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PROLOGUE



Of Sisters and Slippers
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Once upon a time in Eastphalia,


there lived a girl, beautiful and sweet,


who had very small feet


and was always discreet.


Her father had died,


her mother was tired,


her sister was just as petite.


She met her Prince Charming,


who was very disarming


and made her life complete.


But then came the Beauty,


with eyes like braziers


and a voice of snakes and sandpaper,


who stole the prince at a ball.


Cinderella stole everything,


including the glass slippers –


leaving our sweet girl nothing at all.


For this tale is about


Hortense and Beatrice,


two sisters


not wicked in the least –


more like betrayed,


for the glass slippers were Hori’s!


As was the prince!


And the happily ever after!


So this is the story of their friends –


Clever Filomena,


Dashing Jack,


Adorable Alistair,


and Glamorous Gretel –


and how they get it all back.









Part One




Wherein . . .


Filomena and her friends return to Never After.


They discover a house made of candy.


And they meet the wickedly fun sisters of Rosewood.












CHAPTER ONE



A Slipper-y Slope, Pun Definitely Intended
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‘Anyone care to enlighten me on what’s happening with this Cinderella scandal, or is this going to be another one of those things I have to discover on my own?’ Filomena asks the gang when, after crossing the Bridge to Nowhere high in the mountains above Los Angeles, they arrive back in Never After. After paying the toll to the disgruntled billy goat, Mr. Gruff, they land somewhere on the eastern border of Westphalia, a place that, until very recently, twelve-year-old Filomena thought only existed in her favourite books – and her imagination.


She still can’t quite believe she’s actually walking through a dark and dangerous forest beside the ever-so-dashing Jack the Giant Stalker and his lovable sidekick, Alistair.


‘Sure, happy to enlighten,’ says Gretel, who has stopped briefly to adjust her bespoke travel cloak. The Cobbler’s fashionable daughter has quickly become one of Filomena’s closest friends and never misses an opportunity to shed light on Never After’s particulars and peculiarities. Gretel explains that they’re back in Never After to get the glass slippers from Cinderella, who is apparently a spoiled brat and not at all an innocent pawn of nefarious stepmother schemes.


‘Slippers? I thought it was just the one,’ Filomena says. Gretel waves her hand. ‘That’s just another fairy tale fallacy. Both glass slippers were stolen. Stolen Slippers, with an S. You can’t wear just one shoe!’


‘But didn’t Cinderella own the glass slippers?’ Filomena asks.


Gretel looks horrified. ‘Lies! All lies! They were never hers!’


Filomena knows Gretel is telling the truth, but it’s still hard to believe at times. Despite being a true Nevie at heart (a super superfan of the Never After books, duh – also called a stan by those who spend too much time on the internet), there are things even Filomena doesn’t know.


Filomena remains a little unclear as to which stories are ‘true’ and which are made up. Because, judging from the Never After books, it appears the stories everyone grew up hearing are completely wrong. For instance, the famously evil ‘thirteenth fairy,’ Carabosse – the one who cursed Sleeping Beauty – isn’t evil at all. She is none other than Filomena’s loving aunt. Which makes Filomena . . . Sleeping Beauty? Since Filomena is in sixth grade and hates going to sleep, it’s hard to believe she could grow up to experience the terrible fate Carabosse foresaw for her (ogres, bloodshed, tragedy; see book one of this series, ha!).


And now, apparently Cinderella is not some sweet orphan forced to escape the wickedness of her stepsisters, but rather some kind of thief?


This is what Filomena is pondering as she ducks under vines and branches, making her way through a land that still feels strange, like a half-forgotten dream. It’s not a place where she feels at home quite yet.


Of course, Westphalia has seen better days. The thorn-covered kingdom finally woke from an enchanted sleep once Filomena and her friends broke the spell holding them captive by chasing away Queen Olga of Orgdale (seriously, go read book one!), but there’s still a long way to go before it returns to its former glory. The once-bustling village square is empty and abandoned, and the fields are barren and fallow after seasons of neglect. Filomena’s not sure how much time has passed in Never After since she went home to North Pasadena. To her it was only a few weeks, but time works differently on this side of the portal. In the time she’s been away, a regent has been installed in the castle, but also the villagers are hoping King Vladimir’s heir will return.


