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To anyone who’s still searching for their happily ever after: Sometimes, everything you need was right in front of you all along. Other times, you just need to win the lottery.






CHAPTER ONE

In which Lena the former giant realizes there’s something wrong about her life under the fairy queens’ control, and discovers a secret message.


Once upon a time, a young farm boy and his mother had nothing to eat, as all of their crops had perished from disease. The boy’s mother sent him to the market to sell the last thing of value they owned, the family cow, and the boy, being a good boy, did just that.

On the way to the market, however, a man with an evil glint in his eye stopped the boy and offered him magical beans in exchange for the cow. “They’re made of shadow magic, boy,” the man said, grinning maliciously. “Trade me your cow, and they’ll bring you fame and fortune beyond your wildest dreams.”

The boy, being a good and worthy boy, did not even consider this horrible temptation. Instead he sang a magical song that summoned his local fairies, and told them of the man’s wickedness. The man tried to escape their judgment, but the host of fairies descended upon him and transported him to the fairy homelands for punishment. They also took the cow, but this was done as a favor to the boy, so that he could no longer be tempted to sell it for any unworthy objects in the future.

But the fairy queens would not leave such an honorable, worthy boy with nothing! To thank him for his quick thinking and upright character, humanity’s divine creators bestowed upon the boy magical beans of their own creation, beans that would feed the boy and his mother for the rest of their lives, once they’d fully grown for the next harvest.



Lena frowned, closing the Story Book she’d been reading for school. The moral of the story wasn’t exactly subtle, but the ending bothered her. After all, the boy hadn’t been able to sell the cow, and the fairy queens’ beans weren’t going to grow for another year. Wouldn’t that mean the boy and his mother were still starving—

“Lena!” shouted her mom from downstairs. “You’d better hurry or you’ll be late for school. And today of all days, you don’t want to do anything unworthy!”

Lena smiled, not needing the reminder. The fairy queens’ ball had been all anyone could talk about ever since the fairies had put up signs for it weeks earlier. The ball promised to be the greatest celebration that the Blessed City had ever seen, and given that it was being held in the fairy homelands, a place few fairies and even fewer humans ever saw, the ball couldn’t help but deliver.

But only the worthy would be allowed to attend, for the ball was more than just a dance. At the end of the event, the fairy queens would bestow a gift upon every human in attendance, to thank them for staying good and pure and not giving in to the shadow. What that gift would be, no one knew, but the fairies claimed it would let the residents live happily ever after, so it had to be amazing.

All of that meant Lena couldn’t be late to school, not when one little mistake might bar her from attending the ball.

“Coming!” she shouted down to her mother as she stuffed the Jack and the Dangerous Bean Talk Story Book into her bag, along with the others she’d been reading the night before, including Fairy Queens: Our Divine Mothers—one of her teacher’s favorites—and The History of the Human World: How Nothing Bad Has Ever Happened, the latter of which always seemed to bring up questions in her mind.

But that had to be her fault, considering what the fairy queens warned about in Our Divine Mothers:


Before time began, the Queens of Fairy created this world and humans to live upon it, blessing you with a gift you can never repay. Though we fairykin are your divine parents—or “godmothers,” as some of your kind call us out of great love and affection—like any other parent, we temper our love with laws that every creature must obey.

If strange ideas try to enter your mind, ideas that strike you as “different” or “unusual,” this means your weak human mind is in danger from the shadow, a force that seeks to corrupt you. Our law is simple: reject the shadow and its teachings with all your heart, because all good comes from the Queens of Fairy alone, and humans must follow their godmothers’ examples. Those who break this law will require purification, or if caught with any form of shadow magic, eternal punishment—



“Lena!” her mother yelled up again, this time waking Rufus up. He yawned widely from his pillow next to Lena’s bed, and she bent down to grab him with another smile. After a quick kiss on the top of his head, which made him meow indignantly, she lowered him into her bag as well, where he settled comfortably onto the pile of books.

She slung the bag over her shoulder, wincing at its weight—all those treats Mrs. Hubbard gave to Rufus were adding up—and then took the stairs down to the kitchen as quickly as she could.

A knock came at the door as Lena hit the bottom step, not surprising, since he knocked at the same time every day.

