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Author’s Note
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The original tale of She-Bear is a dreadful story, and I don’t recommend reading it. 

The reason I’m mentioning it is two-fold: I know many of my readers like to look up the fairy tale my novels are based on if they’re not familiar with it, and given the nature of the original story, I wanted to make sure I included a trigger warning for violence, incest, and related themes. 

The other reason is that this series of fairy tale retellings tends to be sweet in nature, with mild romance, and nothing too horrific happening to any of the characters. And I just wanted to assure you—the same is true for my version of She-Bear. 

Despite the horrific nature of the original story, I still loved the underlying themes of identity and transformation, as well as the idea that we have some choice in who we become as human beings, and still have to grapple with the consequences of making those kinds of choices. 

All that to say, this story is based very, very, very loosely on the original tale.
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Chapter 1
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Etele thought the classroom she worked in possessed the best view in the whole school. A river flowed at the bottom of a gently sloping hill, and great mushroom trees, draped in the orange and yellow colors of fall, leaned over the water. They swayed gently in the breeze, their pitted late-season caps casting dappled shadows below, and the rays of sun that sneaked through made the water glitter and shine. Blue vines of the teleris bean snaked up the mushroom stipes, accented by the bright green flowers of late autumn.

Beyond the mushroom forest, she could see the curling spires of the town center, painted in vivid designs. And beyond that, though Etele couldn’t see much further, she knew the forest stretched on and on, with a few fields planted within. It was the most peaceful place in the world, and she loved days like this one—with a calm breeze gently rustling the leaves, a cerulean sky, and birds chattering their pleasant song. The classroom’s lead teacher opened the classroom windows, letting in the sweet scents from outside. The kids were in a great mood too, happily playing games, working on crafts, and learning math and reading. 

“What’s that word?” Maeve gazed up at Etele with big eyes. Messy blonde curls fell around her pale face. She held a book on her lap and was pointing at a line at the bottom of the page, with an illustration of a regal-looking brown bear drawn above it. 

“Can you try to spell it?” Etele asked, smiling down at the child. She knew she wasn’t supposed to have favorites out of all the kids in the classroom, but she’d known Maeve and her younger brother Lazlo since they were born. Not to mention, Maeve was sweet and smart and funny. It was hard not to like her best. 

“L-E-A-R-N,” Maeve spelled out. “Lee-air-en?”

“It’s a hard one, isn’t it?” Etele asked. “It’s pronounced ‘learn.’ You know that word, don’t you?”

“Learn!” Maeve exclaimed, a broad smile crossing her face. “It’s spelled stupid, don’t you think?”

Etele laughed. “Keep reading.”

Feeling warm and contented, Etele surveyed the room around her. Several children played with blocks in one corner, and the teacher, Ms. Volk, helped a small group with their math homework. Their community was small, with only about ten children per class, which meant they could provide them with close, personal instruction and could put effort into understanding what each child enjoyed and excelled at. 

A small bank of computers sat against the far wall, but they rarely used them. The community tended to avoid most technology, and only kept a few tools so the students could have a basic familiarity with what existed, in case they ended up living elsewhere as adults.

Etele’s eyes flicked to the door of the classroom, where Natali was walking by—her oldest friend, whom she met when Etele’s family first moved to this planet nearly twenty years ago. Natali was the only one who didn’t call her names for being alien. Though, by now, the other villagers had become used to her family’s presence for the most part, so name-calling, bullying, and similar incidents were rare. 

Natali winked at her and vanished down the hall. She helped a different teacher with older kids, but they still managed to see each other every day. 

Etele turned back toward Maeve, who had just flipped the page in the book she was reading, but was distracted as a knock came on the doorframe. She glanced up, surprised to see her father standing there.

“I’ll be right with you.” Ms. Volk placed a coloring book in front of another child and gave a few simple instructions. 

“Dad?” Etele frowned. Her father was a scientist and medical technician; he never came to the school. 

