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Dedicated to anyone whose story didn’t go as planned. Seriously, who writes these things?



Chapter 1

Once upon a time, Jack wouldn’t have been caught dead in a princess rescue. Yet here he was, in the middle of a cave—a dark and stupid cave—on his way to do just that. This was all such a waste of time, and after that last fight with what was apparently supposed to be a troll, his arm really hurt.

From deep within the cave came what was probably supposed to be a bloodcurdling roar. Jack sighed, rolled his eyes, and slowed down to wait. A roar like that could only mean bad things . . . and sure enough, a ball of fire came burning down the corridor, exploding just a few inches from his left arm. The heat caused him to jerk his body to the right, saving him from the second fireball, which blew through the spot he’d just been standing in.

“Hey!” Jack yelled indignantly. “You almost hit me!” Without waiting for a reply, he dropped to his knees, yanked out the blunt prop sword he’d been given, and whipped it end over end toward the source of the fireballs.

A second later Jack heard a dull thunk, followed by a groan and what sounded like a body hitting the cave floor. He smiled, then helped himself to his feet and continued on, the corridor now thankfully free of fireballs. As he walked, he looked himself over, realizing with annoyance that somewhere along the line his tan shirt and pants had both been ripped. Perfect. As if he had that many clothes to begin with.

A bit deeper in, a bright green dragon mask lay on the floor in two separate pieces, split by the otherwise completely useless sword. Just past the mask was an unconscious boy dressed all in green, a deep red bruise spreading over his face. Apparently, Jack’s aim had been better than he thought.

He briefly felt bad about knocking the boy out, but then remembered how close the fireballs had come, and all guilt disappeared. Picking up his prop sword, Jack started to leave when a thought stopped him in his tracks: Why play by the rules?

There it was, on the boy’s right hand: a sparkling red ring. Jack quickly worked the ring off the boy’s finger, then slid it onto his own. Satisfied, he started back down the hall, trying to ignore the growing ache in his shoulder. Stupid fake troll. At least the fake dragon had missed.

A bit farther in, torches flickered on the cave walls, creating what would have been an eerie effect if it hadn’t been so transparently designed to be. Again, Jack slowed down, moving as silently as he could despite the sword banging against his leg at every step. As the torchlight grew brighter and the cave started to widen, Jack stopped completely.

This was it . . . the final challenge. The first challenge required a strong arm, he’d been told, though if the pain in his shoulder was any indication, his arm hadn’t exactly been up to it. The second challenge took a brave heart, facing the fireballs. And the final challenge, the most difficult of all, could only be won by a wise head.

Wise, huh? This might not end well.

Still, it couldn’t hurt to get a little information before rushing in. Jack drew his sword and angled it around the corner. In the sword’s reflection, he saw two torches hanging from the ceiling over an old, blackened stone altar. Strapped to the altar was what looked to be a teenage boy in a white dress, a golden tiara decorating his blond hair.

A boy playing the princess? Classy.

Over the boy in the dress stood a man wearing all brown, holding a knife to the boy’s chest. On the other side of the room, a hunched old woman leaned against a large staff. The woman’s black robe covered everything but her wart-infested nose, which looked more like a carrot than anything.

“My knight will rescue me,” Jack heard the boy princess on the altar say in an unnaturally high-pitched voice. “He will! Just you wait!”

Jack sighed. A knight? Yikes. He fiddled with the ring a bit to ready it, then prepared himself to move quickly, knowing he was going to need the element of surprise if he had any hope of saving the boy . . . princess . . . whatever.

“The knight is here,” the woman in black hissed.

Okay, apparently surprise was out. Still, even if they knew he was there, maybe Jack could still throw them a bit.

“I am here,” Jack said, stepping out from around the corner. “But . . . I surrender.” With that, he held his sword up, then slowly placed it on the ground.

“You what?!” the wart-covered woman said.

“You what?!” the boy princess said.

“I surrender,” Jack repeated, stepping away from the sword. “You win.”

The man in brown held the knife closer to the fake princess. “It’s some kind of trick,” he said.

The woman nodded. “I agree. Cut out the princess’s heart!”

“No!” the boy princess screamed, his voice breaking in panic.

“Quiet, princess!” the man in brown said, lifting his knife high into the air. “The witch orders, and I obey!”

“And as for you, little hero,” the witch said, “you will join your princess in death!” With that, she aimed a gnarled wand in Jack’s direction, shouted a magic word, and shot a bolt of lightning straight at him.

Jack dropped, then quickly dodged a second blast by rolling to the right.

“Princess, your heart is mine!” the man in brown screamed, driving the knife down toward the boy on the altar.

“I have you now!” the old woman shouted, aiming her wand right at Jack.

Jack glanced quickly between the woman and the man in brown. He could either save himself or the princess, there was no time to do both. He instantly made his decision, aimed the ring, and fired it . . .

Right at the witch.

A fireball three times the size of the previous ones erupted from the ring and exploded into the witch’s chest, lighting her black robe on fire. The witch screamed in terror as she frantically tore at her flaming clothing. The man in brown gasped, then rushed to the witch’s side, dropping his knife to the ground as he ran.