“Happy fairy queen ball morning!” Shefin shouted as Lena’s mother opened the door. The boy swept in past Lena’s mom and grabbed a muffin from the plate on the table, making Lena’s father glare up at him. Before Shefin took a bite, though, his gaze shifted to Lena at the foot of the stairs, and he smiled. “And behold. Lena, future princess of the fairy queen ball, has descended from on high to welcome her prince!”

Lena struggled not to wince at that. Part of the ball she’d been ignoring was an election to name a prince and princess, the most worthy humans in the city, who would be honored above all others. Unlike the other candidates, who’d been nominated by friends and family, Shefin had begun campaigning for himself immediately, dragging Lena along with him.

“I’d wait for the results to be announced if I were you,” she said. “Humphrey is pretty beloved by everyone.”

“Humphrey is so fragile, he could trip and break apart,” Shefin said, patting her father’s shoulder. Lena’s father gripped the table so hard, his knuckles turned white. “Don’t worry, Lena. We’re destined to win, I can feel it. I always thought I was meant to be royalty, somehow, and while this isn’t how I imagined it, I’ll still take it!” He glanced at Lena’s parents. “You both voted already, right?”

Her mom and dad shared a look. “We did, yes,” her mother said.

“And Lena definitely got our vote,” her father added.

“Perfect!” Shefin said, beaming now. “See? It’s a foregone conclusion. This is my—I mean, our—moment, a moment we’ll look back on proudly forever.” His smile faded as he continued. “After all, we’ll probably be married in a few years, and then settle down to farm the land.” He started to look sick. “Can’t wait to, you know, plant seeds in dirt, that kind of thing. Just everything I ever dreamt of in life.”

“I’ve had dreams about your wedding too,” Lena’s father said, holding out the plate of muffins to Lena, who grabbed one. “Though I tend to call them nightmares.”

“Good one, Dad!” Shefin said, reaching for another muffin in spite of Lena’s father trying to pull them away. “Can I call you ‘Dad,’ Dad? Or should that wait for the wedding?”

“Oh, I think it can wait for longer than that,” her dad said, clapping Shefin on the shoulder so hard, he almost knocked the boy over.

“Be careful, Roral!” Lena’s mother said, grabbing the plate from her husband as the muffins teetered precariously, and then offering it to Shefin again, who grabbed the rest of the muffins and tossed them into his bag. “Sometimes I think you don’t know your own strength. You could have hurt him!”

“Well, you know my motto,” Lena’s father said, glaring at Shefin. “Humans show their might through moral judgment and reverence for the fairy queens, not strength of arms.”

“Pure poetry, Dad,” Shefin said, and Lena quickly grabbed his arm and yanked him toward the door before her father exploded.

“Can’t be late, got to go, love you, see you in the city square at noon for transportation to the ball, bye!” she shouted as she pushed Shefin out the front door.

“Don’t forget to tell all your friends to vote for us!” Shefin added.

“Stay worthy, you two!” her mother shouted after her. “We can’t have you missing the ball altogether!”

“Yes, Lena, we don’t want you to miss the ball!” her father yelled as well. A loud smack followed by a yelp of pain told Lena her mom hadn’t been amused by that.

Outside, the sight of the beautiful Blessed City did help Lena’s mood slightly. The buildings and streets all practically glowed with the blessings of the fairies, and even though she’d been told the city had been around since the fairy queens had created this world, it still looked brand-new, almost as if it’d just been built in the last few weeks.

The fairies looked to have been busy the night before, though, as all the signs announcing the fairy queen ball had been replaced with new signs, these explaining that all worthy residents should appear in the city’s central square at noon for transportation to the fairy homelands.

“Don’t worry, we’ll win for sure,” Shefin said to her as they passed by Mr. Ralph’s bakery and Humphrey’s farm-fresh-eggs stand, both closed in anticipation of the ball. Even the streets were empty, as anyone who could get away with it was staying home to keep from doing anything unworthy by accident. “I can’t tell you how I know, but believe me, it’s ours.”

His words sent a chill down her spine. “Shefin, what did you do? If you cheated somehow, we’ll both not only be banned from the ball but we’ll probably be purified, or worse!”

Shefin rolled his eyes. “How dare you. I would never do anything unworthy. Shouldn’t you have more faith in me, as my true love?”

She almost choked over his words, and Shefin didn’t look much more comfortable himself. But the fairy queens had declared that Lena and Shefin were destined to love each other for all of time, and just because Lena couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way about the boy didn’t mean she was going to argue with the godmothers.

