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From the broken mirror


the prophecy came.


A mother’s cursed illness,


A crying shame!


The ogre queen cast it,


And there’s only one cure:


To find the sacred sword


Excalibur!


But the sword is hidden


deep in Camelot,


And this Never After kingdom


is not like the rest,


Each pathway a challenge;


Each encounter a test.


Filomena Jefferson-Cho


has newly taken her throne,


But in order to save her mother,


She must travel alone.


Things in Camelot


are not as they seem.


Is what you see real?


Or simply a dream?










PART ONE





Wherein . . .


Filomena travels through fields and forests, only to meet some familiar faces.


A pit stop brings miscommunication, dating advice, and an exit stage left.


Everyone learns that even tests, witches, and plot twists are more complicated in Camelot.













CHAPTER ONE



FILOMENA, TOTO, AND IRA, OH MY!
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Filomena Jefferson-Cho of North Pasadena, known to some as Eliana, daughter of the fairy Rosanna, and now also known as the rightful queen of Westphalia (Filo can still hardly believe that part) is riding a horse down a long, empty, winding path. For the first time since landing in Never After several months, many adventures, and three books ago, Filomena is alone. Though she’s fought ogres as often as a normal twelve-year-old has sleepovers, and though she’s rescued kingdoms, outwitted thieves, reversed enchantments, and escaped evil queens – this might be the strangest thing she’s faced in all of Never After.


Because she’s alone. Well, not completely alone, she supposes. She does, after all, have her newly created built-in mentor, guide, and friend, the formerly broken but now repaired magic talking mirror, Ira Glassman. Right now Ira’s napping, hanging from a strap at Filomena’s hip, because hey, talking mirrors need rest, too. It’s quite a lot of work, possessing mirror world knowledge. Plus, telling the truth can be tiring! So Ira’s fast asleep while Filomena rides her new steed, Toto. Ira named Toto only a few hours ago, when they set off from Northphalia. Filomena agreed with him that the name seemed to fit. Like Dorothy’s little dog, Toto has a lot of personality.


Has it been only a few hours? It’s hard to tell since the landscape has remained the same for most of the journey. The endless rolling green hills in every direction, punctuated now and then only by a smattering of trees. Sometimes Filomena catches a glimpse of a village in the distance. This journey has felt eternal! For Filomena, being without friends always makes time move more slowly. Oh, how she wishes they were here! Alistair would be keeping Filomena company with his jokes; Gretel would be bantering with Filomena. And Jack, well . . . whenever Filo thinks of him, she gets a roller-coaster feeling in her stomach. Or maybe that’s just the feeling of Toto taking a particularly big step on the rocky path. Filomena is not used to riding a horse, after all.


Princess Jeanne swore it would be easy.


They’d all been standing in Princess Jeanne’s stables at the Northphalian castle before Filomena left. ‘It’s just like riding a bike!’ Gretel had piped up.


‘I think that expression means that once you’ve learned it, you never forget it,’ Filomena replied, glancing worriedly at the large white-and-brown-spotted horse whose neck Princess Jeanne was patting. ‘Learning to ride a bike for the first time is not that easy.’


But what choice did she have? Filomena had just found out that her mother’s illness was caused by cursed beauty products sold to Bettina by evil Queen Olga.


‘Now that’s taking being a beauty influencer to a very dark place,’ Gretel had whispered to Alistair, though Alistair had no idea what she was talking about. Sometimes Gretel and Filomena still forgot how little Jack and Alistair knew about the mortal world.


And of course there’s the fact that Ira told Filomena that a cure was to be found in Excalibur. Yet another story Filomena knows from the mortal world that she now has to carry out herself. But that wasn’t even the worst of it; Ira also told Filomena that she had to go on this quest alone. Ira is a magic mirror, so Filomena was taking this prophecy seriously. But why in all of Never After did she have to go alone? She still couldn’t understand it. The only thing that made being in another world bearable while her mum was sick was having friends with her.


So she took Princess Jeanne up on her kind offer of a noble horse, who had whinnied at Filomena in a rather charming manner upon meeting. After a hasty riding lesson, Filo set off on her next adventure. All on her own.


