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For Mike and Mattie, always


And for all the Never After fans – thank you for sticking until the very end!










ONCE UPON A TIME



It was a time of wonder, it was a time of joy, it was a time of magic, it was a time when the thirteen fairies ruled over Never After, protecting their world. From Parsa to Northphalia, from Neverland to Everland to Snow Country, from Vineland to Lankershim and everywhere in between, thirteen beautiful, powerful fairies were the keepers of order, love, and light all across their world. They were the guardians of wisdom and balance, beloved by everyone from the citizens of Wonderland to dear friends in Camelot. But their home was in the fairy court, in the middle of the Tree of Life.


And on one particularly beautiful summer day, young and handsome Prince Vladimir made a pilgrimage to the court to ask for his beloved’s hand in marriage.


Prince Vladimir had met the princess Rosanna while strolling through Westphalia’s winding markets. Vladimir was unaware that Rosanna was a fairy, and Rosanna was unaware that Vladimir was heir to the Westphalian throne. Unencumbered by titles and destinies, they discovered it was a wonderful time to fall in love beneath the blushing blossoms of the Tree of Life, during the perennial summer sunsets.


But when Vladimir came to propose to Rosanna, her sister Carabosse had a sudden vision of Rosanna’s future, and it was a dark one. Carabosse told Rosanna that Vladimir would be her doom, that marrying him would bring bloodshed. Ogres. Her death, and the deaths of her daughter and her daughter’s daughters. And the death of Never After itself.


The End of the Story.


Carabosse urged Rosanna to let Vladimir go and to keep peace and order in the kingdoms. But, despite the strength of Carabosse’s conviction, Rosanna was so deeply in love that she could not heed her sister’s warning. Rosanna was young, merry, and full of light and laughter, and that summer she was married to newly crowned King Vladimir.


Carabosse could not bear the wedding, for where others saw this union as a bright beginning, the thirteenth fairy knew it would be an ominous end. This union would cause terror and chaos. She swore to herself that, come what may, she would do everything in her power to protect Rosanna and Rosanna’s daughter: Eliana, future queen of Westphalia, the child of a fairy and a mortal.


But would it be enough?










PROLOGUE



THIRTEEN TO ONE
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Carabosse, the visionary, could see what was true.


Her power was great, what else could she do?


But now Carabosse is gone.


Her eleven sisters, too; they’ve all moved on.


Only Sabine is left, also known as Tinker Bell,


The last fairy of them all, whose death will break the spell.


As the Prophecy warns:


If the last fairy dies, Never After does, too.


Filomena’s made a choice to jump back in time.


To save Jack’s life, she puts her own on the line.


But what happens now that she’s back in Never After?


It is not as easy as love and laughter.


Will things turn out differently, for better or worse?


Is there really any way to prevent this curse?


For when they moved Avalon, the portal closed.


Though Filomena lost her love, Never After was unopposed.


Evil Queen Olga was captured in the Deep,


But now she stirs, and danger creeps.


Last time, Filomena chose the mortal world,


And for that, she was sorely sorry.


But now she has one last chance


To prevent the End of the Story.










PART ONE



Wherein . . .


Filomena finds herself somewhere she’s been before,


or is it some time she’s been before?


She has trouble telling new friends from old.


They meet a charming explorer and follow him.


Second star to the right and straight on till morning . . .


Plus a turn upside down?










CHAPTER ONE



WHERE OR WHEN?
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‘Hello? Never After to Filomena? Westphalia to Filomena?’


A hand waves in front of Filomena’s face. She hears voices chattering around her. She’s sitting on a particularly lumpy but comfortable couch. She blinks. A voice she recognizes is speaking to her, one that sounds so familiar. And two other voices, too. What are they saying? She can’t quite tell. She’s feeling dazed. As if waking up from a dream. Or into one.


‘You were just about to say something and then you, like, totally spaced out. It’s like you were in another world or something!’


‘Give her a break, Alistair. It’s been an intense day.’


Filomena blinks again and looks around. The second voice belongs to a girl, one who inspires an immediate sense of calm. The girl wears a spectacular outfit, which Filomena’s fuzzy vision attaches to like a life raft in choppy waters. Silver cargo pants, a blue mesh long-sleeve silk shirt.