King Vladimir’s heir . . . That would be Sleeping Beauty, right? Meaning one Filomena Jefferson-Cho of North Pasadena, who also happens to be Princess Eliana of Westphalia? She is the princess of the very kingdom through which they are travelling! And yes, she still has that glowing scar on her forehead . . . but you can only see it if you say the spell just right. She’s a princess. But she doesn’t feel like a princess.


Anyhoo . . . are we getting ahead of ourselves? Let’s rewind, shall we?


(Cue traipsing backwards through the woods, across the bridge, and to Filomena’s house in North Pasadena, California; back to her doorstep, where Jack, Alistair and Gretel showed up; back to the dinner table where Filomena sat with her paranoid parents.


Heck, let’s rewind even further than that!)


In her Hollywood studio, Gretel warns the Cobbler’s elves that she’s going away on a little vacay and asks them to screen all her calls. She, of course, packs her bag as if she’s going to Paris – only the highest of high fashion allowed. Never mind that Olga of Orgdale is still out there, plotting her revenge with her terrifying ogre minions. Danger schmanger! Chunky wedges, rhinestone-covered jumpsuits, and cool ripped jeans – check, check, check! She is ready for the next adventure!


Meanwhile, Alistair is grumbling on and on about hunting for cheeseburgers as he and Jack Stalker prepare to embark on yet another life-threatening, world-saving escapade. Ever the reliable one, Jack promises they’ll stop for a quick meal of those so-called ‘cheeseburgers’ once they collect Filomena.


Over in North Pasadena, Filomena’s parents are getting ready to say goodbye to their one precious child, rattling off a checklist of items for her to remember before leaving the house: safety whistle, foghorn, headlamp, and the latest tracking app so they can watch her every footstep while she plunges deep into another world.


‘It goes like this, on your face,’ says Filomena’s mother helpfully as she straps the headlamp around her daughter’s forehead.


‘It’s the best kind; it illuminates up to fifty feet!’ adds her dad, who’s rocking on his heels in pride.


‘Uhhhh, thanks, guys,’ says their dutiful daughter (who will remove it as soon as she is able). Both of her parents are practically beaming – pun definitely intended – with pride.


‘Remember,’ says her mom. ‘You are braver than you know.’


Filomena packed all the Never After books she thought she might need for the trip, as well as her trusty Dragon’s Tooth sword that was gifted by the Dragons of the Deep. She may not have asked for the responsibility of setting the stories straight and telling the tales true, and writing the thirteenth book, but now that the job’s hers, it’s one she’s taking very seriously. As seriously as she can, anyway, without knowing exactly what she’s doing. It seems the books are writing themselves, even if she’s somehow helping to complete them by simply surviving the adventures and obstacles that come her way. And sure, she may be a good student and an avid reader to boot, but she’s also still learning her role as the embodiment of the thirteenth fairy’s powers and duties.


Once the gang is all assembled, Filomena follows her friends through the forest, ruminating on Cinderella and what may be the truth behind the one we all think we know so well.


‘Do Cinderella’s – I mean, do the Stolen Slippers have anything to do with the prophecy?’ she asks, leaves crunching underfoot. She’s so deep in thought, and the others are so intent on getting to where they’re going, that no one seems to notice the shadowy, stealthy presence that has noticed them. And is following them.


‘You mean the Prophecy?’ says Gretel with a grimace.


Alistair’s face turns pale, and even Jack looks uncomfortable. ‘No one likes to talk about it,’ Jack says quietly.


‘Because no one wants it to be true,’ says Alistair.


Filomena nods. She doesn’t want to think about it, either. Because if the Prophecy is true, then the worst is yet to come. Jack warned them that even if Olga has indeed returned to Orgdale, her ogres still patrol the edges of Westphalia and keep everyone on their toes. Only a few places in Never After are free from the witch queen’s reign of terror. And though Filomena knows there may be danger lurking nearby, she can’t stay quiet – she has too many questions.