Filomena hears a yawn come from her hip.


‘All right, all right, I’m awake,’ Ira Glassman says. ‘What did I miss? Can you flip me around so I can see everything? Oh, we’re still travelling? So I missed nothing?’


Filomena laughs. ‘Not too much, Ira. So far, it’s been acres of green pasture as far as the eye can see. We’ve just been travelling the path you told me to follow.’


Ira seems to nod, if it’s possible for a talking mirror to nod, and looks out onto the landscape ahead. Verdant grasses sway in the breeze. The fields are empty in every direction. Toto continues clopping forwards, and the rhythm of his movement is relaxing despite the anxiety Filomena feels.


‘Can you tell me a bit more about where we’re going? I’d like to be a little more prepared and maybe not completely reliant on a horse I just met to lead me to the cure for my terminally ill mother.’


Toto gives a disgruntled sniff in response, not pleased with having his directional skills questioned.


‘Filomena, how many times do we have to go over this?’ Ira sighs. ‘You know I would love to dish everything I know. I love to gossip; I love to chat. You know this. I know this. But I’m as bound to the rules the fairies created as any other talking mirror. I can reveal things only at the right time, the time they’re meant to be revealed.’


They’ve had this sort of conversation a few times already in the hours they’ve been travelling, and each time, Filomena still doesn’t quite get it. Does Ira know all? When she and Jack discussed talking mirrors in Snow Country, Jack kept mentioning mirror world knowledge, but what did that actually mean? Filomena understands there are only thirteen talking mirrors in all of Never After – each animated by a fairy – plus Ira the handheld talking mirror Filomena animated thanks to the fairy mark on her forehead. She keeps picturing Ira on the other side of the mirror, sitting in a chair in an empty room, gazing at everything on Filomena’s side, with every piece of knowledge about her world swirling around him.


She has learned, however, that Ira can heal and regenerate just like a person. Though Robin Hood smashed him to pieces a few days ago, Ira had already started to recover. Ira thinks that soon he’ll be able to show images in his mirror face again, as he was made to do.


‘Let me put it this way,’ he says. ‘It’s not just that I’m prevented from telling you things I know. It’s that there are many things I don’t know until the moment they are to be shared with you. Does that make sense? I didn’t know about the Excalibur thing before I said it. I’m like an oracle; it just comes to me. I’m a mere vessel. Get it?’


‘I think so. It’s starting to make a bit more sense. There’s nothing like this in the mortal world, like, at all, so I’m playing catch-up. I’m not like Jack. He’s understood the dynamics of the mirror world since he was born!’


‘Ah yes, Jack the Giant Stalker. I’ve been meaning to ask you about him. How did you two meet, after all?’


Filomena blushes slightly. She leans forwards, laying her head along Toto’s soft neck and wrapping her arms around him. ‘Isn’t that something your mirror world knowledge would cover?’


‘Perhaps, but I like to hear things right from the source.’ He winks.


Filomena gives in. She doesn’t have to be prompted too hard to talk about her favourite people in all the worlds. She tells Ira about their first meeting: running into Jack and Alistair in the mortal world. How they brought her to Never After, how Gretel joined them, how she and Gretel are both biportal, how they’ve been battling the evil ogre queen Olga ever since Filomena arrived in Never After, with little victories here and there but always a larger battle to be won. She tells Ira about meeting Hori and Bea; Cinderella’s ball; being captured by the Beast, Byron; then breaking his curse. How the fairy Zera asked for their help, but then they got sidetracked helping Princess Jeanne rescue her kingdom from evil King Richard and his army.


She talks about how Robin Hood is Princess Jeanne’s childhood friend and how he was in love with Jeanne, wanted to run away with her and leave the kingdoms behind, but she refused because she was committed to finding her crown and ruling Northphalia. Not to mention Jeanne is quite keen on Lord Sharif of Nottingham. So Robin Hood became a thief working with evil Queen Olga, though they have no idea where either Robin or Olga are now. Filomena also tells Ira about Rosie and meeting her and the dwarves in Snow Country, and Colette the fairy, aka Rosie’s mum, also known as Snow White, who died at the hand of evil Queen Christina. And then of course, it was with the help of Rosie that Filomena was able to create Ira in the first place.