“Then I guess I should… believe you?” she said, wincing slightly.

“Yes, you should,” he said, hugging her slightly with one arm. A low, dangerous growl came from her bag, and Shefin immediately yanked his arm back. “So should your cat. I don’t get why he hates me so much! Maybe when we get married, we can leave the cute little monster with your parents?”

Lena’s eyes widened, and she pulled the bag around to her front protectively, hugging Rufus to her chest. “Oh, I’d never leave him behind. If that’s a problem for you, maybe you should find another true love.” She hoped she’d made it sound enough like a joke that he wouldn’t question it.

“Ha, if only!” Shefin said, only to realize what he’d said, and he froze in place, blushing furiously. “I meant, um, if only anyone else could compare to you, which they obviously can’t.”

Rufus growled again, and Lena sighed. Just when there’d been an opening to actually talk about it all! “Maybe you should go on ahead, so I can calm him down,” she said to Shefin. “I’ll be just a minute.”

The reprieve for his words seemed to perk the boy up, and he nodded. “Only if you’re sure!” he yelled, already a couple of yards in front of her. “I did want to get to school early and make sure everyone voted like I paid… I mean, like they promised they would.”

“You should definitely go, then!” Lena said, hugging Rufus closer to her inside the bag as she pretended not to have heard about the bribery. While Shefin continued on, she started petting Rufus on his head, and he immediately began to purr, much calmer now that the boy wasn’t anywhere close. “It’s okay, little man,” she said to him. “I don’t care what he says, I’d never have a happily ever after without you.”

As his purrs increased, something thumped onto the street just beside Lena, making her jump in surprise. She glanced around her bag to find a book lying on the cobblestones, as if someone had dropped it randomly. Only, no one was around.

Could one of her books have fallen from her bag? Mistreating any of the fairy queens’ books was definitely an unworthy act, so she quickly bent down to grab it.

But just before her fingers touched the cover, she caught sight of the title, and froze in place. Happily Ever After? That wasn’t one of hers, or even a book she’d heard of before. What could—

“Whoa!” Shefin shouted, making her almost jump out of her skin. She looked up to find him standing a few yards away still, staring down at the ground in front of her. “Those aren’t ballots, are they? Were they there a minute ago?”

“No, they’re… I mean, they must… It’s a book, and it had to have been here,” Lena said quickly, trying to convince herself as much as convince Shefin. “We were just distracted and so didn’t see it. It’s probably another student’s, and it’d be unworthy to not take it to them in class.”

But if the book didn’t belong to a student and was instead, say, an object of pure evil, then her touching it could lead the fairies to skip right over purification and go straight for eternal punishment, assuming they caught her.

“A book?” Shefin said, taking a few steps toward her almost warily. “Don’t touch it, Lena, not today. We can’t do anything that might get us banned from the ball, not when we’re going to be elected prince and princess. Call the fairies and leave it to them.”

He had a point. It was always best to alert the fairies when anything unusual happened, just in case it was shadow magic. There were whole rules about it in Our Divine Mothers, even.

Except it was a book, of all things. How could any book be evil, especially one with a title like Happily Ever After?

“The fairies have enough to do today, getting ready for the ball,” she said, then grabbed the book before she could change her mind. Shefin gasped, his mouth dropping open as she stood back up, and she silently hoped she wasn’t making a huge mistake. “Besides, if it is another student’s book, we’d be unworthy if we left it behind, and that might hurt our chances too, right?”

“I don’t know, but this is not going to be good for our poll numbers,” Shefin said, his voice cracking a bit. “Also, what if it is shadow magic, and it infects you, Lena? I can’t be elected prince without my princess!”

“Your love for me warms my heart,” she said, staring down at the book. “Anyway, I’m just going to see if someone wrote their name inside.” She reached out with a trembling hand and slowly opened the cover.

She didn’t find a name, but there was a handwritten message inside:

The fairy queens’ ball isn’t what you think it is. You’re living a lie. Come to Mrs. Hubbard’s store if you want to learn the truth.






CHAPTER TWO

In which Lena rejects the note at first, because that’s how these things must be done, but soon finds herself following it in spite of herself.

Lena slammed the book shut, fighting the urge to throw it as far from her as she could. Had anyone seen her pick it up? Was someone watching her right now?! She frantically searched the windows and shadowy corners on the street, but didn’t see anyone except for Shefin.