Jack used the distraction to retrieve his sword, then duck under the altar to quickly cut through the captive boy’s bonds. “Get up, Princess!” he hissed, standing back up. “We have to—”

And then he stopped, realizing he was too late. The boy princess’s white gown was now stained with some kind of red liquid, and he lay on the altar with his tongue sticking out, not moving.

Dropping his sword to the ground, Jack put his head in his hands. He had failed. The princess was dead.

The furious witch grabbed Jack by his shirt and pushed him against the wall, her eyes narrowed dangerously and her fake nose singed. “Jack!” she roared. “You could have killed me!”

“I know, I’m sorry!” he said, his face turning red. “I didn’t know it would do that! When Stephen used the ring, the fireballs were a lot smaller. . . .” He quickly removed the magic ring and held it out to the woman. She glared at him for a second before grabbing it from his hand. Then she smacked him in the head.

“I don’t care what Stephen did,” Julia, his teacher, told him as she tore off the rest of her makeup. “He knew enough to miss you! You, on the other hand, aimed right at me!”

“Okay, ow, first of all!” Jack said, rubbing his head. “Second of all, you said to treat this test like it was real. And you were shooting lightning at me! What was I supposed to do?!”

“Um,” said the princess from the altar, “can someone rescue me already?” The princess’s voice had gotten remarkably deeper since she “died.” Jack took a closer look and recognized Bertrand, one of the other boys from the village. Apparently Jack had missed some of the ropes, and Bertrand’s arms were still tied down.

Jack rolled his eyes. “Rescue yourself,” he said, tossing his fake sword to the “princess.” It hit the boy in his stomach, knocking the wind out of him.

“Well, congratulations, Jack,” Julia said as she finished removing her costume. “You failed. Not only did you handle every single situation wrong—every single one!—but you went after me when the real threat was the witch’s servant. He killed the princess, Jack!”

“But you were attacking me!” Jack protested. “If I had saved her, I would have died. And then what good would I have been to either of us?”

“And what good were you now?” Julia asked as the man in brown, Jack’s teacher Stewart, quietly walked over to untie the still complaining princess.

“It’s all useless anyway,” Jack said, his face burning from his failure. “We all know there are no unmarried princesses left. Even if there were, I don’t want to marry anyone, let alone some stuck-up royal. I’m just fine where I am!”

Jack turned to leave, but Julia grabbed his arm. “This is important, Jack. You’re the son of a . . . well, a . . .”

“A criminal?” Jack said, his eyes narrowing.

“And I don’t want you to follow his lead,” Julia said. “This is for your own good! Being a hero, rescuing a princess, killing a dragon . . . these could really turn your life around! At least, if you survive long enough.” She glared at him. “You’re the only one in your entire class to fail the princess rescue test. Just go home, Jack. We’ll talk about this later.”

Jack sighed, and turned to leave. “I don’t care how the world works,” he said over his shoulder. “All this? It isn’t me.”

“And it never will be at this rate,” Julia said, helping Stewart to yank the ropes off the fake princess.

“Thanks for nothing, Jack!” the “princess” yelled at him, his wig and tiara falling off as he sat up.

    The walk back through the cave was a bit more peaceful this time, though that wouldn’t last long. His grandfather would be waiting, and Jack’s test results weren’t going to go over too well.

Outside, the brightly setting sun blinded him for a moment. He raised a hand up to block it, as the green trees of summer weren’t helping too much in that regard. He realized that it wouldn’t be much longer before the trees picked themselves up and migrated to the warmer south, leaving their dead, leafless brothers behind.

Lucky trees.

Between those trees, an old man tapped his foot impatiently. Jack’s grandfather was covered in three or four layers of different-colored clothing, while his long white beard poked out from his shirt in several places. None of that was out of the ordinary, though. The tiny, golden girl sitting on his grandfather’s shoulder, however, was a bit unusual. The girl’s wings shimmered in the sunlight as she flapped them absently.

“Hi, Grandpa,” Jack said, hoping a smile would help hide his failure. “New friend?”

His grandfather snorted, then gently offered his palm to the fairy on his shoulder. The creature daintily stepped into it, smiling shyly up at Jack as his grandfather walked over. “Just caught that bully Robert hunting some of these things,” the old man said. “The other three flew off when I rescued them, but this one seems to have a thing for me.”

Before he could even finish speaking, though, the fairy jumped out of his hand and flew over to Jack. She landed on his head, settled herself into his hair, and let out a contented sigh.

“Or not,” his grandfather said with a grunt. “How did the test go?”

Jack took in a deep breath, then blew it out without a word.

“Right,” said his grandfather, nodding. “Can’t say I’m surprised. What was the problem this time?”

Jack turned red. “I kinda let the princess die.”

His grandfather groaned. “You do realize that’s not a good thing, right?” the old man asked.

“So I’m told,” Jack said.

His grandfather patted him on the shoulder. “You’ll save her next time. Until then, you’ll practice every minute that you’re not working in the fields.”

