the shadows, splinters of light glisten just out of my grasp—morphing into thousands of fireflies caught in a tornado. I kick and claw my way up, through layers of dirt, roots, grasses, tree trunks, branches, twigs, leaves.


Then—nothing but air.


The wind blows through my hair as I throw my head back and blink in the sudden brightness. The full moon illuminates the land, and I’m filled with reverence and warmth.


* * *


Saturday, May 12


I woke up in a sweat and kicked off my covers. The quilts and fur pelts tumbled to the floor, landing in a heap. Warm sunlight poured through my bedroom window, and outside, the rooster crowed hoarsely. Blinking and stretching away my drowsiness, I realized I’d had one of my dreams last night, and that meant Wolfstime was coming.


Three and a half years ago, when I turned thirteen, I started having the Wolfstime dreams. Though each was different, they always began in complete darkness. It wasn’t ordinary darkness—say, a night without moon or stars, or the deepest cave, or how I imagined it looked at the very bottom of a well. It was much, much darker than that. Like I was completely submerged in a sea of tar.


I never told anybody about my dreams—not Vicar Clemmons, not my friend Peter, not the girls at school, and most certainly not Granny. I knew that the dreams were strange, which meant I was strange, and that was the last thing I wanted people to think. Besides, my dreams felt sacred, like they were a secret part of me—and it was up to me to put the pieces together and somehow make sense of the bizarre images, sounds, and emotions.


Before my grandmother could poke her nose in and scold me for having slept in nothing but my undergarments again, I wiggled into my blouse, bodice, and skirt and ventured through the living room into the kitchen.


“Hello? Granny, where are you?”


To get a head start on the day’s baking, my grandmother usually awakened well before me and even before the rooster—which was a good thing because I hated to imagine how grumpy she was before getting a couple cups of coffee in her. Not bothering to cover my yawn, I filled the pot with water and lit a fire below it.


Granny’s snores thundered through the cottage, and I shook my head. She said it was unladylike to sleep in nothing but one’s undergarments, yet I couldn’t think of anything more unladylike than snoring. Well, maybe scratching oneself in public. Or growing a beard. Still, it sounded like a mean ole grizzly was hibernating in Granny’s bedroom.


I pondered waking her up but decided against it. Tonight was Peter’s birthday party, and I wanted to bake a cake for him—and having the kitchen all to myself was a rare and beautiful thing. Just think: I could put whatever I pleased in a bowl and mix it all up without having her breathing down my neck. Besides, the little kitchen didn’t seem nearly as crammed without Granny.


The bowls, plates, and cups were stacked neatly in the pale yellow cabinets. A pitcher and a skillet sat on the countertop where they’d dried overnight, and behind them, jars of spices, flour, and sugar were lined up against the wall. Sunlight shone through the window, already warming up the room.


When I reached for Granny’s cookbook, which she kept on the top shelf, a tiny midnight blue jar came tumbling down. I screamed a little and caught it a mere inch before it crashed on the floor. POPPY DUST, JUST A PINCH DOES THE TRICK, the label read. “So it does,” I said out loud. Last night, Granny had complained that her arm ached. She probably used a little poppy dust to help her sleep when it was particularly painful. As I returned the jar to its hideaway on the shelf, I hoped Granny would sleep at least another hour, even if it meant having to bear her terrible snoring.


I leafed through the yellowed pages of the cookbook—each recipe recorded in small, neat script—until I found BIRTHDAY CAKE. Donning Granny’s favorite apron, I mixed the ingredients and poured the creamy batter into three round pans. “Now bake up nice and pretty like the ones Granny makes,” I said as I slid the pans into the sweltering oven. Oh, how I wanted to be finished! But there was still frosting to be made, so with a sigh, I flipped through the cookbook again.


These recipes had been passed down from mother to daughter for three generations. My mother, Anita, would have been next in line to inherit the cookbook—if she were still alive. Thinking of her with a sudden wave of sadness, I touched the cross pendant that hung around my neck. The smooth gold felt warm against my fingertips. On its reverse side was an engraving barely visible to the naked eye. It appeared to be a sliver of a moon, with a tiny dot in its middle. The cross had been my mother’s, and I wore it always. It helped me feel closer to her. Sometimes it even made me feel more like her, especially when I desperately needed to be brave.


