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Foreword: On Darkness
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In the world of fiction, the word “dark” gets tossed around a lot. But what “dark” actually means is entirely subjective. There are certain elements we all agree constitute more dark or less dark, but overall, there is not any singular understanding of exactly how dark something might be to be classified as “dark.” A romance reader might find any references to fear or terror or death to be dark, but a horror reader might find a story with a happy ending to be not dark—even if said story was filled with gore, violence, and death.

What it means to be dark is relative, contextual, and personal. 

In my opinion, this collection of original fairy tales, The Shadow Queen and Other Tales, is a little darker than my previous collections. In fact, from my perspective, it’s a little darker than anything I’ve written across my entire bibliography. I wrote the first four tales in the throes of a period of depression for me, and the fifth when I was coming out of it, and I think that is represented within the structure of the stories themselves. 

But to simply say that these stories are “darker” than my others, doesn’t offer much in terms of specificity. In fact, the most general definition of “dark” when applied to storytelling identifies any stories that include dark or “mature” elements, such as murder, death, abuse, and anything that examines the more horrifying side of being human—either in a deep, detailed way or even just distant mentions. Some also use the term “dark” to describe very specific types of darkness, and this is most clearly seen in genre classifications.

The dark romance genre, for example, is a subgenre of romance that specifically deals with relationships involving abduction, rape fantasies, captivity, and BDSM. The dark fantasy genre incorporates elements of horror into an otherwise fantasy-based story, and can include elements such as supernatural horror, an anti-hero, a narrative told from a monster’s point of view, or extreme violence and moral ambiguity. 

But “dark” can be much, much vaguer, and hard to pin down. Dark can refer to thematic elements or tone as well, even if a story doesn’t fall into a specific “dark” genre categorization, or have extreme violence, gore, or terror. For example, philosophical stories that deal with existentialism, nihilism, or meaninglessness can often feel dark, even without many specific darker elements—simply because of their pessimistic take on the world. The Stranger by Albert Camus is a good example of this. (Spoilers incoming.)

There are two key dark scenes in The Stranger: the first is when the main character, Meursault, murders a man for no reason, and the second is when Meursault is put to death. Despite dealing with a dark action, both moments are portrayed from a distance and with some indifference by the narrator. There is no explicit violence, no descriptive gore, no detailed descriptions. Throughout the other parts of the book, Camus portrays Meursault as a very basic sort of human, who doesn’t care much for anything other than pursing the most basic pleasures in life—entertainment, sex, and swimming, mostly. But despite the cheerful depictions of sunshine and the beach, and the lack of explicit violence, the story itself can feel very dark and hopeless, because of the narrative glimpses at the main character’s lack of concern for others around him, his inability to experience emotion, and his perspective that human life is fundamentally meaningless. 

I also think the underlying narrative structure can cause a story to be perceived as “dark,” or at least make it seem darker. For example, a story where the protagonist has a negative character arc—where their character worsens throughout the course of the book, rather than improves—can feel dark. A tragedy wherein the protagonist fails to achieve their goal may also be considered dark, even if other dark moments such as murder or death don’t occur. 

For example, Romeo and Juliet, which you are probably familiar with, is a tragedy: the main characters fail to achieve their goal (of being together and also alive), and die at the end. But much of the story is filled with banter, humor, and romance. The narrative contrasts darkness and light to create a sense of dramatic irony at the end of the story. And despite being a dark story when taken as a whole, many scenes within the story do not feel dark—at least, not until you find out what happens at the end.

Darkness is subjective. Some readers find that depictions of gore, violence, and abuse cause them to have feelings of fear and anxiety, and in some cases can trigger panic attacks or other mental health symptoms. But others find that these sorts of fictional depictions make them feel freer and lighter, as if they are unbound from their own chains when immersed in the story. How much darkness a person needs for a story to feel dark will depend on the person. Darkness includes many varying shades of shadow. 

I will use myself as an example. As a kid, my family did not have a television. I watched movies maybe three or four times a year, at a friend’s house or at my grandparents’ houses. When I was a teenager and first started watching movies with friends, they dropped me right into PG-13 and R-rated movies, and I had absolutely no tolerance for it. The first twenty minutes of Die Another Day, the James Bond movie, gave me nightmares for weeks, and I had to sleep with a light on. I was 17.

It wasn’t until I was in my twenties and started binge-watching Doctor Who (and willingly suffering the subsequent nightmares for my love of the story) that I finally began to build up some endurance for darker themes. And I think we can all agree that Doctor Who is not what most people would even consider close to the realm of “dark.” And now, through repeated exposure and willingness to stretch myself, I can bear a lot more darkness than the average reader—at least when it comes to fictional depictions of darkness. 

So when I say the original fairy tales you’re about to read are darker than my previous stories, I don’t mean there is more violence or more gore than in my other books—Land of Szornyek is nothing but monsters and fighting, after all! And there aren’t necessarily scenes that are considered common traumatic triggers for people with PTSD or CPTSD. But in these stories, the good guys don’t always win. The good guys aren’t always even good guys. Right and wrong is a little fuzzier. Themes of moral ambiguity run through each story. And I’m not entirely sure if I want to root for most of the characters. 