It’s only after she says all this that she realizes Ira isn’t listening. ‘You’re not even paying attention. I just told you the whole story, and you were totally zoned out, weren’t you?’


‘It’s just . . . I know about all that. And I know you, Princess Jeanne, Hori, and Prince Charlie were all recently crowned kings and queens of your kingdoms. That’s not what I’m asking, dear. I know the plot. I want to know about you. And about Jack,’ Ira teases.


About her? About Jack? Filomena’s been so focused on the action over the past few months that it’s only in rare moments when she really reflects on herself. On what’s going on inside her, in her heart, and in her mind.


‘Well, what do you want to know?’


‘Is this Jack kid good enough for you? He’s handsome, I’ll give you that, but that’s not everything.’


Filomena laughs. Jack’s pretty much the best person she can think of. He’s kind and brave, and it’s true that he’s very handsome, but more importantly, he’s so fun to be around. Well, except for that time in Snow Country when he was being Jack the Giant Jerk, but to be fair he had just found out that Zera was captured, so Filo can’t really blame him too harshly. Zera was basically a mother to Jack, a mentor and a role model and a protector. Zera was captured and drained of her life by none other than Olga. And Jack had since apologized, of course.


‘Yes, yes, I can confidently say he is a good guy, Ira. More than good enough.’


‘So, what happens with you two now? You’ve smooched a few times . . . now what?’


Her cheeks flush red in the way they do when anyone asks about her and Jack. She’s still getting used to the fact that they’re . . . well, what are they? They definitely like each other. But they didn’t smooch; they kissed briefly. That was all.


‘I have no idea. Absolutely no idea.’


Ira chuckles. ‘I’d say we have a long road ahead on which to figure it out, but it in fact appears as though we may be reaching the next leg of our journey.’


Filomena was so wrapped up in their conversation that she didn’t see what was coming into view. All along the horizon, as far as the eye can see, stretches a forest like a border protecting one side of Never After from the other. It’s apparent that, whatever this is, there’s no choice but to go through it.










CHAPTER TWO



BROCÉLIANDE FOREST
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As they get closer to the forest, Toto begins whinnying loudly. If Filomena were travelling without Toto, she wouldn’t be concerned upon coming to the forest. It looks nothing like the grim darkness of the enchanted Sherwood Forest. Instead, it’s leafy and bright, with trees as tall as mortal world skyscrapers. It stretches as far as she can see to either side, into a horizon of green grasses. A forest without end. How had she not seen this before? It’s as if it just appeared while she was talking to Ira. And it’s quiet, too. Everything feels still, except for a cold breeze rushing through the branches. But Toto whinnies again as they step up to the edge of the forest. Filomena knows from living with her beloved Pomeranian puppy, Adelina Jefferson-Cho, that animals have great instincts. Adelina always gets flustered about two minutes before someone knocks on the door, as if she can sense a potential intruder or a dangerous presence.


‘What is this place, Ira?’ Filomena whispers. She’s not sure why she’s whispering, but it’s so quiet, she feels compelled.


‘I believe this is the border between the parts of Never After that you know and, well, where we’re trying to go,’ Ira says solemnly.


‘Okay, great!’ Filomena says in what she hopes is a bright, casual manner. ‘So we’ll just ride on through the forest and see what’s on the other side.’


She tries to speak with confidence, but her heart is pounding. Doing this alone feels so completely different from when she was with the League of Seven. Having Jack, Alistair, Gretel, Rosie, Byron, and Beatrice by her side had made her feel capable, protected. Six people had had her back whatever the situation. Now it’s just her. Ira may be smart, but he can’t exactly swing a sword or block an attack. And Toto, Filomena can already tell, is much more flight than fight.


Filomena gently gives Toto a tap with the stirrups, indicating she’s ready to move forwards, just like Princess Jeanne showed her. Whatever lies ahead there’s no choice now. She has to get through it. It’s not like they can go around the forest. And what’s the problem, really? It’s just a nice-looking forest. She’s been in plenty of forests before.