I had no memories of my mother, and Granny told me very little about her—yet somehow I couldn’t picture her baking day in and day out, like Granny, or delivering baked goods all over the village, like I do. From what I’d gleaned over the years, my mother had been a strong, wildly beautiful woman. She’d had an endless supply of the most fascinating friends and a new adventure waiting around every bend.


In other words, the very opposite of me.


I peeked in the oven and almost squealed out loud. Each layer had turned a lovely golden color with a slightly rounded top. I could have admired my sweet-smelling cake layers all morning, but I didn’t want to risk burning them. After removing them from the oven, I set them on racks by the window to cool. Though it had been sunny earlier that morning, clouds had rolled in, no doubt brewing up a May shower.


Then it was back to conquering the frosting. I’d followed the recipe and beat and whipped it with all of my might for at least half an hour, so why wasn’t it smooth and fluffy, like Granny’s? When I fetched the cake pans from the window, I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was as if someone had thrown a rock into the center of each layer. To make matters worse, when I tried to empty the first layer from its pan, it stuck. I jabbed it with a knife, but when it finally came out, it was bumpy. And the other two didn’t come out any better.


“What’s going on in here?” Granny asked as she shuffled into the kitchen. With her dimples, wire-rimmed glasses, and gray hair swept into a bun, she looked like a sweet-as-molasses grandma out of a storybook. But I knew a different character, one whose whole purpose in life was to make her sixteen-year-old granddaughter as miserable as possible.


I couldn’t even count to ten before the first gibe left her mouth. “You’re doing it all wrong.”


Biting my lip, I turned my back to her as I continued smearing globs of frosting onto the horrendously misshapen cake.


“Looks to me that you might have forgotten to test it,” she said, pointing at the corn-husk broom that hung from a hook behind the oven.


Part of me wanted to ask for help. I loved the idea of presenting Peter with a cake so beautiful and scrumptious it would be the talk of the whole village. If anyone could accomplish making a cake so grand, it was my grandmother. But the other part of me was much too proud to ask Granny for so much as a halfpenny, let alone admit to her that I hadn’t remembered to stick a straw from the little broom into the cake to test that it was done. I couldn’t bake worth a bag of beans.


Speaking of beans, “I made coffee,” I said. “You should have some.” Hopefully it wouldn’t be long before the rich black liquid worked its magic on her mood.


“Don’t you remember a blasted thing I taught you?” Granny reached for the knife, but I held it out of her reach. “Don’t spread it so close to the edges.”


“It’s for Peter, and he won’t care if it isn’t perfect.” I truly believed this. Peter was the one who taught me that with a bit of hard work, anything could be made beautiful. He did it every day, turning a bucketful of scrap metal into something wonderful.


“If it’s in your power to make it perfect, you should never settle for anything less.” Granny helped herself to a cup of coffee. “Even if it’s for that blacksmith’s fool of a son,” she added under her breath.


“Peter’s no fool,” I argued, pushing up my chin. “You might grow to like him, if you’d only give him a chance.” When I just started going to school, she allowed Peter to walk me home. Then, around the time I turned thirteen, she said I was safer walking through the woods alone than with the likes of Peter. I honestly didn’t know what I’d said or done—or what he had said or done—to turn Granny against him. In her mind, the blacksmith’s son was only after one thing, and she insisted he would not be getting that from her granddaughter—not if she and her trusty crossbow had anything to say about it. Granny tilted the cup to her lips and glugged half of it down.


“He’s really nice,” I tried again. “Smart, too. Maybe we can invite him over for supper someti—”


She sputtered and slammed her cup down on the counter. “If that boy sets foot in this house, I’ll put an arrow right through him.” As I squeezed in to fill her cup to the rim, my eyes flickered to her crossbow, which was conveniently—and ominously—propped against the back door. “And I won’t aim for his heart, if you follow my drift. Maybe if I’d shot the boys who came to call on your mother …”


This time, I bit my lip too hard—and when I swallowed, I tasted a little blood. It was no secret Granny wished her only daughter’s life had turned out differently. I knew Granny loved me and was happy I had been born. Still, it wasn’t like she’d chosen to raise me.


