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Magic mirror on the wall,


Who runs Never After after all?


If our heroes set out to rescue a friend,


What happens if trouble appears before the end?


And if trouble comes disguised as a thief,


Where should our heroes turn?


Can they turn a new leaf?


Magic mirror on the wall,


A princess and a thief can be friends through it all.


But if the princess has a jealous sister,


Will she betray?


And who will run Never After


at the end of the day?












PART ONE



Wherein . . .


Filomena Jefferson-Cho and her
three best friends get fleeced by
a mysterious charmer.


A princess welcomes weary travelers
into her castle in exchange for
their help.


And our heroes get a little too
attached to the royal treatment.









CHAPTER ONE



FOUR HEROES ARE BETTER THAN ONE



[image: ]


“So how cold are we talking, exactly, when we talk about Snow Country?” Alistair asks between huffs and puffs. Filomena, Jack, Alistair, and Gretel have been walking for a few hours now. But Filomena doesn’t mind one bit. When in the company of her gang of friends, the hours tend to go by like the swoosh of a swoop hole.


How wonderful it is, Filomena thinks, to have people who like hanging out with her. And not only that—she can count on them to have her back both when she needs emotional support and also in battle. Back in middle school, she was dumped by her closest friend and bullied by a group of literal trolls. But now she knows where she belongs: right here, alongside her friends, trudging on a dirt trail with nothing but their wits and their courage to keep them safe on this long and perilous journey. It’s much better than being stuck in Algebra One Honors, even if anything is better than Algebra One Honors.


“Is it hot-chocolate-with-vanilla-marshmallows-for-every-drink cold or sledding-as-a-main-form-of-transportation cold?” Alistair continues.


“I’m not sure what scale you’re using here, but I’m going to guess it’s haute-winter-couture cold,” says Gretel with a gleam in her eye. “I can’t wait to put together some winter lewks. I never get to wear cold-weather fashion! Turtlenecks, knit sweaters, earmuffs, oh my!”


Like Filomena, Gretel is biportal, spending part of her time in the mortal city of Los Angeles and part of her time in . . . well, whatever part of Never After needs her most. Filomena can’t help getting caught up in the cold-weather excitement, too. Though she knows their quest to Snow Country will likely involve risking their lives, that fact seems to pale in comparison (at least for the moment) to the excitement of traveling to a new Never After kingdom. And one with snow, no less!


“You know, guys, I’ve never actually seen snow,” Filomena tells them.


Jack, Gretel, and Alistair turn to her as if she’s just told them she’s actually a friendly goblin and not Filomena Jefferson-Cho of safe, sleepy, suburban North Pasadena, California.


“What do you mean, you’ve never seen snow?” Jack says. “Isn’t there snow in the mortal world? I didn’t know snow was magical.”


“It’s not magical in the mortal world, but it is magical to me! I’m from California, remember? There’s no snow there—I mean, unless you drive up to the mountains, but my parents are terrified that I’d get into a skiing accident, or any accident, as you know. All my mum does is read about people crashing into trees on ski runs. And where I live, it’s pretty much always sunny and warm, no matter the time of year.”


“And you thought Never After was weird!” Alistair shakes his head. “You come from somewhere that doesn’t even have seasons!”


Gretel, Alistair, and Filomena all laugh and settle into fantasies about quaint snow-covered villages, ice-skating on frozen lakes, and resting their stocking feet by a roaring fire.


But Jack isn’t looking so dreamy. Filomena’s vision vanishes upon seeing his face. Once again, Jack the Giant Stalker is carrying the weight of the worlds on his shoulders. And it’s been only a fortnight since Filomena learned she and Jack have a lot more in common than she thought.


It’s still hard to believe that only a short time ago she’d been reading the Never After books in the mortal world (which, at the time, she’d thought was the only world). She loved poring over Jack’s heroic adventures and laughing along with his sidekick, Alistair, from the comfort of her home in North Pasadena, safe and sound. The series always felt real to her, but she never knew just how real it would become. And she never would have guessed that the real writer of the Never After series was her aunt Carabosse, the thirteenth fairy of Never After. Carabosse had come to the mortal world to write books that would address the fairy tales the mortal world thought it knew and set the record straight. But she died before she finished writing the thirteenth book, and now it’s up to Filomena to do the job—because she’s living it!


Oh, and don’t forget: Filomena just found out that Jack the Giant Stalker (now her friend and not just the hero from her favorite book) is also the Winter Knight, the prince of Vineland, and a gift from the fairies to Never After, intended protector of the kingdoms. Seriously, the guy is certainly dashing, but how many titles can one boy have?