‘You guys, Aladdin’s Lamp and Cinderella’s glass slippers are somehow connected to the Prophecy, right?’ she asks.


Before anyone can reply, a thunderbolt cracks. A loud boom echoes overhead, rumbling through the sky and making the ground shake beneath their feet. Filomena steadies herself before she can topple over, but just as she gains her footing again, lightning strikes down around her and mocking laughter fills the air – the signature sound of an Ogre’s Wrath.


Whatever was tracking them stealthily is now tracking them not so stealthily.


With all the heroism he can muster, Alistair tackles her to the ground just as another thunderbolt hits and screams, ‘Look out!’


Or not, she thinks as she slams into the forest floor. Though she’s appreciative of her friend trying to protect her, swan diving face-first into the dirt was not what she had in mind when she imagined returning to this place. Or, at the very least, it’s not what she hoped for.


She certainly can’t say she’s missed this part in particular. The ogre attacks. The imminent danger that seems to follow them at every turn. The near-death experiences. THE HORROR!


Gretel screams, which makes Alistair scream even louder in response.


Filomena winces, seeing as Alistair is still deadweight on top of her. ‘Hello, still down here!’ she grumbles over her ringing ears.


But Alistair can’t seem to hear her. Probably because his heart is trying to pound right out of his chest.


The group looks over at the Cobbler’s daughter. ‘Gretel! Are you OK?’ asks Jack as he rushes to check on her.


‘I’m fine!’ Gretel shrieks. ‘But my white jeans – they’re ruined!’


The others let out one combined sigh. Whether it’s due to relief or irritation, no one can be sure.


Filomena would roll her eyes if all this dirt weren’t stuck between her eyelashes. She spits out a mouthful of mud pie. ‘Hey, G? Next time, can you try to scream only if you’re in trouble? We’ve talked about this.’


‘Yeah, we thought you were hurt,’ agrees Jack.


Alistair nods. ‘That is usually why people scream, Gretel.’


Jack shakes his head with a wry smile.


‘You guys try getting mud stains out of white denim,’ cries Gretel. ‘Why am I even here?!’


‘You’re the one who insisted that we have to get your friend’s shoes back!’ argues Jack.


‘First of all, they are high-end, one-of-a-kind custom glass slippers with magical properties. Second of all, Hortense is my cousin! Third of all, Filomena’s right, the Prophecy—’


Another thunderbolt cracks, and this time the lightning zaps Gretel’s hairpins and, subsequently, her carefully styled hair. Her eyes bulge as each strand of hair stands at wicked attention. The rest of the crew waits until the last of the hairspray sizzles out.


Jack pats at the tiny sparks and embers on Gretel’s head. He tries not to laugh as Gretel stares at him in disbelief. Then he chuckles nervously, saying, ‘It looks fine to me.’


Gretel swats his hand away. ‘I can’t believe my father is relaxing in Boca while I’m here, getting electrocuted and stalked by giant ogres.’ She lets out an exaggerated groan.


Filomena, still on the ground, blinks at her friends. ‘Hey, guys, um, what happened to the sun?’


‘Speaking of giant ogres . . .’ Alistair starts. He clears his throat and points to the gargantuan beast of an ogre that’s now directly behind Gretel, towering over her.


Gretel looks up and says, ‘I told you!’


A silent moment passes while everyone holds their breath and stares at the giant beast. Then, Gretel screams again. This time the sound is bloodcurdling.


Alistair pops up at once and holds a hand out to Filomena, an apologetic smile on his face. ‘At least this time she has a reason to scream, am I right?’


Filomena takes his hand, and he yanks her to her feet. She grins back. ‘You’ve got a point there!’


The vines on Jack’s arms, which he can release and lengthen at will, are busy wrapping around the ogre as he tries to take down the oversized oaf. ‘Little help, guys?’ he calls.


‘Oh, right,’ says Alistair as he and Filomena unsheathe their Dragon’s Tooth swords. They’re just about to charge the ogre when its face contorts. Its eyes pop open in shock. A loud throaty grunt escapes its mouth, causing the ground to tremble. It starts to sway like it’s about to fall.