And there it was, pretty much the worst punishment his grandfather could have laid down. The last thing Jack wanted to do was practice more princess rescuing. The whole thing was just so useless!

“It’s not useless,” his grandfather said, apparently reading his mind. “You think I’m going to let my only grandson stay a farmer for the rest of his life? That’s a job for kids too young or adults too old to go out on a proper adventure. Now, let’s get back to the cottage. There’s a chill in the air.”

“You realize it’s the middle of summer, right?” Jack asked as they started home. “I’m pretty sure any chill is just in your head.”

That earned Jack a whack on the head from his grandfather’s cane. “I fought an ice giant, you little idiot!” the old man snapped. “The monster froze my bones to their very core, and they’ve never properly healed! Usually it’s worse when I’m around the truly stupid.” He gave Jack a dark look. “You see where I’m going with this.”

“I’ll start a fire when we get home,” Jack said with a sigh. On top of his head, the fairy made herself a little nest, tugging some of his hair in the process. Unlike this one, most fairies were shy, scared of humans for a good reason: Their wings sold pretty well to wizards and witches for their magic. The practice was horribly cruel, but that didn’t stop some of the village boys from hunting the little fairies.

“A fire’s a start,” the old man said. “And then tomorrow we’ll go over my adventuring lessons again.”

Jack gritted his teeth. “Grandpa, I’m not going to waste my time anymore!” he shouted. “I’m not you . . . and I’m definitely not my father. What’s the point, anyway? There aren’t any unmarried princesses left!”

“And how would you know?!” his grandfather shouted back. “You’re not even looking! If you go looking for adventure, it will find you! At least, it would if you had the brains nature gave your little fairy friend—the one who’s scratching her head with her foot, I might add.”

“If adventure’s going to find me,” Jack growled angrily, “it can find me right here. If you’re right, it shouldn’t matter where I am. I should be able to just stick out my arms and have a princess fall right into them!”

He stuck out his arms to highlight how stupid his grandfather’s argument was.

Above him, a circle of blue fire exploded open in the middle of the air. Out of the middle of the flaming circle, a person fell to the ground less than a foot from Jack’s outstretched arms.

For a second, both Jack and his grandfather were too shocked to say anything.

As usual, though, his grandfather recovered first.

“You really have to work on your aim, boy,” the old man said.

Jack quickly ran forward to see if the person—a girl—was hurt. She was lying on her stomach, so Jack quickly turned her over, sighing in relief when he saw she was still breathing. He looked her over, trying to figure out if she’d broken anything, but she seemed okay . . . that was, other than her odd appearance.

The strangest thing had to be the streak of startling blue playing through the girl’s dirty blond hair. That couldn’t have been natural; some sort of magic had to have been involved. Not that her clothing was normal, either. Her pants were dark blue, worn through in some places but almost new in others. Her black shirt was a much thinner material than her pants and barely had any sleeves. And then Jack saw something that made him gasp in surprise.

“What?” his grandfather asked, creeping up behind Jack to look. “Is it dead?”

The old man noticed what Jack had seen, and he leapt into the air, almost giddy with excitement. “Jack, my boy!” he shouted. “You’ve done it, you’ve found one!”

Jack shook his head, still staring at the girl. She couldn’t be . . . could she? He read the words on her shirt again, out loud this time. “Punk . . . Princess.”

This girl was a princess? And where exactly was Punk?



Chapter 2

Think she’s all right?” Jack’s grandfather asked, tapping her leg with his foot.

“Don’t kick her!” Jack whispered. “She’s a princess!”

The old man kicked her again. “That doesn’t mean she’s all right.”

“Just let me handle this, okay?” Jack said as he bent over the girl protectively. His grandfather grunted and wandered off in the direction of their cottage, hopefully to get a blanket or something. Meanwhile, the girl hadn’t woken up, which wasn’t a good sign. The short fall from the fire circle in the sky shouldn’t have been enough to knock her out, so it must have been something else.

A spell, maybe? Jack frowned. If it was a magical sleep, there was a very specific way to wake up a princess. Jack crinkled his forehead, struggling to remember his lessons from school. She had to be kissed, yes . . . but did the kisser have to be a prince? Why were there so many rules to these stupid spells, anyway?!

This had been the sort of thing he ignored on general principle. How often did someone just trip over a sleeping princess, after all? Jack had been much more interested in learning why bees stung or what part of the month were-rabbits transformed into humans, rather than how to deal with spoiled royals who couldn’t get out of bed.

“Do you have to be a prince to wake a sleeping princess?” Jack whispered to his returning grandfather, who instead of bringing back something useful had dragged out a chair to sit on.

“Who knows?” the old man said. “Smooch her, see what happens.”

Jack glared at him. “I’m not just going to kiss her.”

“If you don’t, I will,” the old man said. “You think she wants to wake up to this?” He pointed to his bearded, wrinkled face.

Jack nodded. “Good point.” He bent over the girl, then paused, suddenly nervous. Whoever this girl was, she was all kinds of cute and about his age. Plus, she was royalty, whereas he was just some idiot covered in cave dirt.