Filomena tries not to look at Jack while thinking about this, lest her face give away her inner thoughts. They’re on a mission here; this is no time for blushing!


But Jack’s not the only one with titles. Filomena only recently found out that she is Princess Eliana of Westphalia and a gift from the fairies, too. Just like Aladdin’s Lamp and the Stolen Slippers. The Prophecy about the fate of Never After says there were thirteen blessings from the fairies that the ogres crave, and apparently Filomena and Jack are two parts of that thirteen. That’s why the ogres won’t stop chasing them through the kingdoms. The Prophecy states that once the fairies’ gifts fall into their hands, Never After is theirs for the taking. So far, though, Filomena and company have been successful in undermining the ogres’ plans. It seems that Filomena and Jack are tied by more than their friendship and ability to fight ogres together; Filomena’s beginning to feel like their destinies might be tied together, too.


The four are so deep in their respective thoughts, plodding along the path to Snow Country, that they don’t notice a shadowy group emerge from the surrounding trees and creep up behind them.


“Hey, what the—” Alistair starts as the weight of the heavy pack he’s carrying lifts off his shoulders.


“Wait a second, excuse me—” Gretel says as she senses something swipe her leg.


Filomena feels something tugging at her, but when she turns around, no one is there. She keeps turning, certain that someone’s behind her. The others are doing the same. The four companions form a circle, facing outward with their backs together.


Suddenly a group of boys surround them, appearing as if out of thin air. One boy with jet-black hair and a terrifying mischievous glint in his eyes must be the leader of the pack; Filomena can tell by the way he’s grinning and pacing around them. In his all-black outfit, he looks a bit like a wraith.


“Sorry to bother you,” the boy says. “We were hoping we’d be able to lighten your load without causing you any trouble. But it seems you’ve caught on, so now we’ll have to do this the old-fashioned way.”


The boy lunges at Jack, who’s unsheathed his Dragon’s Tooth sword. Jack swings at him, but the boy shifts out of Jack’s range, quick as a river.


“Would you take a look at that beautiful sword!” the black-haired boy says. “Now you’re just tempting me.”


The rest of the thieves start taunting Filomena, Gretel, and Alistair, circling them with quick steps and jeering.


“Oh, come on now, kids,” the leader boy says. “Don’t be scared. We only want to see what you have in those bags! Didn’t your mothers teach you to share?”


Jack leans toward Gretel, Filomena, and Alistair, who all still have their backs together in defense. “Whatever you do,” he instructs, “don’t take your eyes off them, not even for a second.”


“Oooh, lookee here, this one thinks he’s some kind of hero,” jeers the leader. “Is that what you are? A hero?”


Jack reddens and slashes with his sword, but the boy ducks away easily, cackling loudly as he goes.


Filomena reaches for her Dragon’s Tooth sword, but when she pats her hip, nothing’s there.


One of the boys brandishes it. He laughs wildly. “Looking for this?”


“Hey, that’s no fair!” Alistair yells. He looks around to check for his own weapon, and as soon as he takes his eyes off the boys, they charge.


Without her sword to defend herself, Filomena has little to rely on. She tries to swing her bagful of Never After books at the thieves (they are heavy tomes, after all, and could do serious damage), but she loses her balance and, in doing so, gives the thieves an opening to relieve her of her belongings.


Gretel gives a bloodcurdling scream as she tries to hold on to her pack, pulling it away from the thieves. But there are two of them and only one of Gretel, and with a mighty tug, they rip it out of her hands.


“Who’s the hero now?” the leader of the pack sneers.


“Will you shut up about that?!” seethes Jack. In Jack’s haste to secure his sword before flicking his vines, the thief is able to swipe the blade from its sheath as quick as a blink.


“What the—” Jack curses, but it’s too late.


The muggers run off with the four friends’ weapons and packs, and the group is left standing in the clearing empty-handed.


“Did that just happen?” asks Gretel, who’s still in shock.


“Unfortunately, yes,” groans Alistair.


They’re still trying to come to grips with the situation when a now all-too-familiar voice calls from a distance: “It was so nice to see you all again! I do hope we keep running into each other. And thanks for the gifts!”


A chorus of laughter fades into the woods as the four friends are left looking dumbfounded at one another.


“Tell me that didn’t just happen,” Gretel repeats. “We were like sitting ducks!”