As Toto steps forwards, into the forest, the trees appear to shift just slightly. He walks on the soft brown earth of the forest floor, the tall ancient trunks standing around them feeling as if they’re leaning closer. The sun is softly dappling through the treetop canopy twenty, thirty, forty feet overhead. The more steps Toto takes, the more the trees’ bark and leaves begin to shift, to be shrouded in slight mist. The mist seems to rise from the forest floor itself, and the trunks start shimmering. Soon Filomena, Ira, and Toto appear to be surrounded by trunks that reflect like mirrors, obscured by a soft haze.


‘What is this place?’ she whispers again to Ira, hoping for a more specific answer.


Ira doesn’t respond. She looks into the antique handheld mirror that Rosie gave her to animate Ira’s home, and all she sees is her own reflection. It’s just a regular mirror. A chill runs up her spine. Where did Ira go?


Even Toto is silent, pacing in a slow rhythm forwards, forwards.


‘Okay, time to test my galloping skills,’ Filomena whispers to herself. The faster she gets through this, the better. If they just charge through to the other side . . .


But Toto won’t gallop. They’d practised this many times at the Northphalian castle when Princess Jeanne and Beatrice had taught Filomena how to ride. But now Toto isn’t responding to the signal. He’s just slowly taking steps, one after another. Something is off.


Filomena looks around, scanning the trees for danger. She sees nothing. But even if she did, what would she do about it? She’s no real fighter. How would she know if she can hold her own in a fight? The whole time she’s been in Never After, Jack has protected her. She’s no talent; she’s no hero. She just stumbled across the League of Seven. She’s just along for the ride, so to speak. Her friends are the real heroes. She’s just a girl who read a book series. Just that she was born a princess doesn’t mean anything. She didn’t earn it.


A deep gloom covers Filomena’s chest. It’s like molasses has stuck itself around her heart. An overwhelming sense of despair coats her. Who is she kidding? She’s not fit to run a kingdom. How is she going to do this quest alone? She’s going to fail everyone, especially her mum.


‘Filomena!’


A voice echoes from what seems like miles away, but it’s loud.


‘Filomena! I need you!’


Through the trees the voice calls. It’s familiar . . . It’s her mother’s!


‘Filomena, come home! I need you!’


Suddenly, on a mirrored tree trunk to her left, a misty vision appears. It’s Filomena’s mother, Bettina, lying in bed in their house in North Pasadena. She looks so weak, and she’s crying an endless stream of tears.


‘I need my daughter. I need my Filomena. Why won’t she come home? Why does she insist on staying in Never After? Why doesn’t she care about me?’


Filomena is struck with fear. What are these trees? Are they portals? Are they talking mirrors? Her mother is calling out for her, and she’s not there. She’s a horrible daughter!


Another tree trunk, to her right this time, presents an image. It’s of her friends, the League of Seven, at Northphalia Castle. They’re sitting around a dining table, having a feast.


‘I’m so relieved she’s finally gone,’ Gretel says. ‘She can be so annoying. It’s exhausting to pretend we like her.’


‘Tell me about it!’ Rosie chimes in. ‘Those trolls from her school had it right: Filomena is such a loser. I mean, what kind of name even is Filomena?’


‘If only she weren’t a gift from the fairies, then we wouldn’t have to pretend we like her!’ Alistair says. ‘It’s too bad we need her for our missions.’


‘You think you have it bad?’ Jack says. ‘I have to pretend I have feelings for her!’


They all laugh and laugh and laugh.


‘At least once we’re done saving Never After, we’ll never have to talk to her again!’ Gretel says with a big smile on her face.


‘Yes, the sooner Filomena finishes her quest, the sooner we’ll be rid of her!’ Jack says. ‘She can stay in Westphalia, all alone.’


Filomena sees them all cheer in the mirrored tree trunk.


Filomena can feel hot tears running down her cheeks. Are her friends talking about her right now at the castle? They’re only pretending to like her because they need her to save Never After? All the loneliness she felt from being bullied by the trolls in middle school comes rushing to her. But this is way worse. She thought these people were her best friends in the worlds, that they would love and protect her no matter what. A wave of betrayal washes over her, sharp, like being stabbed by a thousand little knives. She feels like she could fall through to the centre of the Earth. If she doesn’t have these friends, then what is she doing here? What is she trying to save? If they don’t care about her, what’s the point?