Filomena rubs her eyes with her hands. Everywhere around her, all she can see are flowers. Wait, not actual flowers. Floral patterns. On the curtains, on throw cushions. And doilies, so many doilies. And really high ceilings. Hold on—she recognizes this place. She’s been here before. It’s a cottage. Outside the window, the sky is grey and winter winds whip snow flurries back and forth across the landscape.


She’s in Snow Country. At the giants’ cottage!


‘I can’t believe we didn’t see it earlier,’ a boy says. ‘We’re the League of Seven! Of course we are.’


Sitting by the fire, staring into the flames with a troubled look on his face, is another person she recognizes: Jack the Giant Stalker. From her favourite book series. The series that has become her life. It’s starting to come back to her now. She’s in Never After again! She knows where she is. The question is when she is.


The three people in the giants’ cottage chat quickly and intently to one another about things Filomena is finding hard to focus on or follow. A fairy death, Queen Christina, the League of Seven. It all feels so familiar. As if she’s had this conversation before.


As their chatter washes over her, strange images materialize in her mind in a way that’s hard to track. A spa in the mortal world – in Hollywood? Carrying an unconscious Jack to a tattooed woman. The woman – Vilma, it was . . . the Lady of the Lake, right? – instructing her. Filomena walking down a set of stairs made of sand and into clear waters, into the heart of Avalon, the castle beneath the lake. Vilma told her it was the only way to reverse it. Reverse what, though?


On the couch next to her is a leather satchel. She opens it and sees something inside that floods her with relief. It’s a small handheld mirror. A face appears in the glass. It’s Ira! Ira Glassman, her beloved guide and friend! She’s about to exclaim how happy she is to see him, but he gives her a look like daggers, putting a finger to his lips. Do not say a word, he mouths. She furrows her brows in confusion.


‘Everything okay, Fil?’ the girl says.


She looks at the girl, her sweet face smiling reassuringly, gently. Her wonderful outfit, her bright eyes. It’s Gretel. Gretel! Gretel, Jack, and Alistair. Relief, surprise, love, sadness – all these emotions flood through her. She feels as if she could cry for a thousand different reasons. Because, how could it be? They’re together again! The only thing she remembers, besides walking into a strange lake, is saying goodbye to them. Standing by the Hollywood sign, having chosen to stay in the mortal world. The hardest decision she’s ever made in her life. Dread and tragedy filled her heart, watching Alistair and Jack walk through the portal, knowing that they’d never see each other again, never be together again. Knowing that staying in the mortal world meant she would grow up and they would remain immortal, frozen in time forever. Her heart breaking again and again until she didn’t think it could keep breaking, until it did.


Except, she didn’t grow up. Or did she? She doesn’t remember growing up. She doesn’t remember ever being older than twelve. She remembers being heartbroken for weeks after making the decision to stay in the mortal world, the only consolation being that Gretel was there, too, and that Bettina, her mother, was no longer sick. All she remembers is hanging out with her parents and writing. Writing so much after making that decision. Writing everything down that she could remember about Never After, so she would never forget it. Pages and pages, hundreds of pages filling up as she recounted everything that had happened since she first met Jack and Alistair. But did she keep growing up after that? She has no memory of it, except a vague part of her mind insists that she did indeed grow up and that this is something else.


‘You’re spacey over there, Fil,’ Alistair says. ‘Do you want some water? Some tulip tea? Mauveberry crumpets? The giants have some left over, I saw in the kitchen.’


‘No, I’m okay. Thanks, Alistair,’ Filomena responds. ‘I think I just need some fresh air to clear my head. I’m going to go for a walk.’


‘I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,’ Jack says, standing up and walking over to her. ‘Queen Christina is still out there.’


‘Right.’ Filomena nods, still trying to figure out what, exactly, is going on. ‘I’ll just pop into the garden, then. I’ll be right outside. Just need some air.’


‘We’ll be in here if you need to talk.’ Gretel smiles.