“Do it already!” his grandfather shouted. “In my day, she’d be awake and married to you by now!”

“Shhhh!” Jack hissed, his face just inches from the princess’s. “I don’t want to do this wrong!”

“You’ve never kissed a girl, have you,” his grandfather said, then snorted. “We really do have to get you out of this village.”

Jack just growled in response, and turned back to the girl. “Good luck, Princess,” Jack whispered to her, then smushed his mouth against hers.

The princess’s eyes immediately flew open, and she sat up so fast her head smacked right into Jack’s. A hollow bonk echoed through the clearing.

“Ow!” the princess yelled, grabbing her head.

“Ow!” Jack shouted, falling backward and holding his forehead as well.

His grandfather almost fell backward out of his chair too, though only because he was laughing so hard.

Now extremely awake, the princess glared all around, looking confused, scared, and pained all at once. “Grandma?” she yelled. She started to get to her feet, but quickly fell back down, apparently still woozy from whatever had knocked her out. “Grandma?!” she yelled more urgently, then turned to Jack, her eyes wide with fear. “Who are you?! Where am I? Where’s my grandmother?” Abruptly, her look went from scared to annoyed. “And what made you think that kissing me was okay?!”

Jack turned fiery red. “Yeah, uh, sorry about that,” he said quietly.

The princess grunted, still glaring. “Where’s the guy in green?” she asked. “And where’s my grandmother?!”

Jack shook his head, a little done with all her questions. “No idea,” he said, trying to stay patient. “You’re the only one who fell out of the sky.”

The girl looked up at the now empty sky, the sun setting in the distance. “Wait, the fire tunnel,” she said, almost to herself. “And it was after midnight a second ago . . . why’s it so light here? Where am I?!”

“Giant’s Hand, Princess,” Jack’s grandfather said, pushing past Jack. “A small village in the kingdom of Blunderbush.” The old man waited for a sign of recognition, but when he got none, he just shrugged. “It’s a pretty small kingdom,” he admitted.

The princess stared at Jack’s grandfather for a second, then turned back to Jack, where she seemed to notice something for the first time. The princess’s eyes popped, and her mouth dropped open, a small squeak echoing in her throat.

The fairy in Jack’s hair just stared right back at her.

“What?” Jack said finally, the silence making him a little uncomfortable.

The princess pointed at the fairy, still not saying anything, her mouth still wide open.

The fairy pointed back with a smile, enjoying the game.

“It’s a fairy,” Jack said, his annoyance starting to creep into his voice. “What’s wrong?”

“There’s a little . . . person in your hair!” the princess said, her voice cracking. “You’re asking me what’s wrong?!”

Jack reached up and gently picked the fairy out of his hair, then held her out for the princess to get a closer look. “See?” he said. “Just a fairy.”

“Just a fairy?!” the princess said, shoving herself away from the fairy in a panic. “That’s not right! It can’t be real! It’s a special effect or something, right? I mean, I can deal with little monsters with axes and blue fire tunnels and everything, but that’s not right!”

The fairy’s smile turned into a frown, and she stuck out her tongue at the girl. Jack held his other hand protectively in front of the fairy, shielding her from the princess’s outburst. “There’s no reason to be rude,” he said.

“Rude?!” the girl said, her voice cracking again. “Oh, I get it! I’m asleep! This is all a dream, right?” She reached out and pinched Jack.

“Ow!” he said, and pinched her right back.

“Ow!” she yelled, pinching him again.

“All right,” Jack’s grandfather said, inserting himself between the two of them, stopping Jack’s return pinch in a very unsatisfying way. “I think we’ve all established that no one’s asleep. Why don’t we introduce ourselves? I’m Jack, and this is my grandson here, also named Jack. He’s Jack the thirteenth . . . the lucky one, I call him.” The old man laughed, but no one else did. “And you are . . . ?”

The girl paused, then said, “May.”

“Well, Princess, you’re obviously in distress,” Jack’s grandfather said, reaching a hand out to help the girl to her feet. “Did you say your grandmother is missing? Maybe we can help.”

Jack glared at her, not really over the whole pinching fiasco. “Who said we want to help?” he muttered.

“Was that what you call kissing me?” the princess asked, throwing him a dirty look. “Helping?”

Jack blushed, angry and embarrassed at the same time.

“The boy was trying to wake you up,” the old man said before Jack could say something rude in response. “He wasn’t sure it would work, since he’s no prince, obviously, but apparently they’re relaxing the standards.”

“He’s not a prince, huh?” said the princess, one eyebrow raising as the old man helped her to her feet. Then her eyes shifted to the fairy in Jack’s hair again. “Oh, c’mon,” she said with a weak smile. “Princes? You can’t be serious.”

“No princes around here, obviously,” Jack’s grandfather said. “The nearest one’s a good day or two away. But why waste the time when my boy is ready to help? He’s not much, but he’ll get the job done, Princess.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Okay, let’s back up. When you say that word . . .”

“Princess?” the old man asked.

“Yeah, that one,” she said. “You’re not just doing that whole old-person thing where you call girls cutesy names ’cause you think it’s charming or whatever, are you.”