“Only cowards attack from behind!” Jack fumes. If Jack was grim before, he’s absolutely livid now. He’s pacing frantically back and forth while Alistair and Gretel pat their pockets and assess their losses.


“My scissors! They even took my scissors! How will I make my Snow Country collection now?!” Gretel yells in despair. She shakes out her empty pockets. “And my entire makeup kit! All my mascara wands! I’m going to look like I have no eyelashes until we get them back!”


Alistair is even more upset. “All my cooking gear is gone! And I was just starting to get good at it! How am I supposed to learn to make tulip cakes without my supplies?”


Filomena freezes as she just realizes what she’s lost. “You guys, you guys, my Never After books are gone! I need those! How am I going to help us if I don’t have them for reference? I read about Snow Country a long time ago; I was relying on those to refresh my memory!” Now she is really panicking.


Jack turns around, his eyes blazing. “We’ll get everything back—every single pot, every single book, every single mascara wand! I swear!” Then he hangs his head. “Our dragon-hide armor is gone, too, and we’ll need that when we get to Snow Country. I’m so stupid; I should have had us all wearing it. This is all my fault. I should’ve defended you all.”


Filomena can’t stand to see him this way. “Jack, come on,” she says, putting a hand on his shoulder. She feels her stomach flip a little as he looks at her with wounded eyes. She goes on, “You’re not single-handedly responsible for fighting off every danger for us. You may be a hero, but you’re not the only hero here.” Filomena smiles at Alistair and Gretel. “We’re all in this together. We can all be one another’s heroes.”


Filomena looks at her three friends. Standing in this clearing empty-handed, discouraged, and totally robbed of their armor, weapons, and treasure: This isn’t exactly how she pictured their next quest starting. But then again, when have things in Never After ever happened in the way she thought they would?


“You know what we need right now? A group hug!” Filomena declares.


And so Jack the Giant Stalker, Alistair Bartholomew Barnaby (aka Ali Baba), and Gretel the Cobbler’s daughter all surround Filomena in a tight hug. Turns out that even getting robbed isn’t so bad when you’ve got friends like these.









CHAPTER TWO



THE FORBIDDEN FOREST
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“Well, you know what I’ll say about hanging out with you three?” Gretel says as they break apart from their embrace. “There’s certainly never a dull moment.”


“I love group hugs!” Alistair says, considerably cheered. “What kind of magic are hugs? Fairy magic?”


Filomena smiles, thinking of her parents and their group hugs. She wonders how they’re doing. Back in North Pasadena, her parents have their house rigged with an elaborate security system to keep them all safe. Filomena always thought they were being paranoid, but if they knew she’d just gotten robbed on a quest, they’d be freaking out too much to even say I told you so! A thread of homesickness worms its way into her chest and lodges there. Her parents always did everything within their power to keep her safe. She could really use one of her mother’s takeout dinners right now, or maybe a big bowl of plain pasta with butter and cheese, which is the one dish her mum knows how to cook.


“Just the magic of friendship and love, Alistair,” she says, trying to bring herself back to the present and the task at hand.


Jack is squinting into the distance. “I think they went that way,” he says, motioning to the valley below.


Filomena is relieved to see his spirits returning. Jack really does come alive in a crisis. Underdog extraordinaire. And, oh gosh, he does look so cute when he’s making a plan . . .


Ah! Focus, Filomena! Why did she keep going back to thinking about how cute Jack was when being heroic? (Although she thinks he looks cute all the time.)


Wait! She thinks Jack is cute? She’s always thought he was cute, of course, but . . . Oh dear. This feels deeper than a book crush for sure. Filomena hopes no one’s noticed how crimson she’s turned.


“All right,” says Jack. “No time like the present to pick up the pace. Let’s go!” And with that, he’s off and running in the direction of the thieves.


“You know,” Gretel says, “the one thing that’s actually good about getting robbed is that we have a lot less to carry.”


The four of them are jogging at a quick clip now, with Jack in the lead.


“So,” Gretel continues, “one way to look at this: The thieves are actually, like, our helpers, you know—like packhorses? Carrying the heavy stuff for us until we get to our destination!”


“Right,” Filomena responds, “except we wouldn’t be running right now if we weren’t robbed in the first place.”


“I can’t believe I haven’t learned by now not to wear my designer boots on these trips,” Gretel says. “Man, I really need to invest in some athleisure.”


“ ‘Athleisure’?” Alistair questions. “Is that some kind of potion? What witch are you working with, Gretel?”


Filomena giggles. It never gets old, listening to Alistair and Gretel. Ever since spending so much time together at the Queen of Hearts’ castle in Wonderland, they’d been bonded like squabbling siblings.