She feels the urge to turn around. To abandon this whole quest. What’s the point? She can’t do this alone! But apparently she can’t do this with friends, either. Because they aren’t really her friends. Everything she thinks she knows is wrong. She’s not a hero, she’s not special, she doesn’t know anything. She’s just a silly loser girl who’s been tricked.


Filomena cries, sobs heaving up from her chest. All she wants to do is crawl into bed with her mum and watch a movie. She wants to cuddle Adelina and read about Never After, not live it!


Toto, meanwhile, has been silently, slowly trudging along. They now come to another trunk, this one with a vision of Scheherazade, or Zera, the fairy. Filomena wants to look away, afraid of what she’ll learn, but she finds that she can’t.


In the vision, Zera and Jack are speaking. Zera is shaking her head pitifully. ‘Why did you choose this Filomena girl, Jack?’


‘Zera, you know I’ll do whatever it takes to save Never After. Even if it means pretending to have feelings for someone as bland and boring as Filomena.’


Zera nods sadly. ‘You are brave to take this on, Jack. Filomena has no real talent or courage, but it’s true that we need to use her as a tool in order to save Never After.’


‘I’ll do whatever I can to help, Zera. Including something as horrible as this. I even kissed her, so hopefully she’ll really believe I like her.’


Another jolt of pain stabs Filomena in the heart. Jack is just using her? Because she’s the queen of Westphalia? He’s using her as a political tool? How can that be? That’s so cruel!


This is too much. Tears stream down Filomena’s face. All she wants to do is sit on the couch between her parents, eat a takeaway, and watch a silly TV show. She wants to never leave the house again, let them keep her locked up and away from this horrible place. The idea is so comforting that she begins to turn Toto around. That’s it; I’m out of here. She’s going back to where she belongs, to the mortal world with her parents. Her mum is sick! Her mum needs her!


As Filomena turns Toto around, a glittering path lays itself out on the forest floor, leading her back the way she came. She leads Toto to take a few steps down the path – until dread drops into the pit of her stomach.


Suddenly Filomena remembers why she’s here in the first place. Because things aren’t normal at home. She can’t just sit on the couch between her parents, because her mother is bedridden. She can’t dance around the kitchen with them, because Bettina, her mum, can hardly move. That’s why she’s on this mission alone – to save her mum.


She stops Toto.


The urgency she feels now for her mission clears her mind for just a moment, and that moment of clarity is enough to realize that some of the things that were said in those tree visions were off.


Jack telling Zera that he and Filomena had kissed – that couldn’t be right. Their first kiss happened after Zera died, right before Filomena and Jack battled ogres and Filomena was crowned queen. So there’s no way that vision could be real. It never could have happened, because there was never a time in which Jack could have told Zera about their kiss.


Filomena feels a jolt, a sparkle of recognition that lights up in the back of her mind. She never told Rosie about the middle school trolls, either. So why would she say those things? And come to think of it, in the vision of Filomena’s mother, the bedroom window didn’t have the right view. Usually it looks out on a big lemon tree. But the vision’s tree had oranges.


Wiping the tears from her cheeks, Filomena sits up straight. Something is definitely off here. These visions . . . they aren’t what they seem.


If she can just get to the other side of the forest, things will make sense. She doesn’t know why, but this feels true, essential.


‘We’re turning around, Toto! We’re almost there! We’re close,’ she says.


As she forces herself to turn Toto around again, away from the glittering path and back into the mists, a weight covers her, one so heavy it feels like a hundred of her mum’s weighted blankets are resting on her shoulders. In the centre of her chest, all her doubts about herself are flourishing. But deeper still, inside herself, Filomena can feel her intuition telling her that something is wrong. These visions, this feeling . . . something is not right.


Toto’s pace is getting slower and slower. This won’t do. Filomena hoists her leg over the saddle and hops to the ground to walk beside Toto. She looks into Toto’s face. His neck is drooped, and his eyes are blurry with eyelids half closed. Can a horse look tragic? Like it just had its heart broken? Because that’s what Toto looks like right now, Filomena thinks. As if all joy has been sucked from his body.