But that didn’t mean no one was watching her, ready to turn her in to the fairies for touching a book of shadow.

Because that’s what it had to be, an item of great evil. No worthy person would have ever written a message like that, not unless they were trying to be sentenced to the eternal punishment.

Not that anyone actually knew what the eternal punishment was, since no one who received it had ever returned. But that in itself was more than bad enough.

If you don’t want to get taken away by the fairies, maybe you should hide that book! she thought to herself. But where? More kids would be by at any moment on their way to school. Worse, there could be fairies out patrolling, especially with the ball coming.

Her heart raced much too fast now, and she could feel it beating in her head as she began to panic. If she just left the book here, the fairies might know she’d touched it. But maybe it wasn’t even meant for her? Maybe the message was intended for someone else, and she’d just found it by accident? Not even daring to breathe, Lena opened the book again to flip through the next pages, hoping this was all just a big mistake.

Only it was far worse than she’d first thought, as the book began with a very familiar passage from Jack and the Dangerous Bean Talk, followed immediately by:


Lena frowned, closing the Story Book she’d been reading for school. The moral of the story wasn’t exactly subtle, but the ending bothered her. After all, the boy hadn’t been able to sell the cow, and the fairy queens’ beans weren’t going to grow for another year. Wouldn’t that mean the boy and his mother were still starving—



The book tumbled from her numb hands, and she struggled to breathe. This wasn’t possible. How could it know what she’d been doing, thinking? It had to be shadow magic, evil magic, and she was going to get caught with it, be taken from her home, never see her parents or Rufus ever again—

Someone tapped her on the shoulder, and Lena shrieked in surprise. She whirled around, hoping that the fairies would be merciful, only to find Shefin putting up his hands in surrender.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you!” he said, backing away. “What did the book say?”

“Nothing,” she said, her face burning with shame as she grabbed the book off the ground again. “It doesn’t matter. But we need to get rid of it, permanently. Do you know somewhere we can burn it?”

Both his eyebrows shot up. “It’s that bad? Mrs. Hubbard has a fire pit behind her store—”

“No!” Lena shouted, far too loudly. She immediately looked up and down the street to see if anyone had heard, but she and Shefin were still alone, thankfully. “No,” she said again, quieter this time. “We can’t go anywhere near her store.”

“You’re scaring me now,” Shefin said, shaking his head. “I’m going to call the fairies, Lena. The sooner they take the book away the better. What if someone sees you with it? They might not vote for either of us!” And then he started humming the fairy summoning song.

Lena immediately elbowed him right in the gut, which both stopped his humming and gave her a moment to think as he doubled over, whining in pain.

“Stop that, or people will hear you,” she hissed at him as she opened her bag to shove the book inside. She had to find somewhere to burn the book, somewhere safe, and she would have to hide the book in the meantime.

Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about Rufus, who apparently didn’t like having a book shoved into his face. Growling his displeasure, he bit down on the cover, then almost seemed to float right out of the bag with the book in his mouth. As Lena watched in horror, he landed gently a few feet from her and began awkwardly hobbling away with the book, dragging it slightly on the street due to its weight.

“Get back here, little man!” Lena shouted at him, panic really setting in as she tore off after him. But in spite of the book’s heft, Rufus somehow picked up speed, his feet barely touching the ground as he sped down the street away from her, and toward…

Toward Mrs. Hubbard’s shop.

“Rufus!” she shouted, running faster herself. Rufus threw a look back at her, dropping the book from his mouth as he did. But instead of falling to the street, the book just floated along in front of her cat until he turned back around and grabbed it in his teeth again, not slowing down in the slightest.

What was happening? How could the book just float there? Had its shadow magic possessed Rufus, forcing him to run away with it? Adding worry for her cat on top of all her other fears gave Lena a new burst of energy, and she sprinted all out now, in spite of the ache in her legs. She’d never been as strong as some of the other kids, but she wasn’t going to let weakness slow her down, especially not as she turned down a street just behind her cat and saw Mrs. Hubbard’s store at the end of it.

“Lena!” Shefin hissed from a few yards behind her. “This is not how a prince and princess of a ball should behave!”

She threw a look over her shoulder to find Shefin still following her, but from farther back than he had been, almost like he was putting space between them in case she got caught. Honestly, she couldn’t blame him for that. He didn’t deserve to be punished for any of this just because he’d been around when Lena had picked up the book.