It didn’t have to be this way forever, though. Someday, I’m going to leave this stupid village. I’ll be adventurous, like my mother was. I’d been saving my delivery tips in a secret wooden box, waiting for the perfect time to make my grand escape. Was a happy ending too much to wish for?


As I daydreamed about all the places I’d go and people I’d meet, I absently swiped my finger around the rim of the bowl and tasted the frosting. My taste buds all but exploded, and not in a good way. Blech. I tried not to gag as I pondered what I’d done wrong. Had I added a tablespoon of salt when I was supposed to use a teaspoon? It looked terrible, too, I realized with mounting panic. It was the color of a witch’s teeth and as lumpy as porridge. How in the world did Granny make her frosting so smooth and fluffy, and as white as freshly fallen snow?


With a heavy sigh, I plunked the knife on the countertop. I was clearly failing on my own, but asking Granny to help me make Peter’s birthday cake—especially when she was already so busy and had gotten a late start on her day—would only make her more cantankerous. Whether I liked it or not, I needed Granny’s permission to go to Peter’s party. So I took a deep breath and relaxed my face into what I hoped was a pleasant expression. Stay on Granny’s good side, Red.


Although, now that I thought about it, had I ever been on Granny’s good side? I wasn’t even sure she had a good side.


While Granny started whipping up breakfast, I rolled up my sleeves and scrubbed the dishes harder than necessary, trying to drown out Granny’s voice as she scolded me for splattering batter on the cookbook. Like a cat about to pounce on a mouse, she paced alongside my disaster of a cake. Regrettably, the lumpy frosting did not disguise its deformities, not even a teensy bit. It actually made it look worse.


Still, did Granny think I was blind? Plain as day, it was the most pitiful excuse for a cake in the land. So why isn’t she saying anything? My nerves were frazzled, and when I got down to my last one, I knew my plan to butter Granny up would have to wait.


“Well, Granny?” I untied the apron from my waist and slapped it onto the countertop next to the cake. “Aren’t you going to tell me what a disgrace I am to the Lucas family? I’m all ears.” I went back to drying dishes and continued, “Or maybe something like ‘If I hadn’t delivered you with my own two hands, I would’ve sworn you were born of trolls’?” Everyone knew that trolls were worse cooks than ogres—or even royal princesses, for that matter.


“I’m certain it will taste fine,” Granny said.


The bowl I’d been drying made a terrible racket when I dropped it into the sink. “Granny, are you feeling all right? You just said something nice.”


“It’s not the first time. You just refuse to hear, or choose to forget.” A shadow fell over the cottage and, seconds later, rain began to fall. “Come to the table, child. Breakfast is ready.”


Before sitting, I filled Granny’s cup with another serving of steaming coffee. “How many deliveries do I have today?” I asked.


“Eleven.”


I nodded, relieved. Normally there were about twenty. It wouldn’t take very long to bring Granny’s baked goods to eleven customers, which was good news because I needed to bake a whole new cake. But Granny was quick to crush my joy. “Between stops, you’ll peddle the extra goodies I baked last night. I need to find a way to bring in more money, and after thinking about it long and hard, this is the best way I see how, apart from becoming bandits.”


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“They’re the sorts of people who plan some kind of distraction so a carriage that is passing through must stop. Then the bandits pounce, stealing everything they can get their hands on.”


I shook my head. “I know what a bandit is. But you want me to knock on random people’s doors?” I couldn’t think of anything more humiliating than begging strangers to buy a crumpet. Clutching my fork tightly, I stuffed a large piece of flapjack into my mouth. “If I’m always making deliveries and having to sell goods door-to-door,” I continued between chews, “when will I find time to study my lessons, or go to the swimming hole, or spend time with my friends?” As I spluttered the bit about friends, a lump of chewed-up flapjack lodged in my throat.


My coughing caught Granny’s attention, and she raised her eyebrows in alarm. “Gracious, child!” She flung her fork across the floor and sprung up like a snake had bitten her bottom. Her chair toppled over as she chopped my back with the side of her hand, one strike for each word: “There’s. A. Reason. You’re. Not. Supposed. To. Talk. With. Your. Mouth. Full!”


“I’m fine, Granny,” I said as best I could with a madwoman beating my back. “Stop it! I just need a swig of milk, that’s all.”