Filomena pats Toto’s neck and pulls his reins to pick up the pace. They’re almost at the forest edge.


A whisper like a thousand buzzing bees sweeps through the forest.


‘You can’t have it all, Filomena. You want to live in both worlds, but you can’t have it all. One day, you will have to choose.’


With one last push of strength, Filomena forces herself to step away from the lulling voice. Finally, Filomena and Toto step over the border of the forest and into the bright hot sun of a meadowed clearing. Filomena collapses to the ground. It feels as though all weight has been lifted from her. She begins to laugh and sob, every emotion coursing through her body at once. The grass is soft, and she touches her forehead to the ground as she lets it all out, both the laughter and the tears.


Most of all, she feels a deep sense of relief. It’s so obvious, so apparent to her now. Those were just visions! All that doubt she felt about herself – none of it was real! Right?


Behind her, Toto whinnies and shakes his head, as if clearing out cobwebs.


From her hip, Ira perks up. ‘What’s going on? Where are we?’


Still sitting on the grass, she lifts Ira up to her face.


‘Thank goodness you’re back, Ira! Where did you go?’


‘I just sort of turned off, I think. I’m not sure how exactly. Oh, you have been crying, young lady! Thank goodness you aren’t wearing mascara. Is everything okay?’


Filomena laughs, then sighs, shakes her head. She feels like she’s just run an emotional marathon. ‘I’m not really sure what happened back there. At first, I felt so much doubt in myself. Like I’ll never be able to make this work, like I’m worthless without Jack, Alistair, and Gretel. Then, in the trees, I saw all these visions of my friends saying horrible things about me, of my mum calling out for me – it was awful, Ira! It made me question everything I’m doing and everything that’s happened since I came to Never After.’


Ira nods solemnly, considering this.


‘Were those visions real? Did my friends really say that about me? It can’t be, right? But what other explanation is there?’


‘Can you turn me around, to face the forest?’ Ira asks.


She does as he requests, standing up, next to Toto. She sees Ira nod.


‘Brocéliande Forest,’ he says.


‘What’s that?’


Ira answers. ‘Welcome to Camelot.’










CHAPTER THREE



A GRAND REUNION
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Camelot. Filomena takes a breath and nods. Camelot never appeared in the Never After books she’s read, but she’s familiar with it from mythology in the mortal world. A lot of stories take place in the mythical kingdom of Camelot, but Filomena’s not exactly sure which of them translate to the fairy world. As Filomena has learned the hard way, the fairy-tale stories the ogres fed the mortal world rarely line up with the stories’ real versions in Never After.


‘Great, so if we’re in Camelot, we must be close to King Arthur’s sword Excalibur, right?’ Filomena asks.


She still isn’t sure how a sword is going to heal her mum, but Ira said the sword is key, and Filomena trusts Ira’s wisdom completely.


‘I’m not so sure about that. There’s a lot for you to learn about Camelot, my dear.’


While they talk, Filomena mounts Toto again. She figures they may as well start heading to wherever they’re going. Ira points them west, and they walk along the forest border.


‘You called this Brocéliande Forest,’ she says as Toto trots along. ‘What is that?’


‘It’s the only forest in Camelot,’ Ira starts.


‘The only forest? In the whole kingdom? How can there be only one?’


‘Camelot isn’t like the rest of Never After, Filomena. If you think things are strange there, well, Camelot is a whole other level of strange. Brocéliande Forest is a mystic forest. It’s not enchanted the way that some are in Never After. An enchantment can be broken. If something is mystic, then the magic of it is embedded in the very thing itself.’


This is a lot for Filomena to wrap her head around, but she thinks she can keep up. There are so many rules in Never After. The elemental rules of magic almost feel like science class sometimes.


‘The Brocéliande is the only forest in this kingdom because it moves around Camelot as needed. It appears and disappears at will. The other thing you should know is that Camelot is not an easy place to be. I think your experience entering it taught you that.’