Another scream is heard, yet again belonging to Gretel, which is shocking to no one. What is shocking, however, is her incredible rage.


With the fury of, well, a Fury, she stabs the ogre repeatedly – with the pair of heavy-duty fabric scissors that she never travels without. ‘That’s for my white jeans!’ A few quick stabs. The ogre tilts some more. ‘That’s for my hair!’ The ogre drops to its knees, nearly crushing Jack in the process (who just barely leaped out of the way). Another fury of stabs from Gretel. ‘And that’s for almost squashing my friend!’


The ogre backs away, trips on a branch and crashes to the ground.


‘OK, Gretel,’ says Alistair cautiously, holding his hands out. ‘I think you got him. Do you mind putting those away?’


‘Sorry. Phew, that was like therapy.’ Gretel wipes the blades clean of the ogre’s green blood with her hankie. ‘Oh man, do you think I killed him?’ she asks as she sheathes the hot-pink scissors. They slide seamlessly into the tailor-made pocket in her coat, designed solely for situations like this.


Jack shakes his head. ‘No. Probably just gave him a few cuts. Ogre skin is almost impenetrable. He’s lucky you didn’t use your Dragon’s Tooth sword! But we should disappear before he wakes up!’


‘Have you ever looked into anger management?’ Filomena teases Gretel as they back away from the fallen ogre. The Cobbler’s daughter works with such demanding clientele in a customer-service setting; Filomena has no idea how she gets through each day without ever cutting anyone with those rhinestone-covered fabric scissors.


Gretel laughs. ‘No, but I have started journaling recently. It’s a great outlet. Same with salt baths and—’


Another thunderbolt strikes, interrupting her. It’s followed by the sound of massive, booming footsteps that seem to be getting closer and closer.


Alistair cuts in with ‘OK, everyone. Can we talk about self-care later? We’ve got a little bit of an ogre-pocalypse here—’ A bolt of lightning narrowly misses him as he jumps out of the way. In the same moment, a mighty roar is heard, followed by that all-too-familiar menacing laughter.


A troop of ogres appears, arms swinging as they hack through the dense foliage. Branches and leaves hit the ground just before giant ogre feet stomp over them, crushing them to smithereens. Filomena briefly thinks the ogres are taking the phrase ‘crisp autumn leaves’ to the next level and bets her writer parents would appreciate the imagery. Although they certainly wouldn’t appreciate the irony – or the danger that has found their precious daughter once again.


Filomena and her friends take off running then, with Jack Stalker guarding the rear. He pauses to unleash vines from his arms, tripping the ogres and slowing them down.


‘That never gets old, dude,’ shouts Alistair with a grin, looking back at Jack.


Filomena smiles. Despite the mud and screaming, the ogres and the near-death experience, she can’t help but think to herself how good it is to be back with her friends. And to be fighting alongside Jack Stalker, the handsome hero of the Never After books. They could always count on Jack, master of those wild vines, to set them free.









CHAPTER TWO



Stepsisters and Slippers
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Once Filomena and her friends manage to find safety, they settle in an open clearing, sprawling out on the grass to catch their breath. With Jack’s help they outran the ogres, who soon gave up the chase. The monstrous beasts rumbled through the forest, headed the other way, deciding that a group of kids wasn’t worth derailing their original mission.


‘Good. They’re back to their regular patrols,’ says Jack, watching the ogres retreat through his Seeing Eye, a handy device that works like a powerful telescope, capable of seeing anything or anyone. ‘I think they’ve given up.’


Filomena exhales as her heart slows to its regular beat. She’s conveniently forgotten how much cardio is required in Never After. ‘Gretel, you were saying? About the slippers?’


Gretel sits up, leaning on one elbow. ‘OK, it’s kind of a long story,’ she begins. ‘Anyway, a long, long time ago, my dad made some . . . magic shoes. Like, insane magic shoes. And not just any old shoes; these are glass slippers that don’t crack when you wear them and that reveal and greatly enhance the true beauty of the wearer. They have other secret powers as well.’