As they banter, Jack peers through his Seeing Eye to look just ahead. Luckily the tiny gold telescope hung from a chain wrapped around his neck, and the thieves hadn’t gotten close enough to grab it.


“How’s it going, Jack?” Filomena asks.


“We’re on their tails; I can see them ahead. It looks like we’re getting close to Northphalia. Not exactly the part we were planning to cut through, though.”


Another North is on Filomena’s mind again. It was only yesterday that Filomena thought she’d be going home to North Pasadena. She’d even packed her bags. She was excited to see her parents, give them a huge hug, and tell them everything that had happened since the last time she was home. And a LOT had happened. She’d tell them all about meeting the supposedly wicked stepsisters, Beatrice and Hortense; barely escaping death in a gingerbread house; spending the night in a beast’s castle; and, of course, going undercover at the Queen of Hearts’ palace! (Doesn’t sound familiar? Better check out book two of this series. The adventures just keep coming!)


When Filomena got back from her first visit to Never After (remember when she was denied her genie wish but still managed to banish the ogre Olga with help from a wolf pack?), she thought they’d never believe that this other world existed. But when she came clean about it, it turned out they’d already known—or at least had suspected. Filomena had always known she was adopted, but what she hadn’t known until that moment was that she was adopted by her parents after Carabosse, the thirteenth fairy (her aunt, remember?), rescued her from the evil ogre Queen Olga on her christening day, after her birth mother, the fairy Rosanna, died. Carabosse brought Filomena to the mortal world to keep her safe. There Filomena’s mortal parents found her and raised her as their own, protecting her from evil—and, sure, sometimes they were a little too protective. Yesterday she had been so excited to see them and to explain how she’d helped defeat the ogre queen (for now), bring the real Queen of Hearts back to Wonderland, and free Byron Bessley from his beastly curse.


But just as Filomena was about to return to her other life, a page from the Queen of Hearts’ castle had come bearing news that the fairy Scheherazade (also known as Filomena’s aunt Zera) was in Snow Country, and that she had found Colette, one of the thirteen fairies who’d gone missing after the Last Battle. And Zera needs help, desperately.


So going home would have to wait for now. Thank fairies, time works differently in Never After; when Filomena eventually did get back to her parents, it would be as if only a few hours, or a day, had passed.


“You know,” Alistair squeaks out between huge breaths, “if I’d known how big a part cardio was going to play in saving the worlds, I don’t know that I would’ve signed up for this.”


The four laugh between gasps of air.


“Oh, you signed up for this? That’s nice. I didn’t realize it was optional!” Gretel huffs.


“We really should be training in our downtime, shouldn’t we?” responds Alistair.


“Downtime?” Gretel laughs. “Since when do we ever have downtime?”


The path they’d been running along through the woods suddenly breaks into a clearing on a hill that overlooks a tiny town at the bottom of a valley. At the edge of the village is a forest that looks much different from the one they’ve been running through. It’s darker and denser, with trees that seem almost sinister; they have bare black branches, and the lines of bark on their trunks look like scowling faces.


And from their vantage point on the hill, they can just barely spy the band of thieves with bags, glinting swords, and other assorted goods beelining toward that sinister forest. Soon the thieves have disappeared into it.


Jack lowers his Seeing Eye. “It won’t penetrate through those trees,” he says dejectedly. “The forest is covered in defensive magic.”


“What is that place?” Filomena asks while Alistair and Gretel take deep breaths, hands on knees, beside them.


“Sherwood Forest,” says Jack grimly.


Gretel’s and Alistair’s heads snap up.


“Are you sure?” Alistair says.


“I’m certain,” Jack responds.


“I thought no one ever goes into Sherwood Forest?” says Gretel.


“Why? What is it?” Filomena asks. “I don’t think it’s covered in any of the Never After books I’ve read so far. But it sounds familiar.”


“It’s enchanted. No one knows much about it, but Gretel’s right that no one ever goes there. At least, that’s what they say. But it seems our little gang of thieves begs to differ.” Jack kicks some pebbles on the path.


There’s a chill in the twilit evening air; stars are just starting to glint above them. It’s growing late, and Filomena can’t tell if the cold is because they’re getting close to Snow Country or because of this mysterious forest and its creepy energy.


Jack looks out over the vast landscape ahead of them. To the left is Sherwood Forest; to the right a small village. Beyond is Snow Country and all that comes with it. “It looks like we’ll finally have some of that downtime Alistair was talking about. Let’s follow the path to the village for now.”