As they walk west along the Brocéliande, Filomena peeks into the forest to her left. To her right is the wide expanse of Camelot, with rolling hills, deep valleys, and clumps of trees here and there for as far as the eye can see. But no other forests, Ira is right. She supposes she sees no other forests because the Brocéliande is still right there, on her left. However, it now looks a lot less mystic than it did a few minutes ago. No mirrors, no mist. Just your average forest, albeit with forty-foot trees.


‘What was all that in there, Ira?’


‘That was a test, I believe. In order to prove that you deserve to enter Camelot, you had to pass the test. You had to prove that you can come here alone. Camelot is not for the faint of heart, Filomena. Actually, there’s a lot I should tell you about Camelot before we get too deep in—’


But just as Ira is about to reveal more, Filomena tenses up, and Ira falls quiet. There’s a group of people emerging from the forest up ahead. They appear to be falling all over themselves and onto the ground. Filomena places a hand on her Dragon’s Tooth sword hanging from her hip, and readies herself for a fight. She takes a deep breath. She can do this. If they’re unfriendly travellers, she can fight. They’re so far in the distance, it’s hard to tell exactly how many people there are, but she thinks she counts one, two, three, four, five, six . . . No. It can’t be.


She gives Toto a tap and suddenly he’s galloping – it looks like he remembers the signal after all. As she gets closer, Filomena’s heart leaps. There’s a girl in an elaborate chain mail jumpsuit with her hands on her knees. There’s a sweet young boy dry heaving by a tree. There’s a guy with huge muscles who’s delicately patting his forehead with a kerchief. There’s a redhead chugging liquid out of a thermos that changes colour. There’s an elegant girl doing deep-breathing exercises. And most important, there’s a dashing young man who’s looking around urgently. His eyes land right on the galloping horse, and when he sees Filomena, his face breaks into so much relief that her heart soars.


It’s him! It’s them! Filomena can’t believe it. She’s so thrilled that, in a fit of joy and disbelief, she accidentally loses her balance and tumbles off Toto just as he reaches the group—


‘Hey! I missed you, too, but don’t hurt yourself before we even get started!’


Here he is. She tripped and landed right in the strong arms of the one and only Jack the Giant Stalker.


Once again Filomena feels she could laugh and cry at the same time. Instead, she yells. ‘YOU’RE HERE!’


‘Yowza, easy on the ears, Fil! I’m still a little dizzy!’ Alistair says. He’s now lying flat on his back and covering his ears.


Filomena doesn’t care. She’s too happy. ‘It’s you,’ she breathes.


‘It’s me,’ Jack agrees. He’s holding her so tightly, she can feel his heart pounding, and when they break apart reluctantly, she wishes she hadn’t let him go. But she goes to hug Gretel after jumping over Alistair on the ground.


Gretel laughs, patting Filomena’s back. ‘You’re crying!’


‘I’m so confused! You’re all here? How are you here?’ Filomena asks.


‘That’s a great question,’ a very woozy-looking Byron says. He’s standing with his back against a tree trunk. Filomena runs and hugs Beatrice, Rosie, and Byron, too.


Rosie gasps as Filomena bear-hugs her. ‘I-I can’t – breathe.’


‘We knew you had to get into Camelot alone,’ Jack starts.


Filomena leans down to hug Alistair, who’s still looking green. ‘There’s a lot about Camelot we don’t know,’ Alistair says, ‘but if Ira said you have to go alone, we knew it meant there was a test you had to confront in order for us all to gain entry into the kingdom.’


‘You knew the whole time that you were going to meet me here?’ Filomena says, shocked, shoving Jack’s shoulder. Jack blushes again, which makes Filomena do the same. He runs his hand through his hair nervously. No one else seems to notice the awkward, fizzy, strange, electric energy between her and Jack, thank goodness.


‘We couldn’t tell you,’ Gretel says with a shrug. ‘It’s just the rules. But gosh, I almost messed up a few times!’


Rosie laughs, turning to Gretel. ‘Remember when you said, “See you soon”, to Toto when they left?’


Gretel raises her hands innocently. ‘What can I say? We bonded!’


Rosie laughs and passes around her thermos.


‘Helloooo,’ Ira says from Filomena’s hip.


‘Oh right, sorry, Ira,’ Filomena says, unhooking the talking mirror and attaching him to Toto’s saddle so Ira can be at eye level with everyone.