He gave her a grim look and strode over to the teacher, hissing something in her ear, clearly unwilling to wait for her to complete her task. 

Ms. Volk’s face turned white, but she swallowed, took a deep breath, and calmly faced the students. “Class, I believe it’s time for a walk outside. Would you like that? Please form a line.”

The children all exclaimed excitedly. They leaped up from their chairs and hurried toward the doorway, apparently oblivious that something wasn’t quite right.

“Dad,” Etele asked again, her eyes flicking back and forth from his face to the teacher’s. “What’s happening?” She stood and rushed over to him.

“You must go, now,” he hissed, gripping her arm tightly. “Get the children out of the school, to the shelter in the woods. To the city, if need be. I’ll find you when I can.”

“The city?” Etele exclaimed. The city was miles and miles away, a three-week journey by foot. Shorter if they used vehicles, but she didn’t know where they could get a bus on such short notice. The community didn’t rely on vehicles for nearly anything. Her town lumped vehicles into the same category as computers; they kept a few around for educational purposes, but mostly used non-motorized wagons pulled by mules. 

“Be safe, Etele.” Her father pulled her into a hug and was gone.

“Come, children!” the teacher called, clapping her hands. 

Etele took up her place at the end of the line, feeling her heart pound in her chest. What was going on? Something they didn’t want to tell the children, but was worrisome enough for evacuation. The community here was small, and crime rare. She couldn’t imagine what could be happening to cause this response. As soon as she could find an opportunity, she would ask Ms. Volk. But for now, she needed to focus on her primarily responsibility—herding children.

Teachers and students crowded the hallways as they filed calmly toward the doors. Etele saw Natali on the far end of the hall; their eyes met, but Natali only shook her head. She didn’t know what was going on either. Etele’s classroom was in the center of the school, and all the other students leaving their classrooms blocked the exits. The children laughed and chattered, excited to see their siblings and other friends in the halls in the middle of the day, but the teachers’ faces were grim.

“Ms. Volk,” Etele called, pointing to their left. “Perhaps we can go through the gym?” The gymnasium had doors on the far side that led out into the fields behind the school.

“Yes,” Ms. Volk replied, leading her line of students into the large room. Their feet echoed, and while some of the children laughed at the suddenness of their changed schedule, others had sensed Ms. Volk’s concern and were beginning to ask questions.

“Etele, what’s going on?”

Etele felt a small hand grab her own and looked down to see Maeve gazing up at her with big eyes. “I don’t know, sweetheart,” she replied. “Follow Ms. Volk, and I’m sure it will work out okay.”

“And what if it doesn’t?” Maeve glanced over her shoulder. “Where’s Lazlo?”

“He’s with his teacher,” Etele reassured her. “We will find him as soon as we can.”

“No.” Maeve frowned. “I need to find him now.” She released Etele’s hand and sprinted across the gym.

“Maeve!” she called out. “Come back here!” But the child ignored her. Etele met Ms. Volk’s eyes in a silent request for permission.

“Go get her,” Ms. Volk ordered. 

Etele nodded and chased after the child, who had already burst through the doors back into the hallway.

“Maeve!” Etele called. Students and teachers now mobbed the hallway, all trying to exit the school. “Go through the gym,” she suggested to a nearby teacher, who nodded and began to herd their class through the doors. 

Etele dodged the small bodies, weaving in and out. She could see Maeve’s pigtails ahead of her, but the child kept just far enough away that she couldn’t grab her. She watched as Maeve’s hand latched onto Lazlo’s wrist. He glanced up with a broad smile, surprised and pleased to see his sister. 

“Come with me,” Maeve ordered her little brother.

“Lazlo, you need to stay with the class,” his teacher called out, seeing what was happening. 

“I can take him,” Etele said. Maeve was a stubborn child. She wouldn’t leave her brother behind. “I’ll keep them together.”

The teacher nodded once and turned her attention back to the rest of her class. 