But shouldn’t her true love want to be with her, to stand by her side in times of danger? Or did that mean he wasn’t actually—

Stop! she yelled inside her head. The book’s already corrupting you into thinking evil thoughts. The fairy queens put you and Shefin together, so it must be true love. Stop trying to figure a way out of it just because you don’t feel anything for him!

Unfortunately, Rufus was now just a few feet away from Mrs. Hubbard’s store, and worse, the door stood wide open, in spite of the store being closed. Lena couldn’t see inside, though, as someone had hung a black curtain in the doorway, hiding whoever—or whatever—might be waiting inside. Another really bad sign.

In a last-ditch attempt to reach her cat, Lena doubled her speed, her heart practically bursting through her chest, it was beating so hard. But just as she was about to reach him, Rufus slid around the black curtain, and she had to skid to a stop to avoid plowing in right after him.

In spite of her run, Lena shivered as she stared at the curtain, trying to catch her breath. The fairy queens’ ball isn’t what you think it is, the book had said. You’re living a lie. Come to Mrs. Hubbard’s store if you want to learn the truth. What kind of evil was waiting beyond the door to infect her mind with lies? Part of her wished she could just turn and run in the opposite direction so she never had to find out.

But Rufus was in there, and she wasn’t going to leave him in danger. Lena threw a quick look behind her to find that Shefin had stopped all the way down the street. Him leaving her to do this alone hurt for a moment, but again she decided this was for the best. At least this way, if the shadow took her, there’d be someone to tell her parents what had happened.

She held up a hand for Shefin to wait where he was, took a deep breath, and then stepped through the black curtain.

Whatever Lena had been expecting, it wasn’t the brightly lit shop she found inside, looking exactly the same as it had every other time she’d visited. The only difference this time was that Mrs. Hubbard’s cheerful lanterns illuminated a store completely empty of people.

Before Lena could process that, the door slammed shut behind her, and she shrieked, whirling around to face whoever had done it. But there was no one there, which could only mean one thing: dark magic. She shivered again, the cold chill she’d felt a moment ago now seeping into her bones.

But other than the door closing, the only sign of life she could find came from some loud munching a few aisles over. Ignoring the part of her that desperately wanted to throw open the door and run, she instead moved as quickly and silently as she could toward the noise.

As she’d hoped, Lena found Rufus purring loudly in the middle of an aisle, eating from a spilled bag of his favorite treats. The book he’d stolen lay unnoticed on the floor at his side, and Lena quickly grabbed it before he could run away with it again.

“You are in so much trouble, little man,” she hissed, glancing around again before tucking the book under her arm and grabbing Rufus with both hands. He meowed indignantly as she lifted him up, but that was probably more due to her taking him away from his treats than anything else, and she could make it up to him once they were safe again.

“What were you thinking?” she whispered to him as she hurried back to the door. Having him and the book back, she started wondering if she’d been panicking over nothing, even if maybe the wind had slammed the door shut, not some invisible shadow monster. “You know to never touch strange objects. They might curse you or turn you evil!”

He rolled his eyes at her, then meowed again, more indignant than ever now.

“I can translate that, if you’d like,” said a voice from directly behind Lena, a voice that sounded nothing like Mrs. Hubbard.

The panic flooded back, and with a little squeak of terror, Lena slowly turned around to find not a shadow monster but something far, far worse.

A golden fairy as tall as Lena floated just off the floor, which meant this wasn’t some ordinary, tiny fairy but a fairy princess, a far more powerful creature, second only to the fairy queens themselves.

And that meant Lena was not only caught but would certainly be given the eternal punishment.

As she trembled in horror, the fairy princess reached out and pulled the book from beneath Lena’s arm, then looked at Lena as if awaiting an explanation.

“I don’t—” Lena tried to say, then practically choked over the dryness in her mouth. She quickly swallowed and started again. “I don’t know whose book that is. It’s not mine, I swear.”

The fairy princess raised an eyebrow. “Oh, it’s yours. More than you even know. You have a choice to make now, Lena of the Blessed City. And you must choose wisely, for it will determine both your future and the futures of everyone you love.”






CHAPTER THREE

In which Lena is given a choice, because that’s how the rules work. ALSO, SOME RIDICULOUS HUMANS HELP HER DECIDE.