‘Secret powers?’ asks Alistair. ‘Like what?’


Gretel rolls her eyes. ‘I don’t know! That’s why they’re called secret, duh!’


‘But they’re not Cinderella’s?’ Filomena asks, double-checking.


‘No. Like I told you, Cinderella’s story is a lie,’ says Gretel. ‘It’s strange, because in the mortal world, you guys think everything’s already happened. But in Never After, it hasn’t. There’s still time to make sure the wrong thing doesn’t take place.’


‘So if the glass slippers aren’t Cinderella’s, whose are they?’


‘Well, that’s the thing,’ replies the Cobbler’s daughter. ‘My dad made them years and years ago for his sister.’


Filomena wrinkles her nose. She’s so sure of Cinderella’s story . . . at least, the way it’s been told, over and over, in countless books and movies in the mortal world: Cinderella, a young lady of means, was the daughter of a widowed father who remarried to a horrid, greedy hag with two awful daughters of her own. When her father died, Cinderella was turned into a servant in her own house. Next, salvation: a fairy godmother, a makeover of fantastic proportions with those famous glass slippers, a royal ball, a marriage to a prince, and a happily ever after.


Gretel continues, ‘When my aunt passed away, my cousins, Hortense and Beatrice, inherited the slippers. Anyway, a while ago my cousins wrote that something terrible had happened: the glass slippers were missing! They were heartbroken because those shoes were one of the last of their mother’s belongings they owned.’


Filomena nods, thinking how she might feel if something special to her own mother was taken from her.


‘Those slippers have very strong magic in them, and if they fall into the wrong hands, well . . . you guys know the Prophecy,’ says Gretel.


Filomena solemnly recites the verses out loud.




Thirteen fairies to this world were born.


Thirteen fairies of ogres’ scorn.


Thirteen blessings the fairies gave;


All the gifts that ogres crave.


If fairies’ gifts fall into ogres’ hands . . .





Filomena can’t bear to speak the final lines of the Prophecy.


The three of them nod gravely.


Gretel leans back on the grass again, crossing her arms under her head like a pillow. ‘Dad would have come himself, but he’s not as strong as he used to be. He said it’s up to me to get them back. For some reason, he chose to trust me with this over Hansel. Probably because Hansel isn’t as detail orientated as I am.’


Alistair nods. ‘Well, Hansel is an artist.’


‘So am I!’ says Gretel. ‘Couture is as much of an art as baking cakes!’


Alistair’s cheeks redden, an unspoken apology clear on his face.


Gretel’s tone softens. ‘Anyway, if I hadn’t met you guys, I wouldn’t have even known how to get back here.’ She smiles bashfully. ‘We’ve got to find the Stolen Slippers and return them to their rightful owner as soon as possible. Especially since, according to the Prophecy, we don’t have much time . . .’


Jack chimes in then. ‘As soon as Gretel told us the story of the sisters and their shady stepsister, Alistair and I knew right away: Cinderella is the culprit.’


‘So Cinderella is your cousins’ stepsister?’ asks Filomena.


Gretel nods emphatically. ‘Yes, and she’s definitely the only one who had the opportunity. She lived in their house. And talk about motive. She was always jealous of my cousins. She’s always resented them for some reason.’


Filomena nods thoughtfully. ‘But are you guys sure Cinderella would steal them? I’m just saying, in my world – our world, Gretel, you know as well as I do how the story goes.’


‘And how outrageously untrue it is, yes!’ Gretel insists. ‘Trust me on this. The Cobbler is my father. Hori and Bea are my cousins, and they’ve been slandered by this fairy tale! They aren’t evil at all! They cared for Cinderella! They took her in when no one else would! And this is how she repays them, by stealing the most precious heirlooms they own!’


‘And how does this all relate to the Prophecy?’ asks Filomena.


‘I’m not quite sure, but I know it’s important,’ says Gretel. ‘Dad wouldn’t have sent me back here otherwise. He’s really worried. We’ve got to get those slippers back from Cinderella, stat!’


‘And if we don’t?’