“Certainly not,” Jack’s grandfather huffed. “I don’t think I’m charming, I know—”

“Missing the point!” the princess said, her voice edging on panic. “Why are you calling me a princess?”

Jack pointed at her shirt. “It’s not like you’re hiding it too well.”

She followed his gaze down to her chest, then gave him a disbelieving look. “It’s a T-shirt,” she said.

“So you’re not a princess?” Jack said.

“No!” May yelled. “I’m not a princess!”

“Whatever you say, Princess,” Jack said, his eyes narrowing as he glared at her.

“Uh, Your Highness,” Jack’s grandfather said, inserting himself between them again, “why don’t you and Jack go over to our cottage, so you can explain how you ended up here? I’ll go grab something for us to eat from the inn.” When the princess started to object, Jack’s grandfather interrupted her. “Don’t you think we’ll be able to better help you once we know the full story?”

The princess looked like she wanted to disagree but couldn’t think of a good enough reason to do so. “Fine,” she said. “Let’s go. But I’m keeping my eye on you both. Especially you,” she said, pointing at Jack. “You come at me with those lips again, there’s gonna be pain.”

“Can’t be worse than the last time,” Jack said to her as his grandfather wandered off toward the village’s inn. Jack nodded in the direction of their house, and he and the princess walked down the path toward it, an awkward silence filling the air as they went.

Not ten seconds after Jack closed the cottage door behind them, the blue circle of fire reopened in midair, and a giant of a man dressed entirely in green dropped out of the center, landing silently in a crouch. The man carefully touched the spot where May had landed just minutes earlier, then glanced in the direction of Jack’s cottage.

The man in green smiled, stood up, and slipped silently into the forest to wait for his prey to emerge.



Chapter 3

Jack sat down at the rickety table his grandfather had built. The princess glanced at the table’s other chair, then pointedly took a seat farther away, on one of the tiny beds. Apparently she wanted some distance, something she wasn’t going to get much of in the cramped cottage. With a table, two beds, a chest of drawers, and a fireplace for cooking, there just wasn’t room for distance.

“Okay, let’s get on with this,” Jack said, opening the large book on the table to the marked page . . . only it wasn’t the page he’d been expecting. Text filled the left page, while on the right—

“What’s that?” May asked, coming over to stand behind him. She pointed at the elaborate illustration of a man holding a golden harp, facing down a rampaging giant.

“Nothing,” Jack said, quickly flipping to the first blank page. “Apparently my grandfather’s been reliving the past.”

“Did he draw that?” May asked.

“Nope,” Jack said. “It’s a Story Book. It’s actually pretty rare; there were only four made. My grandfather got this one when he rescued an old woman who used to ride a giant goose.” He flipped to the very front of the book and pointed to the picture of his teenage grandfather creeping through a dungeon to free an imprisoned woman and a very annoyed-looking goose. “Anyway, the book writes down any stories you tell it, painting whatever you’re thinking as pictures. It’s not only a good way to keep track of them but it fills in some blanks that most people leave out.”

“So what, it’ll record it?” May asked, raising an eyebrow. “So not only do you have fairies and stuff, you also have magic voice-recognition books? Weird.”

At the mention of her, the fairy in Jack’s hair perked up, spread her wings, and gently flew over to May’s hand. The princess’s eyes went wide, but she held up her palm for the fairy to land on, staring at the creature with wonder. The fairy, though, just smiled, then climbed up May’s arm and into her hair, burying into it and sighing contentedly.

“That might have been the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” May said. The fairy waved a bit in response, then settled back to fall asleep. “I guess you don’t need technology when you’ve got fairies, huh,” May said, then seemed to realize something. “Speaking of technology . . .” She reached into a front pocket and pulled out a small, fat card with numbers on it, some of which she pushed a few times. When nothing happened, she frowned and slipped the card back into her pocket. “I figured there wouldn’t be a signal, but it would have made things a lot easier.”

“Well, yeah,” Jack said. “We . . . we don’t get a lot of signals out here. Not anymore. We used to. But they all died. Eaten. By monsters. It wasn’t a good situation.”

May nodded slowly at him. “Sounds . . . pretty bad,” she said, turning back to the book. “So what, I just have to start talking, and it’ll write down what I say?”

“Try it,” Jack said, flipping back to the blank page.

“Well, I was up later than I was supposed to be, so I had all my lights off,” May said. “I was—” And then she stopped as text began to appear in the Story Book.

“Once upon a time,” it read, “a beautiful young girl disobeyed her grandmother.” On the opposite page, an illustration appeared, showing May in a dark room, her face lit blue by some kind of glowing square.

“That’s so creepy!” she said. “I didn’t even say I was on my computer!”

“It takes both what you say and what you think, Princess,” Jack said, ignoring the fact that he had no idea what a computer was. “And don’t think I didn’t see the part about calling yourself beautiful.”

“It’s a smart book,” May said, the corners of her mouth rising a bit. “All right, then. I was up late when I heard Grandma coming upstairs, so I quickly turned off my computer and jumped into bed.” Text rose to the surface of the Story Book’s page as May talked, but Jack soon forgot it, as he always did when someone was telling a story. The illustrations were so realistic—it was hard not to stare at them.