Choice? She had to make a choice… about her future?

The fairy princess smiled slightly, and Lena realized to her horror what the creature meant. The choice was about her punishment, it had to be, like whether she’d choose to spend the rest of her life burning in a pool of hot lava or frozen beneath an icy lake.

“I’ll do whatever you want, but please, don’t hurt my cat,” she said, nodding down at Rufus. “He never would have touched the book if I hadn’t shoved it at him. It’s my fault, not his.”

The fairy’s smile faded as she looked confused. “What? I’d never hurt him. What are you talking about?”

“She thinks you’re going to make her choose her punishment,” said a new voice, and Lena turned quickly to find two other strangers standing where no one had been a moment ago. The man was dressed in dark blue and black, with a hood over his brown hair, while the woman, the speaker, had shoulder-length blond hair and wore a purple tunic that had seen better days, along with a pair of sturdy blue pants that somehow lightened in color as they got closer to the ground, something Lena had never seen before.

But it wasn’t the humans appearing out of nowhere that made Lena even more frightened. No, her increased panic was all due to the enormous old, black cauldron that sat on the ground between them, practically reeking of evil magic.

“Don’t worry, that’s not what the choice is,” the woman continued, holding up a hand as if she wanted to calm Lena down.

“Nope, May is right, not even close,” the man said in a friendly tone, which wasn’t what Lena expected. “This is the choice: if you want to know the secret of the Blessed City and why nothing here feels right, step into the Cauldron of Truth.” He patted the side of the cauldron. “But if not, if you’d rather go back to your life the way it is, then—”

“I’m sorry, this is ridiculous,” the woman named May interrupted. “Enough of this hero’s-journey-rejection-of-the call stuff.” She waved Lena forward impatiently. “Come on, kid. Jump into the cauldron already so we can save the world.”

“Whoa!” the golden fairy princess said, quickly flying between Lena and the two humans in an oddly protective way, which confused Lena even more. “We have to do this the right way, May. The Tales of All Things will only accept stories that follow the fairy queens’ rules, and in this case, the rules say we have to let the main character—” She stopped abruptly to give Lena an apologetic look. “Sorry, force of habit. We have to let Lena make the decision herself.”

May sighed. “Okay, fine. Sorry, Lena. It’s just been a long day. Also week, month, and year. Come on, Jack, let’s give her some room.” And then she and the man, Jack, stepped away from the cauldron, apparently to give Lena space to climb in, which was the last thing she planned on doing.

Interact with shadow magic, right in front of a fairy? There was no way! And why was this even happening, unless…

Unless it was some kind of test? Lena’s eyes widened as slowly things began to make sense. This was a test, it had to be! The fairy princess must have left the book in the street to see what Lena would do, and her worthiness would be judged based on her decision now. Maybe fairies were out around town testing everyone this way, to make sure they were worthy for the ball? Or could this have something to do with the election for prince and princess?

If Shefin had accidentally put her through all of this with his campaigning, she’d happily commit some unworthy acts to make sure he paid for it.

“If you really want me to choose,” Lena said to the fairy princess, who smiled and nodded, “then I choose not to get into the cauldron.” She forced a smile to show how confident she was in her answer. “The cauldron must be made from shadow magic, so the right choice, the worthy choice, is to stay far away from it and call the fairies. So that’s what I choose.”

For the first time since finding the book, she actually felt like things might turn out okay. Only, for some reason no one else seemed to be celebrating, or congratulating her on making the right call. Instead May groaned loudly, and Jack turned away to rub his forehead. Even Rufus meowed sadly, which the fairy princess acknowledged with a tilt of her head.

“Rufus wants you to think harder about this,” she said, petting the cat, “because he thinks you’re not acting like yourself, and he misses the real you.” The cat meowed again, seemingly in agreement. “Also, he wants treats.”

What? But Lena had made the right choice! Why was the fairy princess still questioning her? The panic from before came crashing back, threatening to drown Lena like a tidal wave. “But didn’t I pass the fairy queens’ test?” she asked, confused about how she’d managed to mess it all up.

“Do we really need to do this, Gwentell?” May said to the fairy, throwing Lena a compassionate glance. “Look at her, she’s terrified! Your queens have her so intimidated that she’s never going to choose the right thing for herself.”