‘Well, if the Prophecy’s anything to go by, I’m pretty sure the fate of Never After rests on it,’ says Gretel, turning to Jack for support. ‘Dad kind of hinted as much.’


Jack nods. ‘Right.’ He doesn’t say any more. No one likes to think about the Prophecy too much.


‘The fate of our world, in jeopardy? What are we waiting for, then?’ Alistair chides, jumping to his feet.


‘Exactly! Step one, we have to find my cousins. They can help us track down Cinderella. There’s just one problem,’ says Gretel. ‘I have no idea how to get to Rosewood Manor.’


‘Hmm, that is a problem,’ says Filomena. ‘But maybe there’s a way to figure it out.’ She sits up, shrugs off her backpack, and locates what she’s looking for. Bingo. Book three in the series.


Filomena’s friends are used to this by now. Filomena’s quiet introspection, her encyclopaedic recall of the ‘fictional’ Never After books. At this point, they don’t even question it. They just give her a few moments to find whatever it is she’s looking for.


She thumbs through the pages, seeking out the right passage. ‘Aha!’ she says. ‘Thought so. A pair of wicked stepsisters are mentioned in the third book of the Never After series. That has to be them, right? Says right here Rosewood Manor’s in Eastphalia.’ She squints at the horizon. ‘Which is not far from where we are, right?’


Jack nods, and Filomena knows that’s why he brought them here. He’s always one step ahead of everyone.


‘Stop calling them wicked!’ says Gretel, peering over Filomena’s shoulder. ‘Does the book actually call them that?’


Filomena squints at the page, turning it oh-so-subtly away from Gretel’s prying eyes. ‘Hmm, it says “wickedly fun stepsisters.” My eyes must have skipped over the fun part since everyone always calls them the wicked stepsisters.’


Gretel raises an eyebrow. ‘Also, how long ago was this written? Can we even be sure they’re still there?’


‘Yeah, what if they moved?’ Alistair asks. ‘Maybe they’re biportal, like you guys,’ he says, looking at Filomena and Gretel.


Filomena tucks the book back in her pack, zips it up and stands. She brushes the last bits of dirt from her jeans and shrugs. Her curly hair is a bit of a mess since Alistair pushed her down, and she attempts to smooth it. ‘Then we find out.’


‘You say it like it’s so simple,’ says Jack Stalker, a hint of amusement in his eyes. Or was that admiration?


Gretel is busy picking apart a dandelion when Filomena snaps her fingers, getting her attention. ‘Well? What are you guys waiting for? We have a pair of Stolen Slippers to find!’









CHAPTER THREE



The Weeping Tree
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Alas, Filomena forgot how vast the kingdom of Westphalia is, or perhaps she never understood how much land it covered. It’s one thing to study a map in the pages of a book, and it’s quite another thing to walk it. It felt like they’d already trekked for days, but the sun has just started to sink into the horizon when Jack tells them there’s still more to go. Dusk falls, and with it their spirits. Filomena, who’s never been the kind of kid who gets picked first at dodgeball, is walking more and more slowly.


‘My feet hurt,’ Gretel complains with a frown.


‘Why in Never After did you choose to wear those things, anyway?’ Alistair asks, pointing to her chunky heeled shoes.


‘You think I’d ever sacrifice style for comfort?’ she retorts. ‘Plus I haven’t seen my cousins in years. I wanted to look presentable.’


‘Soon your feet are going to look as bad as your hair,’ replies Alistair. Jack rewards him with an elbow to the ribs and a frown that warns him to keep his mouth shut.


Filomena loops her arm through Gretel’s. ‘Your hair doesn’t look bad,’ she offers, eyeing the frizzy ’do. ‘You can say it’s the new trend back in Hollywood.’


‘They’ll never buy that. I’m the Cobbler’s daughter, for goodness’ sake. I have a reputation to uphold.’ Gretel sniffs.


Filomena scans Gretel up and down, checking out her latest outfit. ‘You look awesome, promise.’ Tailored white jeans (albeit now with brown stains at the knees), a black-and-white-striped shirt, and a blue blazer with gold buttons, along with accentuating gold bangles and jewellery. Filomena thinks, I could never pull off an outfit that cool or cute.