“Grandma knocked, and came into my room,” she said, and a new illustration appeared: a woman silhouetted in a doorway, light spilling in behind her.

“That’s my Grandma,” May said, her voice catching a bit.

If she was, the woman certainly didn’t look the right age: Her face was perfect and beautiful, unmarred by any worry or smile lines. Her long black hair was tied up in a bun, though Jack could make out a white streak or two playing in and out of the hair.

Despite May’s protests about not being a princess, this woman clearly had a royal bearing. In fact, she reminded Jack of nothing less than a queen, even in what looked to be a simple dressing gown.

“Wow,” Jack blurted out.

“Yeah,” May said. “Kinda intimidating, but you get used to it. She told me I had to get up, but she sounded . . . worried. She said that someone had broken into the house, that they had stolen something: a box she’d always had, a box with a heart on it.”

An illustration appeared of a wooden box with a heart on its front. Jack couldn’t tell much else about it, since most of the box was obscured beneath piles of books, clothes, and other items he didn’t recognize.

“She never let me near that box,” May said. “It was always hidden away somewhere. The only time I ever saw it was when we’d move, which we did a lot.”

“So this box . . . it was stolen?” Jack asked.

“That’s all she said was taken,” May said. “Not sure why someone would just steal that, and not take any of our valuables. She told me it wasn’t safe, though. At the time I thought she just meant because someone had been in our house, and they could come back at any time, you know? It made sense. So she told me to get up, that we were leaving. Oh, and she handed me a note with emergency numbers on it and told me to call them if anything happened.”

“Numbers?” Jack asked.

She frowned. “Yeah, kinda useless, though, considering my phone doesn’t work.”

Jack nodded, pretending he understood any part of what she’d just said.

“She wanted to leave right then, so I quickly got dressed and followed her out,” May said, glancing at the illustration forming on the page. “Or, at least, I started to.”

A picture slowly formed of a room more richly furnished than any Jack had ever seen. An enormous bed covered in linens filled most of the room, right next to the large wooden desk that May’s glowing square sat on. The walls were some kind of smooth, uninterrupted stone, white as clouds.

All but one small part, that was. Though the May in the picture seemed oblivious to it, a small, familiar blue flame burned on the wall right behind her. And inside the blue flame . . . Jack leaned closer to look.

Inside the flame was a small hand, like that of a child. The hand was reaching for May.

“See?” May said sadly. “This is where they come for me.”



Chapter 4

Downstairs I heard this huge explosion,” May said quietly, staring at the picture of the hand in the flame. “Voices yelling, too. One of them was Grandma, but I didn’t know who the other one was. So I ran to the stairs to look.”

A new illustration began to paint itself onto the page, this one showing May glancing down the stairs to find her grandmother and one of the largest men Jack had ever seen, dressed entirely in green.

“They were talking about something . . . I can barely remember,” May said softly. Jack nodded, then absently glanced over at the text, where words that May could barely remember drifted up from the ether. Snow White . . . betrayal . . . cursed . . . Mirror.

And then three words that made his blood run cold: The Wicked Queen.

Jack gasped, suddenly understanding who the man in green was, and what might be happening.

“I know, right?” May said, not exactly on the same page as he was, at least not figuratively. “And things are about to get worse, ’cause while my back was turned, the things from my wall attacked.”

The picture showed what May remembered: A vicious monster about half her size leapt at her, a horrifying axe in one of its hands. Behind it, more monsters were swarming in from the burning blue hole in the wall, eager looks in their eyes.

“They all jumped on me,” May said with a shiver. “I kicked as hard as I could, and I know I hit a few, but there were too many of them. They picked me up and carried me into the hallway.”

The new picture showed May held in the hands of the monsters, being presented to the man in green like some kind of gift. Her grandmother’s hands, feet, and neck had all been chained together with huge iron bands, and the older woman looked both furious and worried.

“He asked me who I was,” May said, pointing at the man in green.

“Who might you be, girlie?” said the man in green, according to the book.

“And I called him some names,” May said.

The book printed something garbled.

“They weren’t the nicest names,” May admitted. “Anyway, he told those monsters to take me back to the palace, then to look for something.”

“Find that crown; we need it to use the Mirror!” the man in green yelled in the book.

“My grandmother struggled,” May said, her eyes locked on the illustration, “but he just picked her up and carried her over his shoulder like she weighed nothing. And then he said something I didn’t understand, and another blue fire showed up.”

The next picture showed a circle of blue flame burning on the wall in front of the man in green, who was carrying May’s grandmother into the circle. Inside the circle, Jack could make out some kind of tunnel of the same fire, ending in a second circle. And in that second circle of blue flame stood a figure he couldn’t make out, a figure that looked almost like a woman. Jack shuddered, the room feeling colder all of a sudden.