‘Did you know about this, Ira?’ she asks.


‘If I could shrug, I would. Look, I told you there are certain things I just can’t tell you until the time is right. This is one of them! But now the gang’s back together. Although you’re all looking a bit rough, I have to say.’


Surveying the scene, it’s true. Everyone looks like they just drank far too much peony punch, or got punched in the stomach, or both.


Gretel melts to sit on the ground and tips her head back, downing water from Rosie’s colour-changing thermos. They all look exhausted.


‘Imagine the worst jet lag you’ve ever had in your life. And you definitely didn’t fly first class. You flew on a tiny little plane with a ton of turbulence. Now multiply that by a thousand. Literally a thousand. I’m not exaggerating. That’s how I feel right now,’ Gretel says.


‘How did you all get here?’ Filomena asks.


‘Swoop hole,’ Jack says, ‘but getting to Camelot isn’t like going between swoop holes in the rest of Never After.’


‘There’s a far thicker barrier between Camelot and the rest of Never After,’ Ira explains. ‘It’s much more difficult to get into Camelot via swoop hole. And the only reason this lot was even allowed to is because you passed the test and you’re all on the same quest.’


‘All right, everyone, I know we’re feeling rough, but we have to get moving,’ Jack says, hoisting a reluctant Alistair to his feet. ‘We need somewhere to recover from that journey, and if I know Camelot, we do not want to be outside when it gets dark.’


The group begrudgingly stands up and starts walking.


‘We can all take turns riding Toto,’ Filomena offers.


Toto sniffs at her with disdain in response, rolling his eyes, but he concedes. Gretel calls dibs on the first ride.


The rest of them drag themselves away from Brocéliande Forest and down the first of many rolling hills, towards the idea of shelter.


Toto, Ira, and Gretel lead the way with Byron, who’s carrying Bea in a piggyback, behind them. Rosie and Alistair are trying to hold each other up as they walk at the rear.


Filomena can hear Alistair ask, ‘Rosie, what is this?’ as he takes a sip from her thermos.


‘A new invention for travelling,’ she says. ‘The ever-replenishing water source. So you’ll never run out!’


Alistair considers this. ‘Do you think we could fill it with cream soda?’


Jack and Filomena laugh, falling behind the group by a few paces. They’re both quiet for a moment, unsure what to say, especially after their affectionate reunion.


‘Are you okay?’ Jack whispers. ‘I was worried about you.’


‘I didn’t know how long it would be until I got to see you again. I’m so glad you’re here. Uh, that you’re all here.’


Jack smiles, looking at the ground, and Filomena sees slight dimples form in his cheeks.


Taking a breath, Jack surveys the evening spreading out in front of them. A single star flickers in the distant light blue sky. In front of them are verdant rolling hills and golden valleys, and they can see far into the horizon. It’s beautiful. There’s a certain clarity here, a purity to the air. Everything looks crisp, clear, and slightly melancholy in the setting sun.


‘It’s been a long time since I’ve been here,’ he says.


‘You’ve been to Camelot?’


‘Only once, a long time ago. And not for very long. It was when we were gearing up for the Last Battle.’


Filomena wants to hear more, but it seems like Jack doesn’t want to say anything else. The Last Battle is always a touchy subject for him. They walk in silence for a moment. The path they’re on is atop a hill now, and Filomena looks down at the valley below.


She almost wants to tell Jack about the test just so he can reassure her that none of the visions were true. But would that counter the point of the test itself? Maybe she’s not supposed to rely on reassurance from others. Maybe she just has to trust herself – and trust them. She banishes the questions from her mind. Like Ira said, it was just a test, and she passed.


But still something nags at her. Even more than the horrible things everyone said, which she realizes were just make-believe mirages, depictions of her worst fears to be overcome. That’s not what lingers with her now. It’s what that voice said, the buzzing-bees voice. About her eventually having to choose between her two lives, between Never After and the mortal world. Because as much as she can dismiss the rest as mere mirages, something within is giving her the sense that the voice might have been telling the truth. Will she have to choose one day? And if that day comes, what will she choose?
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