And with that they scramble down the hill, hoping to reach the village before the sun fully sets. An unspoken agreement lies among them: They aren’t sticking around to see whatever might come crawling out of Sherwood Forest.









CHAPTER THREE



THE PRINCESS AND THE PLEA
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The village is so pretty, it should be on a postcard or a billboard advertising trips to Never After. (come for the magic! stay for the green vistas!) Filomena can’t believe her eyes as they walk around; it’s like a town right out of a medieval British folktale! (She does read books outside the Never After series, you know.)


Gretel feels the same and claps her hands with glee as they walk the charming village streets. “Oh, this town is so darling! Don’t you think, Filomena?”


“It’s very cute. It reminds me of a story, though I can’t think which one.”


“When you read so many, it must be hard to keep them all straight,” Jack teases.


“Don’t worry, the Never After books are still my favorites. Turns out the characters in them are pretty fun to hang out with,” Filomena says, bumping Alistair’s arm. Her eyes catch Jack’s. He smiles back, and she feels that delicious tingly feeling once more.


The buildings in the town are lovely low houses and storefronts on cobblestone roads. From the windows, golden candles cast a warm glow onto the streets.


“Yeah, sure, it’s cute all right, but you know what would be really cute? A huge plate of steaming hot food and a big comfy bed with a hundred pillows,” says Alistair.


It’s true that they haven’t eaten in a long time now, and if they’ve learned anything from their travels together, it’s that finding yourself on the road and without shelter at night is a recipe for a sticky situation. (We’re looking at you, Rory Hexson, witch’s son!)


“It looks like there’s a pub right up there. Do you think we can get in?” Filomena says.


“Why wouldn’t we be able to go in?” Jack responds.


“Aren’t pubs like bars? Don’t they ID at the door?”


“What is this eye dee you speak of ?” Alistair asks. “They check our eyes for something?”


“Oh right. Sometimes I forget that the rules of the mortal world don’t apply here,” Filomena says, slapping her palm to her forehead. “I guess being underage doesn’t really matter when you’re immortal.”


“I suppose that’s true,” says Jack. “It’ll be a useful place to rest, anyhow, and there are probably rooms for rent upstairs.


Good idea, Filomena.”


The four friends take seats at a long wooden table inside the Merry Greenwood Tavern. Jack sits next to Filomena, and Gretel and Alistair sit across from them. The tavern is spilling with life: Rowdy locals are laughing and toasting with bubbling jugs of drink, and a band plays a fiddle and a lute in the corner. A group of well-dressed foxes and bears dance to the beat, and a bunch of pretty maidens with flowing jewel-tone dresses sit together at a table, chatting.


“I need to ask where those girls got such fabulous frocks,” Gretel says, looking over at the maidens. “Maybe we can stop tomorrow for some shopping?”


She looks hopefully at Jack, but a white rabbit wearing a waistcoat and a timepiece and holding a pen and paper hops up onto their table before Jack can respond. Filomena stifles a gasp. She supposes a rabbit waiter is not the strangest thing she’s seen since stepping foot in Never After—not by far. Foxes and bears are dancing over by the band, after all. But isn’t this the famous White Rabbit of Wonderland?


“Welcome, weary travelers!” the White Rabbit says in a thick Cockney accent. “What nosh can I get for you this evening?”


“No chance you have cheeseburgers and fries, is there?” Alistair asks hopefully.


“Can’t say I know what that is, son, but I do have bangers and mash. Maybe that’ll tickle yer fancy?”


Alistair nods, resigned.


“Lasses? Lad?” the White Rabbit asks, turning to the rest. “Same?”


“Sure . . .,” says Filomena. “But aren’t you late for something?”


“Late?” The White Rabbit blinks and checks his timepiece.


“Don’t you work for the Queen of Hearts?” she persists.


The White Rabbit chuckles. “Oh yes, yes. A long time ago, lass. But when my cookbook The White Rabbit Entertains! went to the top of the bestseller lists, I was able to open my dream pub.” The White Rabbit proudly looks around at his establishment. “How is the Queen of Hearts these days?”


“Restored” is all Filomena says with a smile.


“Tip-top,” says the White Rabbit, who hops away to put in their order.


“Does anyone know what bangers and mash is?” Gretel asks with her nose wrinkled. “The White Rabbit might be a celebrity chef now, but he could at least give us a menu! If bangers and mash is anything like kidney pie or liver with onions, I’m so out.”