Filomena nods half-heartedly, grabs a thick, giant-sized coat from the coatrack, and takes her leather satchel outside with her. Once she’s around the corner, in the back garden, she sits on a bench and pulls out Ira.


‘What in the world is going on, Ira?!’ she cries.


‘What in the worlds, you mean.’ Ira chuckles.


‘Now is so not the time for biportal humour.’ She shakes her head, though she can’t help but smile. ‘I feel so foggy.’


She gets up and starts pacing the stone path that winds through the garden. The frozen winter garden’s beauty is striking. Empty thorns glisten with frozen crystals. Smoke billows out of the cottage’s chimney.


‘Why did you give me that look?’ she asks Ira. ‘What’s going on?’


‘You might want to sit down again, Fil,’ Ira starts.


Sighing, she does as he says.


‘All right, ready?’


She nods.


‘You jumped back in time.’


Like getting stung by a sparkfly, electricity zips up and down Filomena’s arms.


‘What does that mean, “jumped back in time”?’


Ira tilts his head. ‘Think. What do you remember? About Never After, about your whole life – what do you remember?’


A sequence of memories floods Filomena’s mind so quickly, it’s hard to know which experience to describe first. Going to Westphalia with Jack. Meeting Mary Contrary, the wise regent ruling Westphalia in Filomena’s absence, who was her parents’ close friend and confidant – not her parents from the mortal world, Carter Cho and Bettina Jefferson, but the parents she never met: her Never After parents. And then, what else? Charlie being turned from a frog back into a prince. Being crowned queen of Westphalia in front of a crowd of citizens on the balcony of her kingdom. Her kingdom. Knighting Jack. Kissing Jack. Oh, they kissed, didn’t they?


Travelling alone on horseback. Toto! Meeting her friends again, the League of Seven. A few minutes ago Jack seemed surprised, back in the cottage, about their group being the League of Seven, but why? They’ve known that for ages at this point. They went all the way through Camelot together, passing tests and meeting witches who they thought were evil but who were actually just misunderstood, the scapegoats of evil Olga. Walking through the Emerald City with Jack, where he told Filomena that he loved her. And then, of course, going to Avalon. Rosie coming out of Wonderland’s ocean and onto the shore of Avalon with a dragon scale. Meeting Marlon, the eleven-centuries-old wizard. And King Arturo!


She misses them suddenly. Where are they? And the other question: where is Avalon? Because that’s the other thing she remembers: casting a spell to relocate Avalon and accidentally moving the island to the mortal world. She also remembers saving her mother with the sword of Excalibur and then having to choose. Of course. She chose to save her mortal mother and say goodbye to Jack.


So wait . . . If she chose to stay in the mortal world, then how did she end up back in Never After?


Ira reads her face as she remembers all this. ‘So you do remember what happened in Never After before, right?’ Ira says.


Filomena nods slowly. ‘But why can’t we talk about this inside, Ira?’


Ira shakes his head. ‘All right, get ready for this one. It’s because, technically, I haven’t been invented yet. Rosie is gone, Fil. She wanted to get out of Snow Country as soon as Colette was killed, so she, Bea, and Byron went to Wonderland. That’s where they are right now. In this timeline, you and Rosie haven’t invented me.’


Filomena’s head is spinning. She gets up and starts pacing the garden again. Through the windows, she sees her friends huddled around the fireplace. She ducks out of their sightlines, Ira in her hand.


‘So if Rosie hasn’t invented you, then how are you here?’ she asks.


Ira smirks. ‘I’m about to drop some mirror world knowledge here, Fil. Can you handle it?’


Filomena sighs. ‘I think I have to.’


‘You know how time doesn’t work the same way in Never After as it does in the mortal world? How, when you’ve gone on quests here that last days or weeks, only hours or days pass for your parents?’


This she recalls very well. It was always something she appreciated about being in Never After. It was like she could have two lives. Well, until she couldn’t anymore.


‘So that sort of logic is how it works with time-jumping, too. The most powerful beings in Never After remember all timelines – though it’s very rare that anyone ever time-jumps, so that’s not often tested.’


Powerful beings, she thinks. Like the fairies.