“Grandma yelled something about how he should leave me behind, that I wasn’t important,” May said, “but he just laughed and said if she cared that much, I’d definitely be coming along. So they carried me in right behind her. Only . . .” She trailed off briefly, then shrugged. “Only I struggled while we were in that tunnel. I guess the fire wasn’t that stable, ’cause it didn’t take much for me to knock one of the monsters off balance, and they dropped me. Not knowing what else to do, I jumped.”

She pointed at the picture now painting itself onto the page, of May diving headfirst into the tunnel’s wall, childlike hands reaching out to grab her fleeing form.

“And that’s all I remember,” she said.

In the book, three dots appeared, as if the story wasn’t quite finished.

“That’s when we found you,” Jack said, and a final illustration appeared, showing Jack bent over the unconscious princess, the circle of blue fire still burning in midair, his grandfather looking on with a big smile on his face.

“Right,” May said. “So if you start talking from here, I should find out why you started making out with me?”

Jack blushed. “We can probably skip that part.”

May glared at him for a second, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “Emergency numbers,” she reminded him. “Probably pointless, but who knows.”

May unfolded the paper, then gasped as a silver necklace slipped out. She caught it as it fell and held it up to get a closer look.

At the end of the chain was a golden crown. “This is my grandmother’s,” she said quietly. “She never takes it off.”

Jack frowned. “What does the paper say?”

May slipped the chain over her head and unfolded the rest of the note. “ ‘May,’ ” she read. “ ‘Keep this hidden. It’s the key to everything.’ ” She paused, holding up the necklace to examine it.

“I think I understand,” Jack said. “Keep reading.”

“ ‘If I am taken,’ ” May continued, “ ‘you’ll find help in the Black Forest. Remember I—’ ” May stopped reading suddenly, swallowing hard before continuing. “ ‘Remember I love you always, my beautiful month of May.’ ” She put the note down and turned to Jack, her eyes wet. “I guess I shouldn’t have shown you the necklace, huh?”

Jack sighed. “Thanks for the trust. But it all makes sense, Princess. I just can’t believe you didn’t mention the most important part of your story before!”

“Which part?” May asked, wiping her eyes. “The guy in green?”

“Not the Huntsman, no,” Jack said. “Though he was my first clue.”

“The Huntsman?” May repeated. “You know who that guy is?!”

“Only from stories,” Jack said. “But that’s what I’m talking about. That’s how I know who your grandmother is!”

May stared back at him. “Who she is?” May asked. “But how would you know that? You’ve never met her. She’s not from . . . wherever here is.”

“Oh, yes she is,” Jack said. “But she’s been gone for years. This is huge, May!”

“What are you talking about?” May shouted at him.

Before Jack could answer her, someone banged on the front door. Jack jumped up to open it, wondering why his grandfather didn’t just come in.

Except it wasn’t his grandfather. Instead, it looked to be about twenty, maybe thirty, of the village boys. And standing at the front of the boys was Robert, the oldest, meanest, and strongest of all the boys in their village—not as much a bully as some kind of horrible tornado of evil.

“Hey there, Jack,” Robert said with a smile. “Your grandfather’s been telling the whole town that you found yourself a princess.” He looked over Jack’s shoulder to where May stood with a confused look on her face. “Congratulations, Princess. Me and the boys here have come to rescue you!”

May glanced from Robert to Jack and back again. She started to say something, then looked down at her shirt.

“Okay, that’s the last time I wear this stupid thing,” she said. “Seriously.”



Chapter 5

Don’t you worry, Jack,” Robert said, stepping forward. “We’ll take things from here.”

“Give us the princess!” shouted a high-pitched voice from the back of the mob.

Jack stood on his toes to see who’d spoken. “Wait, was that Justin?” he asked. “Justin? You’re like eight years old!”

“Ten!” Justin shouted back.

“Shut up!” said Robert, glaring at the other boys, who all quickly quieted down. “The princess needs a husband, right? Well, I’m just the man for the job.”

A few of the boys raised objections to that, but a second look from Robert shut them up again.

“She’s not looking for someone to marry,” Jack said, moving to stand between Robert and the princess. A thought occurred to him. “You’re not engaged already, are you?” he asked May.

“I’m fourteen!” she said.

“And?” Jack said.

“So no, I’m not!” May shouted.

“Get her!” someone yelled, building up the mob’s courage.

“She’s mine!” someone else yelled.

“I love you, Princess!” yelled Justin.

“Give us a minute, okay?” Jack said, then pushed Robert backward and slammed the door shut.

“What is going on?!” May asked, her voice getting higher pitched by the minute.

“We’ve got a problem,” Jack said, shoving his back against the door. A second later, his whole body shook as Robert pounded on the door.

“Let us in, Jack!” Robert yelled from outside. “There’s nowhere for you to go!”

Jack considered that for a moment. Robert had a point—the boys would see them if they tried to sneak out one of the cottage’s small windows.

“Open the door!” Robert yelled, and the other boys began to join in.

Jack sighed, then turned around and yanked the door open. “Listen!” he yelled. “I said, give me a minute! I’ll bring her back out then, and you can all fight over her!” With that, he slammed the door shut again, then whirled around, only to yell out in surprise when he found the princess standing an inch away from him, staring at him angrily.