Jack is shaking his head, food the furthest thing from his mind.


“You’re still thinking about the robbery?” Filomena leans in to ask. Gretel and Alistair continue debating the topic of dishes they are least likely to eat.


Jack nods. “I just don’t get what happened. Normally I can take on twenty highway thieves! I’ve done it before, even without a Dragon’s Tooth sword. I don’t understand how they got everything from us so easily.”


“We weren’t prepared for them. Don’t be so hard on yourself, Jack.”


“It’s not that I’m being hard on myself. I’m always able to fend people off. If I can’t protect us against a bunch of kids, something else is afoot. They must be more than they appear. And who was that guy? He almost seems familiar.” Jack frowns, thinking.


Filomena considers this. At first she thinks Jack is still just being too hard on himself, but it did seem odd that Jack the Giant Stalker, the prince who slayed the ogre king, could be so easily hoodwinked by a bunch of teenage ruffians.


“He said something when he left,” she says. “Remember? He said it was nice to see us again. What was that about? We’ve never met him before, have we?”


Just then the White Rabbit comes back carrying a tray of frothy hot drinks. “Courtesy of the young lady at the next table,” the White Rabbit says, motioning to the group of pretty maidens.


“Hot cocoa! No way!” Alistair takes a mug gleefully. “Do you guys think the girls over there have a crush on me?”


Filomena looks over at the girls, puzzled. She turns back to her friends and wrinkles her nose. “Well, I don’t know why they wouldn’t, Alistair, but maybe we should be careful before drinking these. You remember what happened the last time we took something sweet from a stranger?”


Gretel shivers, remembering the days they spent in sugar-fueled fugue states. “Can we please stop bringing up the gingerbread house? I’m really trying not to relive that in my dreams.”


One of the maidens walks over to their table. She’s a beautiful Black girl with a crown of curly dark hair. She looks to be about sixteen years old and wears a red velvet dress with golden lace cuffs and collar.


“Do you not care for hot cocoa?” she asks the table. “I thought that was a safe choice; I thought everyone likes hot cocoa. I can get you some mulled wine if you prefer.”


“Oh no, we love hot cocoa! We were just wondering why it was sent over is all, and we hadn’t gotten to drinking it yet,” Filomena responds.


“Of course! How rude of me to proceed without introductions!” The maiden giggles. “I’m Princess Jeanne. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintances.”


The princess holds a hand in front of Jack for him to kiss, which makes him redden profusely. He looks to Filomena as if to say help, and she just shrugs. But the princess isn’t discouraged and waits for Jack to take her hand. He kisses it sheepishly.


“Pleased to meet you, Princess Jeanne,” he says.


Filomena ignores the pinprick of jealousy that blooms in her stomach. He’s just being polite, after all.


“May I join you?” the princess asks, still looking at Jack.


“Yeah, sit down!” Gretel cuts in. “I was actually dying to ask about your dress . . . ”


“Oh, this old thing? It’s so out of style now, I know, please don’t think any less of me! The locals can just get quite rowdy around the tavern, spilling and such, so I don’t like to wear my good gowns here. You know how it is.”


Gretel looks dejected, so Filomena gives her hand a squeeze under the table and mouths I think it’s very cute.


Alistair’s looking a little dejected, too, come to think of it. Princess Jeanne didn’t ask him to kiss her hand. Wearing a hot-cocoa mustache, he asks a reasonable question: “If you’re really a princess, where’s your crown?”


“Well, Alistair, that’s actually very pertinent to why I wanted to speak with you all.”


The four trade glances. Filomena gets that feeling again: The plot is about to thicken.


“Wait,” Alistair says, frowning, “how do you know my name?”


Princess Jeanne laughs, and it’s a sweet melodious sound. Despite her suspicions, Filomena starts to warm to the girl. Besides, it’s obvious Jeanne’s way too old for Jack, who’s only thirteen.


“Why, I know all your names! Dashing Jack the Giant Stalker, fashionista extraordinaire Miss Gretel, and of course the brilliant Filomena, or should I say Eliana? What name do you go by these days?”


“Filomena’s fine,” Filomena says, slightly confused now.


“Wait, wait, wait,” Alistair butts in. “Don’t I get a descriptor?”


“Of course, Alistair the Adorable,” Princess Jeanne says, tapping Alistair on the nose with her pointer finger. “You four have been splashed all over the pages of my favorite magazines. Every time I go to get my nails glittered by the sprites, I always read the Palace Inquirer and the Daily Crown.”


Gretel perks up. “Hold on, are we famous?”