‘But anyway,’ Ira goes on, ‘you grabbed me when you left the mortal world. I’m a powerful Never After being, so I can survive the rocky jump into a different timeline. Not everyone can. In fact, very few can. But you . . . you can. You have the mark of the fairy. You’re more powerful than you realize, Filomena. It’s extremely uncommon to be able to create a talking mirror, to time-jump, and to remember alternate pasts and futures . . . It’s unique, these things you’re capable of.’


Filomena absentmindedly starts touching a frozen thorn as Ira talks. She thinks about what Jack said from before she chose to stay in the mortal world. That if she stayed in Never After she could learn from Marlon how to use her powers. The idea thrilled her. What is she capable of?


She brings her focus back to Ira.


‘Don’t get me wrong. I love the kids – they’re all powerful in their own ways – but Alistair, Jack, and Gretel don’t have the same power you do, so they don’t remember the other timeline. To them, there’s only one timeline, and everything that happened to you after this moment never existed for them.’


‘What? So they don’t remember any of our time together?’ She frowns.


The thought is terrible. All the memories they shared, all the love and experiences and adventures they had . . . It’s all gone?


‘Well, it’s complicated,’ Ira says.


‘What isn’t in Never After?’ Filomena rolls her eyes, and Ira laughs.


‘The others, they don’t remember anything that happened after this point. Everything before right now, in Snow Country, they remember. Your meeting Jack and Alistair in Los Angeles at the beginning of all this, meeting Hortense and Beatrice, Cinderella’s ball, the beast’s castle, Robin Hood, Princess Jeanne, Northphalia, coming to Snow Country, breaking Rosie’s brothers’ curse, Zera dying – all that they remember. But everything that followed . . . they have no idea about any of it.’


‘They don’t remember . . .’ Fil says, taking it in, ‘because it never happened?’


‘It’s not that everything you experienced didn’t happen. It did, but not in this timeline. It’s just that they don’t have any surface memories of those experiences. Somewhere deep inside them, they know what happened; they just can’t access those memories. But everything from before the time jump is still the same. They still know you and love you, Fil. It’s just that you’ve now experienced a little more than they have.’


‘So me being crowned queen of Westphalia, our whole time in Camelot, the Emerald City, Avalon? They don’t remember any of it?’


Ira shakes his head.


Filomena tries to wrap her mind around this, but it’s so much to take in at once. Strange. If this is all true, then that means her mother, Bettina, was never poisoned by Olga. Or not yet, at least.


‘But wait – I chose to stay in the mortal world, right?’ she asks Ira. ‘I can’t remember what happened exactly after that. All I vaguely remember is walking into a lake, but that is almost not even a memory. It feels like a weird dream.’


‘I can’t tell you what happened when you chose to stay in the mortal world, Fil, because here, it never happened.’


Her head is spinning. She pulls the giant’s coat tighter around her shoulders to ward off the cold wind.


‘But if my mortal adulthood never happened, then did everything that happened here after we left Snow Country also never happen?’


‘See, this is where it gets complicated again. The mortal world is so insistent on linear timelines; things either happen or they don’t. But in Never After, multiple timelines can exist at once. This is what I’m saying: both timelines exist, it’s just that those three don’t remember the other one.’


Filomena stands up and walks to the back of the house, where the hilltop overlooks the distant village.


‘But, Ira, why am I back here? If the other timeline is mine, then how am I now in this one?’ Her voice comes out so softly, it surprises her.


Ira matches her sombre tone. ‘You chose to come back to save Jack. Years after you’d left, after you’d decided to stay in the mortal world, he jumped through the portal to try to find you. It nearly killed him, like Marlon had warned all of you.’


Jack almost died trying to find her. But now he doesn’t remember doing it.


‘Why did he do that? Did he need me to fight Olga again?’


‘That I don’t know. It couldn’t have been Olga; she was still locked in the Deep by the dragons at that point. It must’ve been something else.’


Finally, a wave of relief.


‘So Olga’s still captured, and we’re safe, right?’