When I finally convinced her I wasn’t choking to death, she righted her chair and sat down quietly, strands of hair falling loose from her bun. From her flashing green eyes, I could tell she remained on high alert. She’d already lost her only daughter, and I had a feeling that to keep me safe from harm, she’d fight anyone—or anything—to the death. Even inanimate objects like flapjacks.


Granny wasted little time before looping back to the topic of my dreaded new duty. Of all the grandmas in the world, I was stuck with one whose memory was as sharp as a dragon’s claw. “Yes, you’ll go door-to-door hawking baked goods. Might not sound appealing, but you’ll live.”


Before I could hold my tongue, I muttered, “Ugh. Sounds even more miserable than being cooped up in the cottage with you.”


“No use complaining,” Granny said. “It must be done.”


“But, why? I know I complained that all the other girls had new springtime frocks and boots, but honestly, I’ll get by just fine with what I have.”


Granny rolled the hem of her apron with her calloused fingers. Three flapjacks were stacked on her tin plate, drizzled with maple syrup and dolloped with creamy butter. She hadn’t taken a bite, not even a nibble—which was quite a feat, considering that as far as I was concerned, her flapjacks were the fluffiest in the land.


I listened to myself chewing, and it made me ponder if people chitchatted at meals so they didn’t have to hear each other sipping, slurping, and smacking. “Are you going to eat those?” I asked when the silence grew uncomfortable. “Because if not, I’ll be happy to finish them up for you.”


Without a word, she slid her plate across the table. I hacked off a big bite with my fork. While I chewed, Granny went back to picking at the fabric of her apron. Oh, no. Granny never surrendered her flapjacks. What have I said to upset her this much? “All right, all right. I’ll try my best to get some new regulars today,” I said once I’d swallowed. “Don’t worry, Granny. Your treats sell themselves.”


While I cleared the table, Granny started wrapping the baked goods for delivery. If I could sell everything in my basket, maybe it would please her so much she might even consider letting me go to Peter’s party. What good was having any hope at all if I didn’t reach for the moon?




Two


Basket in hand and riding hood draped over my head and shoulders, I took off for the village. The rain had tapered down to a mere mist. I loved the sweet, earthy smell of the forest after a good rain shower, and I took a moment to fill my lungs with the dewy air.


I walked backwards, watching our cottage steadily shrink into the distance. My grandmother’s six brothers had built the house long ago, back when they were young men—before the wolf had attacked them and slashed their throats as she’d watched helplessly from the roof.


I hoped beyond hope that I’d never, ever witness anything as frightful as a bloodthirsty monster killing people I loved. Tears pricked my eyes as I thought about that tragic night, so I quickly pushed the thought aside; instead I pictured the cottage at its finest, before the log walls needed oiling and the thatched, steeply sloped roof needed patching. Before the oak tree had grown tall and strong enough to support the rope swing I’d spent countless hours on.


I imagined my mother had grown up swinging on that very rope, too. There was a time when the window boxes burst with flowers of every shape and color—but it had been years since Granny had planted new ones, or trimmed back the ferns that covered the stone path leading to the front door, or the one out back that meandered to the stream. It had been years since the village children gathered by the fireplace while Granny read storybooks and baked more shortbread cookies than our little bellies could hold. These memories consumed me as I turned my back on the cottage and plodded down the muddy road into the village.


Perhaps the door-to-door selling wouldn’t be so bad after all. I took a deep breath and rapped on the door of a rickety little house of the far west side of town. While I waited, my heartbeat hastened. I ran my fingertips along the gold cross that dangled from my neck.


A burly, shirtless man stood in the doorway, looking as if he’d been sleeping, and smelling as if he hadn’t bathed since last Wolfstime.


“Whatdayawant, girl?” he slurred.


“Have you ever heard of Granny’s Baked Goods?” I asked, hoping to sound much more enthusiastic than I felt. I didn’t even give him a chance to respond. “Well, if you haven’t, you’ve been missing out.”


“What? What’re you yakking about, girl?”


I tittered nervously. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Red.” I held my hand out and he shook it limply in his sweaty grasp. “I’ve come by your lovely home to see if you’d like any of my grandmother’s delicious baked goods. They’re all made fresh, using only the finest ingredients.”


“Red? What kind of name is that?”


“It’s a nickname.”


“But you’re not a redhead.”