Filomena wouldn’t know fashion – not the way Gretel does – if it bit her in the butt. Plus she doubts her parents would even recognize her if she tried to walk out of the house in something like that. Not to mention they’d probably think any sort of interesting outfit will only draw more (unnecessary) attention. Her parents have an unnerving obsession with all matters regarding safety. For Filomena’s own good, it’s better that she never stand out.


Comes with the territory of being evil-queen bait, she muses, thinking of Queen Olga and her compulsion with finding the princess – which was, um, Filomena.


She shudders, then looks down at her own outfit: faded jeans, her favourite hoodie, and worn-in purple combat boots (any combat entered is unintentional) now covered with specks of mud. She couldn’t look more different from Gretel if she tried. But it’s OK to be different from other people, even your own friends.


Back home, Filomena prefers to be different from the people around her. Especially the mean kids at school. Those Fettucine Alfredos thought they were so cool. Filomena almost laughs remembering when their true natures were revealed at last (ahem – remember the first Never After book, The Thirteenth Fairy? If you haven’t read it yet, you really should . . . ). She wonders if anyone at school has even noticed she’s gone. For now, she’s glad to be away from all the sixth-grade drama. Even if Never After adventures do come with ogre attacks.


‘How much further?’ Alistair whines. ‘I wish we had cheeseburgers.’


‘Aren’t you sick of those yet?’ Filomena asks him.


‘Never ever or even after,’ he says, a wistful look on his face.


She shakes her head. ‘Jack, are we getting any closer?’


Jack stops walking, then fiddles around in his pocket. Once again he pulls out his Seeing Eye, looks through the instrument and peers around. Then he puts it down, squinting off into the distance. ‘Not quite sure. The darker it gets, the harder it is to tell. I don’t see any swoop holes we could use to get there faster.’


Filomena nods. From the books, she knows swoop holes are miniportals that can transport travellers around Never After much faster than walking.


Filomena’s never been truly afraid of the dark, but as she looks around, she starts to feel unease. They’re out of the forest now and walking on the outskirts of a village. They haven’t bumped into many fellow travellers, and the few they have come across displayed a nervousness that’s unsettling. A ginger cat in huge boots had hurriedly stomped by without even meowing a hello, and a troupe of boys with donkey ears galloped away before Filomena and her friends could ask for directions.


The moonlight plays off branches and hanging vines, splattering dark, ominous shadows across the ground and the tree trunks. A high-pitched screech comes from a creature nearby, startling them.


Filomena jumps a little, but not as much as Alistair. At least Gretel didn’t scream this time.


‘Wh-what was that?’ Alistair stutters, gazing around.


‘Probably just a chippermunk,’ replies Jack coolly. His voice doesn’t waver. There’s a reason he’s the dashing hero of the Never After books. His fear is rare and even more rarely noticed by others even when it is there. Only Filomena notices. In truth, she feels a little too keenly aware of Jack at times, attuned like a compass to his moods and his reactions.


There’s another screech, and finally they come across fellow travellers. Sure enough – Jack is right – it’s a pair of chippermunks. Except Filomena finds they’re nothing like the happy little critters described in the books; these creatures are downright downtrodden. They’re slightly larger than squirrels, and instead of ties and tailcoats (according to the author of the Never After series, chippermunks are always ready for a party), they wear shabby rags.


The chippermunks scream almost as loud as Gretel when they notice Filomena and her friends on the road.


‘It’s OK, we’re not ogres,’ says Alistair soothingly. ‘We’re not about to kidnap you or take you to Queen Olga.’


The chippermunks look slightly relieved. ‘You’re too short to be an ogre,’ squeaks one.


‘Well, excuse me,’ says Alistair with a laugh.


‘Are you guys from around here?’ asks Gretel. ‘Would you know the way to Rosewood Manor?’


‘What’s it to you?’ one chippermunk asks suspiciously.


‘The girls who live there are my cousins.’


‘No, no, we don’t know anything or anyone,’ says the other chippermunk, shaking its little head forcefully and tugging on its companion’s sleeve. ‘Please leave us alone.’