‘I wish,’ Ira says sombrely. ‘Like I said, powerful beings remember both timelines. That counts for the dark side of power, too. The dragons and Olga the Ogre Queen have that power. When you time-jumped, it tugged some things loose in Never After. I’m not sure what exactly, but I’ve received word from the dragons’ talking mirror that Olga has escaped the Deep.’


‘So why did I land here? Why this moment?’ she asks Ira.


‘Because this is the last moment when things can go in a different direction. Anytime after this – when you were in Camelot, the Emerald City, Avalon, any of that – and everything would have turned out the same way. You would have broken the portal, you would have chosen to stay in the mortal world, and Jack would have died trying to get to you. The only way things can go differently is to land here and now, before that fate becomes inevitable.’


Filomena looks out onto the Snow Country village, the forest, the bright white landscape. What a strange feeling, to return to not only a place you’ve been before but a time you’ve been before. She remembers when she is now. Both minutes and eons ago, she and Jack almost just shared their first kiss. Rosie’s mother, Colette, one of the last surviving fairies, was just killed by Queen Christina.


‘You can’t tell anyone about the time-jumping, Fil,’ Ira says. ‘If you do, it could risk things turning out the same as before. We can’t let that happen.’


She came back to save Jack. Of course she did. He was dying, and she decided to go back in time to save his life. Which means things can’t go the same as last time. If they do, then the group of adventurers will still move Avalon and break the portal, and Jack will still jump through and be mortally wounded.


‘You have to make different choices than you did last time,’ Ira goes on, ‘to separate the timelines. We have to differentiate this timeline from that one to ensure we don’t get the same results. Things have to be very, very different. You can’t act like you did before.’


Above all, what being back in this place reminds her of is the night after they broke the curse on Rosie’s brothers. The seven brothers who Queen Christina had turned into swans. Jack had been grief-stricken, heartbroken about Zera, being a jerk to everyone. But that night after the curse was broken, she and Jack had met out here in the garden. He’d opened up to her about how he felt responsible for Zera getting captured and how heavy the weight of Never After was on his shoulders. How they both carried this weight. And how they could help each other carry it. That night, she now realized, happened just yesterday.


Instinctually, Filomena touches her necklace. An emerald heart hangs around her neck. Somehow, after the time jump and despite the fact that she and Jack haven’t yet stepped foot in the Emerald City – where, in the previous timeline, he gifted the necklace to her – the pendant is still there.


Ira says she has to make different choices than last time. Different choices so that they don’t break the portal, so that Jack doesn’t die. The thought makes her sick, but it’s soon obvious which choice will best differentiate this timeline from the other. In the other timeline, she and Jack fell in love.


This time, in order to save Never After from Olga, to save the portal, and to save Jack, Filomena can’t let that happen.










CHAPTER TWO



THE LAST FAIRY
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With Ira tucked safely and secretly in her bag, Filomena walks back towards the cottage. She figures Alistair, Jack, and Gretel will start getting worried about her if she stays out too long. After all, danger is afoot. Olga is once again on the loose somewhere in Never After.


While walking back to the cottage, Filomena notices a few other items in her bag. The ruby-red slippers she stole off the not-so-wicked Witch of the East, Eeshani, for one. And her journals – the ones she filled after choosing to stay in the mortal world. The ones in which she wrote down everything she could remember about what had happened to her since first meeting Jack and Alistair.


She must still have them since they were in her possession when she crossed over from the mortal world she just left, she thinks, as she stoops to pick up a newspaper off the giants’ front porch.


‘Okay, I’m back!’ she says, entering the cottage again.


‘You okay?’ Gretel asks.


Seeing her three best friends standing there, Filomena feels tears threatening and her throat choking up. She’s still sorting all this out in her head. Though she doesn’t remember her mortal adulthood at all, she does remember how hard it was to say goodbye to Jack and Alistair. Suddenly tears are falling onto her cheeks.


‘Oh, Fil!’ Gretel rushes over to her and wraps her in a tight hug. Gretel shouts over Filomena’s shoulder to the boys. ‘What are you two doing? Get over here!’


Jack and Alistair run over, and the four of them stand locked in a tight group hug. Filomena’s emotions run the gamut: relief, fear, love, joy, pain. All of them at once. It feels good to cry, actually.