“If she doesn’t choose, we can’t change The Tales of All Things, May,” said Gwentell the fairy princess before turning back to Lena. “But just to be clear, this isn’t a test, Lena, and you won’t be punished, no matter what you choose. It really is simple: Do you want to know who you really are?”

It wasn’t a test? But it had to be. There was no way a fairy princess, of all people, would let a human use shadow magic. It just wasn’t possible!

Unless this was also part of the test? Maybe the fairy wanted to make sure Lena really meant what she’d said, and wouldn’t change her mind the moment she thought she could get away with it?

“If I find any hint of shadow magic, I’m supposed to call the fairies,” Lena whispered, hoping this would finally end it. “I should have said that earlier, and I apologize.”

Gwentell sighed, then opened up the Happily Ever After book.

“No, please!” Lena shouted, remembering her unworthy thoughts recorded in the book. “I promise I won’t go into the cauldron, I swear I won’t! I just want to be worthy and follow the rules of the fairy queens!”

“Gwentell!” May shouted.

“Lena, it’s okay!” Gwentell said quickly, a strangely guilty expression coming over her face. “I think I messed up when writing this story. I should have given you more reason to believe you wouldn’t get in trouble for your choice.” She sighed. “You’d think writing stories would be easy, but this one really doesn’t seem to happen like I wrote it to.”

She pulled out a long wooden rod with a pointed metal end, like a fountain pen crossed with some sort of magic wand, then set the tip to the book and began writing. As she did, a strange sort of tingling passed through Lena, and she wondered if this was it, if she was being teleported to the fairy queens for her eternal punishment.

But the tingling passed a moment later as Gwentell closed the book again, then turned expectantly to the two humans. “Let’s try to make this easier for her, shall we?” she said.

Jack stared back at the fairy for a moment, then seemed to realize she was waiting on him. “Oh, sorry, right!” He cleared his throat and turned to Lena. “I know how scary this choice is, Lena. I spent my childhood feeling like I was different from everybody too, like I didn’t belong, like I was wrong somehow. And it had to be my fault that I didn’t fit in, because no one else seemed to be feeling this way.”

He paused, looking like the memories weren’t pleasant, but May squeezed his hand supportively, and he gave her a thankful look, then continued. “Turns out, they were just better at hiding it than I was. It took me a while to learn this, but being the real you is never wrong, or evil, or anything else. Whoever you are inside is just that, who you are. And that’s something that should always be up to us, no one else.”

“Jack is right,” May said, giving him a loving look. “He’s weird and odd and drives me crazy, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much I love those parts of him, along with everything else.” She turned back to Lena. “And if it helps, I spent almost my entire childhood being lied to, so I know how it feels. No one should ever have to question their world, but once you choose to see the truth, as hard as that might be, everything gets better, I promise. The truth is always better than a lie, no matter what.” She paused. “But whatever you decide today, you need to know that you’re safe. We’ll protect you, the three of us, no matter what.”

The golden fairy gave May a look just like the one May had given Jack, then nodded. “What matters is what you want, Lena,” she said quietly. “Do you choose a life of secrecy and hiding, or one where you’re free to be yourself? That’s the real choice here, and no one but you can make it.”

Lena just stared at the three of them, not able to believe this was really happening. Could they mean what they were saying, even the fairy princess? Were they actually giving her the choice to find out the truth about the city, about herself? Could this really not be a test of worthiness? Because if she really could decide, then it wasn’t a choice at all.

Lena took a step toward the cauldron, barely able to believe the chance she was taking. But the pull of finding out why nothing made sense to her; why Shefin could be her true love when she felt nothing for him; why none of this life felt right, from the moment she woke up in the morning to the moment she lay down at night… it was too tempting to resist. She had to know.

Lena stopped just before the cauldron, paused for a second, and then gritted her teeth and reached out to touch it.

Before she could, a hand latched on to her wrist and yanked her arm away.

“Do not listen to their foul lies, child!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, aiming a very deadly-looking sword at the others as she pulled Lena away from the cauldron. “They must be infected with shadow and mean to corrupt you as well. But I will not allow that to happen, even if it means destroying this horrible cauldron myself!”






CHAPTER FOUR

In which Lena makes her choice, and jumps into the cauldron ANNOYING DISTRACTIONS ARE TAKEN CARE OF, AND WE GET ON WITH THINGS.