“I know. They call me ‘Red’ because … Never mind. Look, I have some delicious croissants here—” I waved my hand over the basket like I’d seen the street magicians do at market.


The man pulled a face. All right, so croissants weren’t his favorite. “—as well as a variety of cookies and muffins,” I continued brightly. “You look like a muffin man to me.”


“Well, I might …”


“Fantastic! For today’s special bargain price, you can have your choice of bran or blueber—”


“How ’bout I try one first, to make sure it’s edible and all?”


I sighed. “I’m afraid I don’t have enough for sampling. However, I know you’ll love Granny’s muffins. My grandmother has never, ever baked anything less than perfection. It’s her special talent.”


He raised an enormous eyebrow. I could tell he was tempted, and I held my breath in hopeful anticipation …


“No.” He started to close the door, but I held it ajar with my foot.


“No?”


“No.”


“All right, then,” I said, my heart sinking. “Would you like me to come back tomorrow?”


“No.”


I winced as the door slammed shut in my face. “How about next week?” I said to no one but a little brown spider crawling on the armrest of the rocking chair.


Two hours later, I’d made a total of ten regular deliveries, and though I’d knocked on countless doors hoping to sell Granny’s extras, I had nothing to show for it. Discouraged and more than a little annoyed at having wasted so much time, I climbed the steps leading to Seamstress Evans’s house, the eleventh and final delivery of the day.


She had ordered a half-dozen crumpets and an apple pie for her family, and as payment she handed me a couple of coins, a spool of yellow thread, and four wooden buttons. “I wish it were more, Red, but times are tough,” she apologized. “With taxes due, it’s all I can spare. But I’ll pay you properly next time, I promise.”


Once the door closed, I reached in my pouch to count up the tips that the customers had given me: barely enough to make up for what the seamstress lacked, plus two unsold cookies and four muffins. The day’s sales could have gone better—much better, really. My heart felt heavy as I straightened my hood, picked up my basket, and marched back toward home.


One of Seamstress Evans’s little boys, a toddler with muddy knees and a pirate hat, jumped out from behind a bush and shouted, “Argh! Hand over your booty an’ no one gets hurt!”


“Oh, my. If you’re looking for treasure, Cap’n, this is your lucky day,” I said. “Now, close your eyes …” I bundled the cookies and muffins in a handkerchief and set them under an apple tree in his plain sight, because of course he was peeking in between his fingers the whole time. He dutifully waited a few seconds and then made a run for the treasure. Suddenly, and out of nowhere, four other children tackled him to the ground, poking him with wooden swords.


“You’d better share it with your mateys, Cap’n,” I called over my shoulder, laughing. Playing with the Evans children made me long for little brothers and sisters of my own. But I knew that a big family was a foolish thing to wish for, since my parents were long gone. Some girls in the village, like my former schoolmate Priscilla, had already started their own families. I wanted to have my own children, too. But I couldn’t imagine that it would be any time soon. I wanted to leave this village and have my fair share of adventures first.


Drops of rain glistened from the leaves, and the springtime early-evening sun beamed through the trees. Twigs and pinecones crunched under my boots, and a pair of yellow butterflies flitted just above my head. When I neared the swimming hole, I heard splashing followed by Peter’s husky voice. “Hallo, Red!”


I pulled back a tree branch to clear my view. From the deepest point of the pond, he waved at me and grinned. “Come on in; the water’s fine,” he called.


The temptation was strong, but I knew I shouldn’t. “Oh, Peter. I wish I could, but I need to get home to Granny,” I said ruefully.


Peter’s smile faltered. We’d been friends forever—in fact, he was probably my only true friend. He climbed out of the pond and onto a boulder, where he shook the water out of his mop of dark hair. His bare chest squeezed in and out as he caught his breath.


He’d had sun-kissed skin and kind brown eyes for as long as I remembered, but when exactly had he shot up taller than me? And when had that shadow of whiskers on his jawline appeared? I couldn’t help noticing how handsome, how grown-up, my friend Peter had become.


Before he could see that I was blushing, I tore my gaze away from him and stared instead at my shoes. Sunbeams pierced through the branches above, lighting up my dusty, shabby boots until they practically glowed. I bit my lower lip as the sun’s warmth rained down on me.


A quick dip wouldn’t hurt anything, would it?