She wipes her eyes and pulls away. ‘Sorry, guys, I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed. But thanks for that,’ she says.


‘It’s been a hard day,’ Alistair says, patting her arm. ‘With Colette and everything. It’s awful.’


‘Right. Colette.’ Filomena nods, pretending that’s why she was crying. Unfortunately, that death was something she made peace with ages ago at this point.


The four of them walk over to the fireplace and sit around it.


‘So,’ she says, sitting on the couch and plopping the newspaper down on the coffee table. ‘What now?’


Filomena tries to focus on the task at hand to take her mind off all the threads of thought that she’s still making sense of. But then Jack sits down next to her, and she fizzes. All hope of taking her mind off him disappears. She feels dizzy with emotion and memory. Their time in the Emerald City rushes into her mind. Walking around with fish and chips, sharing their feelings – really sharing. Then the time in Los Angeles, under the jacaranda trees, comes back to her. Telling him that she loves him, that it will always be him. And him feeling the same way. She remembers the feeling of her true love being ripped out of her life when he went to the other side of the portal and she and Gretel stayed in the mortal world. She remembers knowing she’d never see him again.


But now she is seeing him again. Filomena feels a deep yearning in her chest even though Jack’s right here, right now, looking at her. He is – and he isn’t. He doesn’t remember those moments. He doesn’t remember telling her he loves her. It’s almost cruel. After she and Gretel stayed on the mortal side of the portal, in the time when she was writing down everything that happened to them, she dreamed over and over of seeing Jack again. Of their reunion. That’s the last thing she remembers from the other timeline: the feeling of longing to see Jack. Also to see Alistair, of course, and everyone in Never After. But especially, especially to see Jack. And now that wish had come true. But with such a terrible twist.


She tries to orientate herself to where and when she is now. Right now, she and Jack had almost just kissed to wake up Colette – they’d nearly tried a true love’s kiss. But then Rosie kissed her mum’s cheek, and that true love’s kiss broke the spell. So, Filomena and Jack haven’t yet kissed. She can’t believe that, in this timeline, she’s never kissed Jack the Giant Stalker. And given the fact that she has to make different choices in this timeline, maybe she never will again.


‘Are you okay, Fil?’ Jack says quietly, so that Alistair and Gretel, who are arguing lightly about something on the other couch, can’t hear.


Her eyes snap up to meet his, and her breath catches. His gaze is searching – as if he can tell something is off. She feels such intense relief at the sight of him. But just as quickly as it came, the relief evaporates when she remembers the conditions of being in this timeline. Make different decisions. Keep the timelines separate, so that Jack doesn’t die. For his own protection, she can’t tell him the truth. And he’s the person to whom she’s always, always told the truth.


‘I’m—’ she starts, but she has no idea what to say after that. After a few minutes of heavy silence, Jack gets up from beside her and goes to tend the fire.


Alistair picks up the newspaper while Jack pokes the fire and puts another log on. ‘Gosh, the giants subscribe to every newspaper in the kingdoms. Even the tabloids! Who knew they were such gossips?’ Alistair opens the copy of the Palace Inquirer.


Gretel pours Filomena a cup of tulip tea; they’d brewed it while she was outside. Filomena picks up the delicate porcelain teacup and thinks about the last time she drank tulip tea. It was with Arturo, at his summer palace in Avalon. Where is he now? Is he in Camelot? Is Avalon still in Camelot now, since she jumped back in time to before they relocated the island? She wishes she could talk to the three of them about this, but then it hits her: in this timeline, Jack, Gretel, and Alistair have not yet met Arturo.


‘The Palace Inquirer is pretty reliable, though, isn’t it?’ Gretel asks, taking a sip. ‘Can you pass me the Style section, Alistair?’


How odd, too, Filomena thinks, that Gretel hasn’t yet decided to move to Paris and open her own dress shop. Gretel hasn’t met Lillet, hasn’t designed the opera singer’s costumes, and hasn’t met Céline, the dressmaker from the Emerald City. Filomena pushes the thoughts out of her mind. It’s no use to spend all this time thinking about what hasn’t happened. She has to be present and focus on what’s happening now.