‘We’re just hoping to—’


‘LEAVE US ALONE!’ screeches the chippermunk. And with that, they scurry off into the night.


‘What’s wrong with them?’ says Filomena. ‘They acted like we were . . . I don’t know, trolls or something.’


Jack sighs. ‘It’s like this everywhere in Never After now. Olga has too many spies, and no one trusts anyone else. Once upon a time, chippermunks were more than happy to chat and maybe even share a glass of acorn tea. But times have changed.’


‘How awful,’ whispers Gretel.


Alistair’s shoulders slump.


‘Come on, let’s keep going,’ Jack urges gently.


They keep walking in the growing darkness. Filomena’s ears are perked for any other strange noises; she doesn’t want to be caught unawares by an ogre ambush again. She can’t shake the feeling that they’re being watched somehow, that the night has a thousand eyes on them. Something howls in the distance, long and low, and she feels it in her bones now: abject animal fear. Being in Never After is nothing like living in sleepy, bucolic North Pasadena, where the worst that can happen is a neighbour enthusiastically overdecorating their front yard, resulting in a letter from the town committee that their gargantuan trellis is an eyesore and must be taken down immediately.


A twig snaps under Filomena’s foot then, and she clutches Gretel’s shirt.


‘Filomena, please! The last thing I need right now are wrinkles in my top,’ Gretel says, shrugging out of Filomena’s grip.


Jack appears next to Filomena and clears his throat. ‘You can hold on to my arm if you’d like,’ he says softly.


Filomena blushes, now unnerved by his very nearness. She’s always harboured a secret little crush on the Jack Stalker of the books, and the Jack Stalker in real life is even more handsome and dashing than described. Her heart flutters in her chest and she’s too shy to accept. ‘No, it’s fine. I’m OK. I was just spooked by the sound, is all.’ She remembers her parents’ encouraging words: You are braver than you know. But it’s hard to be brave when you’re walking around in pitch black.


‘It’s OK to be frightened of what you cannot see,’ whispers Jack. He holds out his arm.


This time Filomena takes it without saying a word. Aside from the chippermunks, the road is empty, and every cottage they pass is dark. Not one candle is lit in any window.


‘Where is everyone?’ Gretel asks, rubbing her arms as though she’s felt a sudden chill.


‘Ever since the fairy tribes went underground, people have been left to live without magic and without hope. The lights went out all over Never After,’ Jack says quietly. ‘Since then the ogres patrol the villages at random, at any hour, and they’re worse at night. Sometimes they’ll grab someone off the street for nothing. The ogres will say they’re breaking the rules and then start breaking their bones. So if anyone is here, they’re probably hiding.’


Filomena doesn’t miss the hint of sadness in Jack’s tone, the way his eyes wander somewhere she cannot place. She knows instinctively that he must be thinking of his own family. The way they, too, had to hide from unforeseen threats that arrived in the night without warning. The way hiding didn’t save them from the ogres or the fires.


She trembles at the thought of how horrifying that must have been for Jack – watching his home, his family, burn. How their screams must still haunt him. The smell of burnt rubble, the ashes where once they all had laughed together and lived as a family. She grips Jack’s arm a little tighter, giving him a reassuring squeeze. He offers a small smile in response.


Then his face straightens; he’s back to being the cool and composed Jack Stalker. ‘If my calculations are correct, we should be arriving in Eastphalia soon enough. It should be just through these woods and around the bend. We’ll know we’re on the main road when we see the Weeping Tree.’


‘Oh wow, you mean the site of the Last Battle?’ Filomena asks excitedly. She’d read all about it in the Never After series. The Weeping Tree – which used to be known as the Tree of Life – was once home to many of the Summer Court’s thirteen fairy tribes.


‘Yes,’ Jack affirms a little curtly, and Filomena is chastened. To her it’s only a story about an epic battle, but Jack lived it.


‘There it is,’ says Alistair, pointing just ahead, to a large, looming figure.


Jack pulls out his Seeing Eye, which shines brightly in the darkness. ‘Still standing,’ he says, more to himself than to any of the others.
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