But these stories do reflect some of my own experiences of the world. 

Like, the good guys aren’t always good guys. There isn’t always a right answer. Sometimes we do things because we can, not because it’s right or good or we should. Or we do them because we have to make a choice and can’t predict the outcome. And sometimes, we’ll never know the answers to our questions. When we ask why, the universe will answer: “Just because. Que sera, sera.” 
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Cleo and the Wisp of Wind
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Once upon a time, there lived a little girl named Cleo with brown hair and brown eyes. She didn’t think she was anything special because all the main characters in the stories had raven-black hair and deep blue eyes or vibrant red hair and gemstone green eyes, but her eyes were brown and her hair was brown, and she wore plain clothes and lived an uninteresting life. 

Her father was a laborer at a nearby farm and her mother cleaned houses and did laundry for the other families in town. And Cleo grew up sometimes helping her father pull weeds and pick green beans, and sometimes helping her mother sweep floors and iron shirts. Just as often, she cooked her parents dinner and sewed up holes in their clothes and heated water for the bath. She was skilled at many things, but an expert at none.

The only special thing about Cleo was that she could read, and it wasn’t even that special because lots of people could read—just not people of her particular social class. But her neighbor, an old widow who’d fallen on hard times, had taught her, and promised her that all sorts of knowledge could be found in books if she only learned to read. 

Cleo’s first book was a reading primer, which she read over and over, and when she turned eight years old, her mother bought her a children’s story called “The Witch and the Small Onion” as a gift. She read that book at least two hundred times. When her parents realized how much she loved reading, they began to buy her a new book each year for her birthday, if they had the funds spare to do so. And one year, when they had just a little bit extra left over, they bought her a notebook and some ink, and her father made her a quill from a turkey feather. 

From that point forward, she spent her days cleaning and cooking, and her nights reading and writing. And more or less, she found she was perhaps not happy, per se, but content.

But when she was nearly grown, a terrible disease passed through the village. Many died, both of her parents included. And she was left alone, with no income, no help, and no options other than to marry or to leave.

And there was no one to marry. No one wanted her, the uninteresting girl with brown hair and brown eyes who spent her time locked in the attic with her books. And so many people had died that there weren’t even that many options—and she was the last choice for everyone. So the next time the carnival came through town, she joined up, offering to be a laborer in exchange for food and the occasional coin. 

She quickly settled into doing their laundry, helping the cook, and picking up odd tasks wherever she could. In exchange, they fed her, clothed her, and made sure she had a tent to protect her from the rain. She still wasn’t happy, but how could she be when her parents were dead, her village had abandoned her, and she was forced to leave everything she’d ever known behind? But when the ringmaster found she could read, he offered her a better role: read stories aloud to children who came to see the show. Sometimes she helped make signs and pamphlets to advertise. And she taught the others how to read too, from her very own primer. Things were better, at least.

Midway through her twenty-first year, and after she’d been traveling with the carnival for nearly three years, they set up outside a large city. And here, for the first time in her life, she stepped foot into a bookstore. It wasn’t grand and beautiful like she’d imagined, but small and dusty, stuffed to bursting with tome upon tome upon tome. But somehow, it was better than anything she’d ever imagined. 

She had very little coin, so she bought only two books: Fairy Tales For The Modern Age and Magic Work For Beginners. One book for fun, and one book for work. She thought perhaps if she could learn a few magic tricks, then she would become even more useful to the ringmaster, and perhaps cement her role here for the rest of her life. 

But once she opened the book about magic in the privacy of her tiny tent, she quickly discovered that it was not about magic tricks, but in fact, about real magic. Words and gestures, when spoken and done properly by the right person, could defy logic! Defy science!

Magic was real. And she could learn it. 

The old widow who’d taught her to read had been right: all sorts of knowledge could be found in books if she only learned to read.

“Draw forth,” she whispered in the quiet of her tent, “a wisp of wind, of will and words.” She drew a symbol in the air, and to her shock, a gust of wind fluttered the pages of the book. 

Wind and fire, light and ice, water and shadow—quickly, all bowed to her command. It was astounding how easily the words and gestures seemed to fit into her mind, like they were already there, but hidden—merely waiting to be summoned. It was thrilling how the world around her bent to her command, exhilarating how a simple thought could affect a visible, tangible change. 

Each time they visited a new city or town, she sought out libraries and bookshops. She spent every spare cent on her little secret, growing her knowledge base and practicing her skills in secret. She focused on sparkles and light shows, vanishing and reappearing—anything that would awe and astound an audience. Then one day, she approached the ring master.

“I’d like to do an act,” Cleo told him.

He gestured toward her. “Show me.”

She held fire in her hands, made sparkles cascade from her hair, and spun a wind around her so great it lifted her feet from the ground. Then she bowed, but when she looked up, he was staring at her in abject horror.

“Witch!” he growled. “Get out. I never want to see you again!” Rage burned in his eyes, and she knew she had to flee lest she face her own death at his hands.

With shock and horror, she gathered her things and fled from the carnival, once again lost and alone. Her parents were dead. Her village was uninterested in her fate. And her second family, the carnival, were enraged at her with no chance for forgiveness. She had no one to care whether she lived or died. 
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