“Well, it takes more than one feature in the Palace Inquirer to be truly famous—and I should know—but you certainly got a lot of coverage during Hortense’s and Beatrice’s weddings. A gorgeous ceremony, by the way! So lovely, I can almost forgive the fact that I wasn’t invited,” she says, pouting coyly. “But anyway, that’s not what I’m here to talk about. I need help. And after reading about you, I think you lot are the ones I need.”


The four friends look at one another. More people to help? This is the last thing they need right now. Don’t they themselves need help? And aren’t they on the way to help Zera?


“Plus I just overheard your little conversation about getting robbed? I think I know exactly who was behind it,” Jeanne says.


Okay, now they’re interested.


“Go on,” Jack says.


“Okay. First let me back up a little. Does the name King Richard mean anything to you?” Princess Jeanne asks.


Filomena’s drawing a blank, once again cursing the fact that she doesn’t have her Never After books on hand. Gretel shrugs. But Jack and Alistair look at each other with an air of dread.


“Yes, it does,” Jack responds.


Princess Jeanne can see that Filomena and Gretel are lost here, so she explains. “King Richard is my uncle,” she tells them.


Jack’s face has gone stony, cold, closed up. Filomena can sense that any interest he had toward getting to know Princess Jeanne and whatever she wants has vanished. That name clearly means something to him, and it’s not good.


He coughs. “We know of King Richard. At least, Alistair and I do.”


Princess Jeanne nods. “Then you know he’s caused a lot of harm in Never After, especially here, up north. He’s notorious for forcibly wiping out villages, sending all the creatures who live there away from their homes and their communities, so they’re left with nowhere to go. All just so he can clear the land and build his own properties there.”


“He targets some of the most beautiful villages in Never After,” Alistair explains to Filomena and Gretel. “Especially ones near the sea or on lakeshores. He conquers them for his own greed. The oldest and loveliest villages in the kingdoms, those that used to thrive under the protection of the fairies. But since the fairies are gone, there’s no one to stand up to him and his army. He just builds castles for himself and his friends, castles that sit empty most of the time.”


Filomena is shocked. How awful! Running people out of their homes? Just to build empty showpalaces? “How can he do that? That’s horrible! Hasn’t anyone stopped him?”


“We’ve tried,” Jack says, still stone-faced. “But since the Last Battle, all of Never After is either controlled by ogres or falling to despots like him.”


“Right. I’m relieved you know how truly horrible he is. Some in the North have rallied to his cause. But here’s the thing: King Richard isn’t even technically a king. He just took the title and makes everyone call him that. I’m the rightful heir to the throne.”


“So you’re not aligned with your uncle?” Jack asks, skeptical.


“Not at all! I don’t stand for anything he’s done. He’s reprehensible. Not to mention he’s sabotaging me!” Jeanne’s getting quite agitated and takes a deep breath before continuing. “That’s what I need to talk to you about. Our kingdom does not recognize its true ruler until that person is crowned with the ancient crown of the North. You asked where my crown is. Uncle Richard stole it. He knows I can’t be the true queen without it. But while I’m alive, he can’t declare himself king, either.”


Alistair’s eyes widen at this.


“It’s only a matter of time before he tries to get rid of me. Right now he’s content styling himself as King Richard the Lionhearted even though his heart is smaller than a kitten’s. More like Richard the Mouse King. But one day he will place that crown on his head.”


“So what are you going to do about it?” asks Gretel.


“Steal it back, of course,” Princess Jeanne replies. “Here’s where you all come in. For better or worse, I know my uncle, and I know he doesn’t do his own dirty work. I have reason to believe that the person who stole the crown from my castle is the same sneaky black-haired boy who stole from you today. None other than Robin Hood.”


“Robin Hood?” Filomena’s ears perk up in recognition. Could it be the same Robin Hood she read about in the mortal world?


Princess Jeanne clucks her tongue. “Horrible chap! He’s been terrorizing our kingdom and the surrounding villages for years. He’s unbelievably tricky, stealing from the poor and making himself rich.”


Filomena frowns. “But wait—in the stories I know, Robin Hood steals from the rich and gives to the poor.” In the traditional fairy tales, that is. “He’s a hero.”


“Filomena,” Gretel says, “remember how the mortal world’s story of Cinderella has no mention of Cinderella being a spoiled ogre? It seems like this might be another case of the wrong story spreading across the portal border.”


“He’s no hero! He is nothing but a thief!” Princess Jeanne says hotly. “He’s stealing from the poor to make himself rich, just like he stole from you.”