“This way.” Etele frowned at Maeve. “You shouldn’t have run off like that.”

Maeve shrugged, firmly clasping her brother’s hand. 

Etele led them back toward the gymnasium and through the doors. Many more people crowded the room now, all flowing toward the various doors. She cut behind one class, making sure the two children stayed close to her, and pushed open a door. 

And then came the explosion. The sound crashed over them and the floor rumbled underfoot, but it was clear it had come from another part of the building. Children screamed and cried, and teachers rushed to get their students out of the building as quickly as possible. 

Etele’s heart thundered in her chest as she shoved open the door and guided the two children outside. “Run!” she yelled, pointing toward the gently swaying mushroom trees beside the river. “Go! Go!”

The sky above was no longer a calming blue. Instead, metal ships—sky fighters—screamed overhead, leaving trails of smoke behind them. Their glittering metal shells glinted in the sunlight, a harsh and cold contrast to the usually serene, natural landscape she was accustomed to. 

“Etele!” Maeve screamed, her pigtails flying out behind her as she ran away from the school building, now ablaze.

Etele scooped up Maeve in one arm and Lazlo, who now had tears streaming down his face, with the other, and ran toward the woods ahead of them. Her breath came in hard gasps, and sweat dripped down her forehead as her legs strained under the extra weight of the two children. 

“Etele!” Natali screamed from where she stood at the edge of the mushroom forest. She waved her arms, several children all rushing past her to get under the cover of the mushroom caps. The town emergency shelter was hidden in those woods—that must be where they were headed. “This way! Follow me!” 

Another bomb dropped, and a house not too far from the school erupted into flames. 

Natali’s older brother stood beside her, a look of intensity on his face as he watched the sky fighters careening through the sky above. 

And then, one landed in the empty space between Etele and the woods, taking advantage of the wide-open green field the children used to play games. She skidded to a halt, eyes wide, watching as a hatch opened, and soldiers decked out in gear from head to toe marched out, hands on their weapons. 

Etele could see Natali on the other side of the ship, screaming at the top of her lungs. Her brother had broken into a run, and as she watched, the soldiers faced him, ignoring the children and teachers making a break for the forest.

Etele took the opportunity and ran around them, the two children clinging to her as tightly as they could. She could see Mrs. Volk already at the edge of the trees with the rest of the class. When Etele arrived at the edge of the trees, Natali took Lazlo from her, and with one last look over her shoulder at her brother, now throwing punches at the soldiers, led her into the trees.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




“What’s going on?” Etele demanded. Maeve’s arms wrapped so tightly around her neck, she found it hard to breathe. 

“I think they’ve found you—your father, at least,” Natali said, a concerned expression on her face. “They’ve finally come.” 

“They,” Etele repeated. “They...” Her eyes widened as realization sank in. “They’ve come.” The soldiers. The sky fighters. They must be from the city. Rove City. A space-faring, interstellar city that was supposed to be lightyears away. Also Etele’s place of origin, the city her family had fled from when she was only a child. “But why?”

Natali shook her head. “Your father tried to warn us when you first came here. He tried to tell us they would come eventually. At least, that’s what my mom told me. But we’re too nice, I guess. Told him you’re all welcome to stay.” A single tear slid down her cheek. “And now we’re paying the price.”

“I don’t understand,” Etele exclaimed. Her father had never told her anything of the sort. “Why did they come for us?” She wrapped her arms more tightly around Maeve, and the little girl’s grip around Etele’s neck tightened. “What did my father do?”

“I don’t know.” Natali shrugged. “Mom didn’t tell me much. And she told me never to talk with you about it. So I didn’t.”

Etele’s mind raced. Not half an hour ago, she’d been reveling in the sweet smells of fall, the cool breeze, and the beautiful weather. And now, she was fleeing for her life from Rove City soldiers, who were apparently hunting down her own family. Around her, children and teachers ran through the mushroom forest. For the moment, she knew they had to focus on survival. The “why” could come later. 