* * *


April, ten years ago


As Peter and I walked home from school together, he told me a story. “This morning, Papa went into his shop to start working. He began doing his prep work, and everything seemed normal enough. But then, from the darkest corner of the forge, he heard a strange noise—a scuffling sound, and then a broom toppled right over! Papa said, ‘Who’s there?’ No one answered. And then the scuffling noise happened again, even louder!”


“What then?” I asked, completely mesmerized. Goose bumps dotted my arms as if I were right there. It helped that I’d been in his father’s workshop before, and with all the weapon-like tools, banging and crashing noises, and sparking, blazing fires, my imagination ran wild. The first time I’d been there, I’d felt like I was trapped in a deep, dark dungeon by a ferocious fire-breathing dragon. The memory took hold of me, and I hoped against hope that Peter’s father was able to vanquish whatever evil force had come into his shop to do him in. “Come on, Peter, don’t keep me waiting. Tell me what happened next!”


“Papa picked up an anvil.” Peter smiled. I liked it when he grinned like that. It made me want to walk closer to him, to count how many teeth he’d lost already. “He held it as tight as he could,” he continued, “and the closer he got to the noise, the louder it sounded.”


“What then? Come on, Peter. Tell me!” I could hardly stand the suspense.


“Papa said, ‘Whoever you are, come out this instant.’ ”


“And did they come out? Who was it?”


“Oh, yes, it came out all right. It was a … skunk.”


I laughed. “A skunk? Really?”


“Cross my heart. And it sprayed the dickens out of him!”


I doubled over with laughter. “Oh, that is so funny! Oops, I mean, horrible. Your poor father!”


“You can say that again. Mama didn’t let him come to breakfast, and she’d made his favorite: flapjacks.”


I rubbed my belly. “My favorite, too. Now I really feel sorry for him.”


“Well, the story does have a happy ending. I got to eat every last bit of Papa’s breakfast.”


I laughed some more, and my belly ached with happiness until we got to the cottage. The front door swung open as if Granny had been peeking out the window, waiting like a hunter waits for a stag. “Who’s this?” she asked, eyeing my friend.


“This is Peter. He walked me home from school.” I almost told her about how we’d discovered our footsteps were almost exactly the same length, so neither of us ever had to jog to keep up with the other. I had a feeling she wouldn’t care anything about that, though.


Peter offered his hand for a shake, and when she took it, she rolled it over. “Your fingernails are black.”


“His papa is the blacksmith,” I said proudly. “Peter gets to be his apprentice someday.” I could only dream what it was like to have a father. Or a mother. Or an exciting trade to look forward to learning and taking over once I grew up.


Peter explained politely, “I really do wash my hands, ma’am. Fact is, most of it’s just too stubborn to get off, no matter how hard I scrub at it.”


Granny clicked her tongue. “Your pants are tattered, as well.”


Peter looked down at his trousers like he’d never noticed them before. “I’ll ask my mama to mend them soon as I get home,” he promised.


“That’s a grand idea. Now, Peter, why did you walk my granddaughter home?”


“Seemed like the thing to do.” He shrugged. “Might like to do it again tomorrow. If it’s all right with you, ma’am.”


I puffed up my chest, hoping she’d say yes. Walking home with somebody was a lot more fun than being all alone. And Peter—with his gappy grin and entertaining stories—was especially fun.


Granny bent down and stared him right in his eyes.


He blinked; however, he never flinched or backed away.


I was sure she was going to say no. She surprised me. “I suppose that will be all right. But I’ll be watching you.”


* * *


“All right, Peter. Just one jump,” I agreed now, climbing the highest rock.


His eyes grew half a size. “From way up there?”


“Where else?” After setting down my basket and shedding my dress, boots, and stockings, I reached up into the sky and took a deep breath.


“It’s just that I’ve never seen a girl do it,” he said.


I put my hands on my hips. “I’ve seen you jump a hundred times. So it must be as easy as cake.” Then again, after baking Peter’s cake that morning, I should definitely have stopped using that particular expression. It might have been easy for some people, like Granny, but not for me.


My remark got a scoff out of Peter, which made me smile. Until I glanced down. I hadn’t realized it was remotely this high. The whole forest whirled and churned before my eyes. I took several steps back, steadying myself on the rock behind me.