Jack, still crouched by the fireplace, closes the fireplace gate and turns back to face the three of them. He immediately reaches for the Kingdom News section of the paper.


The headline actually does snap Filomena firmly back into the present. She and Jack see it at the same time. They look at each other instantly, eyes wide.


FAIRY SABINE: KIDNAPPED!


Jack begins to read the article out loud:


‘Our reporters have received exclusive intel from an anonymous source that the last living fairy in Never After, Sabine, has been kidnapped. No one knows where she’s been taken, but we can assume that, given how nothing has altered dramatically in the make-up of our sacred lands of Never After, she’s still alive. The Prophecy has not yet come to pass.’


The Prophecy. The four of them know it well. The threat has been hanging over their heads forever, and with Colette slain mere hours ago, it’s never been closer to coming true.




Thirteen fairies born to the Fairy King and Queen;


When none live, so shall Never After die with them.


And that is the End of the Story.





‘Who would kidnap her?’ Alistair asks.


‘I mean, it has to be Olga, right?’ Gretel says, crossing her arms. ‘Or at least someone on Olga’s behalf?’


They all take this in. Filomena remembers that the reason they came to Snow Country in the first place was to find Zera and Colette, and since the adventurers’ arrival, both fairies have perished. So what now?


‘I think we have only one choice,’ Jack says, putting down the paper. ‘We have to go find Sabine and rescue her. Right?’


He looks at Filomena as he says this. She gets a bit of a weird feeling every time they make eye contact. Like he’s waiting for her to say something. Like she wants to say something. But she can’t.


‘Huh,’ Gretel says, picking up the newspaper from where Jack set it down. ‘It says here that a little known fact about Sabine is that she also goes by the name “Tinker Bell”.’ Gretel looks up from the paper. ‘Doesn’t that name sound familiar?’


An old feeling washes over Filomena. The feeling of something from the mortal world showing up in Never After.


‘She’s the fairy from Peter Pan,’ Filomena says. She looks to Gretel. ‘I’m sure you heard that story as a kid, right?’


‘Right, of course!’ Gretel nods.


‘Another mortal world connection,’ Alistair concludes. He was used to hearing things like this after hanging out with the biportal duo for so long.


‘So, what do you guys say? Should we go after Sabine?’ Jack says.


Gretel and Alistair look at each other sceptically.


‘I don’t know,’ Gretel starts. ‘Shouldn’t Filomena get to Westphalia? She still hasn’t been crowned. Don’t we want to secure all the kingdoms we can from Olga?’


Alistair nods in agreement. ‘Plus we need to help Princess Jeanne find her crown, don’t we? I mean, we came here to find Zera and Colette, and that was a disaster. What if things go the same way when we try to find Sabine?’


Filomena considers her friends’ ideas. They’re logical. But those are also the same choices they’d made last time. If they live the story in the same way again, things will turn out no differently. They need another tactic. She can’t put Jack’s life in danger. The idea of events repeating – him jumping through the deadly portal to find her in the mortal world – makes her stomach churn.


‘I think those things can wait,’ Filomena says. ‘Mary Contrary is doing an excellent job of running Westphalia anyway.’


Alistair, Jack, and Gretel turn to look at her quizzically.


‘Who’s Mary Contrary?’ Gretel asks.


Fairysticks! Filomena curses herself. Her first slipup.


‘Right . . . Zera once told me that Mary Contrary was a friend of my parents and that she can be trusted.’


Jack looks at Filomena sceptically. He’s clearly not buying this, but he doesn’t say anything. It feels slightly sickening, lying to them like this. But what else can she do? She has to be more careful not to reveal things she shouldn’t know.


‘That makes sense.’ Alistair nods. ‘And I suppose Princess Jeanne has Sharif there to help her find her crown.’


‘I’m with Jack,’ Filomena says. ‘I think we need to go look for Sabine. Something in my gut is really pointing me in that direction.’


Gretel and Alistair exchange a glance, considering.


‘If you both feel strongly about it, I’m in,’ Gretel concurs.
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