“What should we do?” she asked. 

“We have to get to the shelter,” was all Natali said.

They ducked and dodged through the undergrowth, weaving down the familiar paths. Etele tried not to think about the destruction happening behind her. She tried not to think about the destruction they’d already caused. She tried not to think about the people still in harm’s way... 

“Your brother,” Etele whispered, glancing over at Natali’s profile. He had attacked the soldiers. Directly. With no weapons or armor—just himself.

Natali shook her head, jaw clenched and eyes dry.

It didn’t take long for Etele’s legs to burn from carrying Maeve. But no matter how many times she considered it, she couldn’t bring herself to put the child down. She kept her eye on Lazlo, still held tightly by Natali, but he simply stared around them with wide eyes. They walked through the woods—half ran and half walked, more like it—for over a half hour before they heard screaming up ahead. 

Etele and Natali put on a burst of speed and stumbled into the clearing surrounding the shelter. Smoke billowed from the hatch as the few people inside climbed out with the aid of others on the outside. 

“They got here first,” a woman sobbed. Soot streaked across her face and hair, and she coughed between her words. “A bomb triggered when we started the generator. How did they know?”

“We have to keep going,” someone called out. “We can’t fight back and we can’t stay here.”

“We don’t have supplies!” someone else argued. “And winter could fall any day.”

“We can find supplies. Or we can contact the city to send someone to rescue us. But we have to go. It’s our only option.”

Etele glanced at Natali, whose worry was etched in lines around her eyes and mouth. What would they do? Where would they go? They had to protect the children first. But it would take weeks to reach the city on foot. How would they survive? And what about everyone else? Etele’s father, Natali’s family, all the other people still in the village...

At that moment, a sky fighter roared past overhead. It left a trail of bluish smoke behind it. Those hiding ducked down behind the towering mushrooms, but it didn’t fire at them, just continued on its way.  

“What if they go to the city and destroy it before we get there?” one of the teachers asked in a hoarse whisper. His expression was fearful. 

“The city has weapons,” Asa, one of the town doctors, replied. He breathed heavily, having just arrived. “And we can forage for food along the way. I agree—we must go. But first, we must organize. And to do that, we need more information.” He scanned the group of people, his eyes falling on Etele and Natali. “You two. Come here.”

Etele set Maeve down. “You hang on to your brother, okay?” she whispered. The child nodded solemnly as a nearby teacher met Etele’s eyes, a silent acknowledgment that she would watch out for the two additional children.

Asa pulled Natali and Etele away from the rest of the group. “You need to go back,” he spoke in a hushed tone. “Be very careful not to be seen. And learn anything you can. Count soldiers, if possible, count ships. How many have landed? How much damage have they done to our town? I know this task is difficult, but our first priority is to protect the people and the children who have made it out this far. If you have the opportunity to rescue someone while staying safe yourself, then of course you must, but please—do not put yourselves at undue risk. Do you understand me?”

Etele nodded, her eyes fixed on Asa and her heart pounding. She understood why he had chosen her and Natali—they were young, fast, and strong, and didn’t have anyone relying on them. But knowing that didn’t change the terror Etele felt. 

“Natali, find your mother if you can. We need her leadership.” His eyes shifted to Etele. “Etele, try to find your father. Any information he might have on the soldiers could be critical to our success.”

Natali and Etele glanced at each other and jogged into the forest, back in the direction of the town. It was much faster going without the added weight of the children, and they made it back to the edge of the fields quickly. 

The scene before them... Etele didn’t even know how she would begin to put it into words. Smoke billowed from both ends of the school building, and flames licked up the walls of the gymnasium. Several more sky fighters had landed in the large field, and the town swarmed with soldiers. They dressed in all black from head to toe, and shot their guns at anything that moved. One soldier dragged what appeared to be a body across the grass. Alive or dead, she couldn’t tell.
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