“You can come back down any time now, Red. I know you want to,” Peter said, sounding frustratingly amused.


“Oh, don’t you worry, Peter. I’m going to jump. I’m just enjoying the scenery from up here.” And trying not to throw up. With my big toe, I scooted a pile of pebbles off the edge. It seemed to take five full minutes for them to pelt the water below, finally causing a starburst of ripples.


“The longer you put it off, the scarier it is,” Peter said.


Out of habit, I reached for the gold cross pendant. A feeling that my mother had stood on this very rock overwhelmed me. It was like a memory, if that were even possible—of her jumping off from this very point and landing in the water below, a breathtaking combination of grace and bravery.


“It’s all right, Red. Your secret is safe with me.”


“What secret?” I looked up guiltily. Did he somehow know that I’d been spending so much time trying to imagine my mother?


“That you’re …” He flapped his arms at his sides and clucked.


I sighed in relief and put my hands on my hips. “I am not chicken!”


“Then prove it.” Peter counted down, “Three … two … one,” and I shut my eyes, held my nose, and leapt. The wind ripped through my hair as I fell, and I swore I heard a voice say, Breathe. I plunged deep into the shockingly cool water. It took me a few seconds to get my bearings. I struggled to swim with the weight and bulk of my petticoats. When I finally surfaced, I rolled onto my back and filled my lungs with the springtime air. I felt so wonderful, so free; I couldn’t help laughing out loud. When I turned to look for Peter on the bank, he was gone. Where is he? Had he left before I’d jumped? After all of that, had he missed it?


“Look out belooooow!” Peter hollered down from where I’d leapt. After flipping around twice, he tucked his body into a ball and drenched me with a tidal wave of a splash. Not a minute later, he was treading water next to me, chuckling as if the whole thing had been completely effortless for him.


After paddling to the edge of the water, I lugged myself up onto the bank, where I sat watching Peter swim hither and yon.


It was hard to fathom a time when Peter couldn’t swim, but he used to be afraid. When he was seven, he told the other boys his mama didn’t want him getting water in his ears and other such nonsense. I said, “You know, Peter, you can’t learn to swim if you never jump in the water.” Finally, he took a big, deep breath and leapt right in. He flailed his arms and swallowed a bunch of water, but the more he paddled about, the more at home he felt in the water. In all the times I’d spent with him there at the pond, he’d become a strong swimmer. Actually, he’d become strong, period.


When Peter decided to join me on the shore, he sprawled out, resting his head in his hands. His dark hair was slicked back, making him look so different, almost royal. We laid beside each other on the soft ground, soaking in the warm sunlight. Every so often, I turned my head to gaze at him, but never long enough for him to notice.


A few minutes later, Peter sat up and stretched. He stared beyond the pond into the trees. “There’s barely a tree in this entire forest that doesn’t have a wanted poster stuck on it,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “It’s like every man and his dog is a crook these days. Women and children, too. Can you believe it? I really hate thieves. They’re nothing but a bunch of lowlifes without a lick of honor.”


“I can’t imagine ever getting desperate enough to steal,” I said. Then, suddenly horrified, I turned to him and added, “I didn’t mean any offense by that, Peter. You know, your uncle …”


When Peter had been a little boy, his favorite uncle had been an expert pickpocket. His uncle taught Peter how to do it, and sometimes, for fun, Peter would swipe something out of his parents’ or brothers’—or even my—pockets. Of course, he’d always give back whatever he’d taken; and I, for one, could never figure out how or when he’d stolen from me.


As for his uncle, in time, he sought greater challenges, and he began robbing carriages deep in the woods. I’d never forget the day Peter and I saw the poster with a sketch of his very own uncle, a wanted bandit. With disappointment etched on his face, Peter threw rocks into the pond until his arms ached. Peter never saw or heard from his favorite uncle again. We never saw another of his wanted posters, either. We could only guess that he’d been captured and turned in for the ransom, and he was fated to spend the rest of his days locked up in the royal castle’s dungeon.


“He got what was coming to him,” Peter said, shaking his head. And just like that, his almost-dry hair relaxed into its typical tousles.


I looked up at the trees, clouds, and sky, and while my mind wandered, I felt his warm gaze on my face. What does Peter see in me? I wondered. In his eyes, was I still that giggly six-year-old girl?
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