“Mrs. Hubbard, look closer at who you’re speaking to!” Lena shouted, trying to free herself, but the older woman’s grip was unshakable. “That’s a fairy princess!”

“Looks can deceive, child,” Mrs. Hubbard said, swinging her sword in an arc to hold the others back. “Actions are what count, and this ‘fairy princess’ revealed her true nature by trying to mislead you.”

May groaned loudly as Jack leaned in closer to Gwentell. “I thought you said we’d have the store to ourselves,” he whispered. “Did you not bother to write that part in?”

“The store was closed!” Gwentell said, wincing. “Is it my fault that I didn’t know she lived here too?”

“Um, yes?” Jack said. “You could also have just written that we’d be alone, with no one distracting us.”

“Sure, blame the writer just because they forget important details,” Gwentell said, waving her arms around dramatically. “It’s fine anyway. I’ll just fix it with a quick rewrite.”

But as the fairy opened the book again, Mrs. Hubbard leapt forward, slashing out with her sword. It barely missed the book, but only because Gwentell flew backward in alarm.

“Take your foul magic elsewhere, fiend!” the older woman shouted, and attacked a second time, now too close for the fairy to dodge….

But instead of striking the book or Gwentell, Mrs. Hubbard’s sword hit a translucent, glowing blade and bounced off with a clang. Jack, having pulled the weapon out faster than Lena could follow, aimed it at Mrs. Hubbard, who raised her own sword in response.

“Please, don’t hurt her!” Lena shouted, throwing herself between the two in spite of the danger. “She’s just trying to help me and doesn’t understand what’s happening here!”

“Run, Lena!” Mrs. Hubbard hissed. “I’ll keep these villains occupied while you escape. Go, summon the real fairies while you can!”

Gwentell growled in annoyance. “First of all, there’s no fairy more real than me. Second, everyone just calm down. We’re not enemies.” She tilted her head. “At least I assume we’re not. I don’t really know much about Mrs. Hubbard, honestly.”

“Some writers do research first,” Jack said, rolling his eyes. Then he yelped as Gwentell and May both smacked him.

“I know her, Your Highness,” Lena said quickly, hoping to cut off any further fighting. “She’s the most caring and loving person I’ve ever met, and must have found us here and panicked. I felt the same way when I came in…” She trailed off, realizing she hadn’t stopped feeling panicked since she’d arrived, but took a deep breath and continued. “So I can understand what she’s going through.”

That was all true, though Lena had to admit she was a bit surprised by how well Mrs. Hubbard wielded her sword. When had the store owner learned to fight like that?

But Gwentell had already started writing in her book again, and the tingling returned, though it was even stronger this time. Lena started to mention the tingling, but a cry from behind her made her whirl around instead, where she found Mrs. Hubbard’s weapon rusting away, dissolving into metallic flakes that fell like discolored snow to the floor.

“See?” Gwentell said, slamming the book triumphantly. “All it takes is one small edit, and everything is fine again.”

“Nothing is fine, fiend!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, and whipped the sword’s hilt right at Gwentell, who dodged in annoyance.

“You know what?” the fairy said, seething now. “I’ve had enough. Jack, take her down!”

Jack sighed deeply but advanced on Mrs. Hubbard as ordered, his sword glowing in his hand. Not knowing what else to do, Lena grabbed Mrs. Hubbard and pulled her back around the cauldron, hoping to at least delay the inevitable.

“Leave me, Lena,” Mrs. Hubbard whispered to her. “Go! I’ll keep them busy as long as I can.”

But Lena could only shake her head. “I can’t pretend to understand what’s happening here, but really listen to what they’re offering, Mrs. Hubbard. Doesn’t the world just feel… off to you? Like nothing is the way it’s supposed to be?”

The older woman flinched as if Lena had slapped her. “No, it doesn’t… I don’t… No!” She fell back from Lena, then pointed at her accusingly. “I see it’s too late, as the shadow already has you in its power too!”

“I’m not being controlled by the shadow, Mrs. Hubbard, and neither are they!” Lena shouted, hoping that was true. “Gwentell just gave me a choice, a real choice, and I choose—”

“It’s the cauldron’s magic, isn’t it!” Mrs. Hubbard shouted, her gaze turning toward the pot next to them. “I knew I should have destroyed the foul device months ago, but I… I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Still, its power must be almost depleted, so perhaps there’s still a way I can save you, Lena!”
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