“Hey, who you callin’ poor?” Alistair says, crossing his arms.


“Well, no offense, darling, but have you looked at your outfit recently?” Princess Jeanne says, giving Alistair a sympathetic smile. “Gretel’s got it going on, though.”


Gretel smiles, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I do know how to do beauty on a budget!”


Still, Filomena isn’t totally convinced by Princess Jeanne yet, and the princess can clearly sense it.


“I know we just met, but trust me, I’m on your side. I’m in trouble, and so is my kingdom, but most pressingly, so is my friend. He went to steal the crown back for me, but he hasn’t been seen since he left. I’m really worried about him. That’s mainly why I’m coming to you for help.” Princess Jeanne looks so forlorn that the four friends immediately feel sorry for her. She takes a huge breath and regains her composure. She drums her fingers on the table. “That guy who stole from you—black hair, annoyingly handsome, and so slippery that you couldn’t seem to get a hold of him, right?”


“So handsome,” Filomena agrees. Wait, did she just agree that Robin Hood was handsome? In front of Jack? Did he notice? Is that why he’s looking at her and frowning? “I mean, um, if bad boys are your type, which, um, they’re not mine!” she quickly adds.


“Like I was saying, the thief who stole your belongings is the same thief who stole my crown and who’s possibly holding my friend hostage: Robin Hood!” Princess Jeanne declares. “It’s him. I know it. We have history. Uncle Richard is behind all this, but Robin Hood is his henchman. And I need you to help rescue my dear friend, Sharif of Nottingham, from his clutches.”


“You mean the sheriff of Nottingham?” asks Filomena, who is a stickler for grammar. She’s read about him, too. He’s the mean old sheriff who rips off the townspeople, isn’t he? Seems like a strange fit for a friend of Princess Jeanne’s, but stranger things have happened in Never After.


But now it’s Jeanne who looks confused. “The sheriff of Nottingham? I don’t understand. Although his name is Sharif and he is from Nottingham. Lord Sharif of Nottingham, to be precise.”


“Oh,” says Filomena. She notices Jack’s brows furrow at the mention of that name. Does Jack know everyone in Never After? The guy does get around.


“Did you say Sharif?” Jack asks. “Goes by Riff?”


“Exactly!” Princess Jeanne says brightly. “Do you know him?”


Alistair guffaws with surprise. “We do! We fought with him in the Last Battle!” he cries happily.


Jack’s face softens. “Riff was one of our best soldiers. He served in our battalion with Byron Bessley.”


“Splendid! Well, what do you say, then? Will you help me rescue him?” Princess Jeanne asks. “I know he went into Sherwood Forest to help get my crown back, and I couldn’t stand it if he’s come to any harm because of me!”


The group confers silently, exchanging glances, but of course there’s only one answer. Filomena didn’t need to read all twelve Never After books to know that heroes like Jack and Alistair don’t disappoint innocent strangers who ask for their help. And since she and Gretel are part of the team, too, she knows how they’ll respond.


“Of course we’ll help,” says Alistair. “Right, Jack?”


“There’s Zera to consider,” Jack replies thoughtfully. “We were on our way to Snow Country.”


“Zera’s a powerful fairy. She can hold her own for a while yet,” says Alistair, and at once Filomena sees the brave sergeant at arms that Alistair used to be and not just her goofy, cheeseburger-obsessed friend. “Riff and Princess Jeanne need us now.”


“And we can’t go to Snow Country without getting our stuff back,” reminds Gretel. “We need our Dragon’s Tooth swords and our armor.”


“She’s got a point,” Filomena murmurs, even as her heart starts to beat rapidly at the thought of the rescue mission.


“So you’ll do it?” asks Princess Jeanne.


“Yes,” says Filomena.


“Definitely,” says Alistair.


“I don’t see how we can say no,” adds Gretel.


“We’ll go at once,” says Jack.


“Oh, thank goodness!” says Princess Jeanne, clapping her hands in relief. “Thank you, thank you!”


“But first we’ve got to eat,” says Alistair just as the White Rabbit returns to the table and sets down four plates of bangers and mash.


“No, no, this simply won’t do,” Princess Jeanne says, shaking her head at the sight of their supper. “You need better sustenance than this. Dearest White Rabbit, can we please have a large shepherd’s pie, three beef Wellingtons to share, and a full Sunday roast with extra gravy? With all the vegetables from the garden? I know it isn’t Sunday, but for me?” She bats her lashes. “Put it on my tab.”
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