“What is their deal!” May yelled at him.

“They want to marry you,” Jack said, pushing past her. “If one of them marries you, then he becomes a prince and gets his own kingdom.”

“Marry me?!” May said, following closely behind Jack as he made his way through the cottage to the fireplace. “I’m fourteen!”

“You said that already,” Jack said as he moved the wood in the fireplace aside. He levered up the grate beneath it with one hand, then reached in with the other and pulled out a bag covered with soot. “Hold this for a second,” he said to the princess, handing her the sack. He lowered the grate and stood up.

May just glared at him, now completely covered with ash. “Thanks for that,” she said.

He smiled, grabbing the bag back. “They’re just cinders, Your Highness. You can pretty yourself up later. For now, let’s deal with the boys, okay?”

Jack walked to the door, but May didn’t move. He glanced back with a questioning look.

“You’re not helping me just so you can marry me, right?” she said suspiciously.

Jack laughed. “Nah,” he said, and she relaxed a bit. “I’m keeping my options open in case something better comes along.” As he turned away from her, he could almost feel the heat of her hateful gaze burrowing into the back of his head.

Before Robert could pound on the door again, Jack pulled it open. “Everyone, back up!” he shouted, pushing Robert and a few other boys away from the doorway so he and May could get out. The village boys grudgingly backed up, silently waiting to hear him speak.

Jack leapt onto the pile of firewood next to the door and addressed his audience.

“Gentlemen!” he shouted. “You all know that the last thing in the world I should be doing is helping this princess. We can all agree that I have no idea what I’m doing. But you . . . you’re all obviously much smarter and stronger than me.” After a few boys voiced their agreement, Jack continued. “Still, only one of us can help the princess on her quest—”

“Why?” asked Justin.

“Because only one of us can marry her and become a prince,” replied Jack. “Will someone shut him up?”

A resounding thump answered his question, and the top of Justin’s head disappeared from within the group of boys. “Thank you,” Jack said.

“No problem,” said a deep voice from the back.

“But still, we need a way to figure out who will get the honor,” Jack said, looking up thoughtfully. “The question is, how to choose which of us is the most worthy?”

At this, various suggestions came flying from the crowd.

“We fight for it!”

“No, we should race!”

“We all know about your stupid magic shoes, Wallace. We’re not racing!”

“Gentlemen! Gentlemen!” Jack interrupted loudly. “There’s only one way to decide this!” He held up the bag so they could all see it. “It just so happens that my grandfather brought back the incredibly powerful Eye of Courage from one of his adventures. In fact, he plucked it right out of the head of the Cyclops of Cater Pual!”

Jack paused for some impressed murmuring, then continued. “Exactly. Now, you may not have heard of it, but the Eye of Courage is perfect for our little problem. Basically, if you look at the Eye and aren’t completely fearless within your heart of hearts, it kills you dead.”

The impressed murmurs immediately turned to stunned silence.

“Nice, huh?” Jack said with a smile. “I think we’d all agree that only the bravest, most courageous of us should be the one to help the princess. So all we need to do is take turns looking at the Eye, and whoever’s still standing can take the princess.”

“Are you kidding me with this?” May whispered to Jack.

He ignored her. “Who’s first, then?” Jack asked the crowd.

At first, no one moved. Then a few of the boys realized they had some urgent chore or errand they had to do right away, while others just silently slipped away. Within a minute, the mob was half the size.

“Is no one brave enough to face the Eye?” Jack asked, faking surprise. “She’s a princess, guys! Isn’t she worth the chance that you’ll fall over dead right here?!”

“I’ll take that chance,” Robert said, grinning arrogantly. He stepped forward, towering over Jack by at least a foot. Out of the corner of his eye, Jack noticed the fairy in May’s hair dig herself in deeper, hiding from the boy who’d been hunting her earlier that day.

“Just between you and me,” Robert whispered in Jack’s ear, “I know you’re lying. Still, I’ll play along and back up your story. That way I get the princess, and no one argues.”

“You’ve got a deal,” Jack whispered back, and opened the bag for Robert to take a look. Robert flashed the mob a smile, then turned and stuck his head into the bag. . . .

At which point Jack drove his knee right up into Robert’s face.

The older boy went stiff, shook for a second, then collapsed to the ground, the bag still covering his head. A collective gasp went through the crowd as Jack carefully removed the bag from Robert’s head. None of the mob had seen what actually happened, as Robert’s body had blocked their view.

“Guess he wasn’t brave enough,” Jack said sadly, then turned to the crowd. “Who’s next?”



Chapter 6

Most of the boys didn’t bother with excuses after that—they just ran. A few of the older boys seemed to suspect something was up, but they still left, murmuring their doubts. They could be a problem later, but at least there was some room to breathe now.

“That . . . was the biggest display of stupidity I’ve ever seen,” May said.

Before he could respond, the sound of hoofbeats made them both look up to find Jack’s grandfather walking down the path toward them, a tray full of food in one hand and the reins of a horse in the other.

And then Jack took a good look at the animal and realized it wasn’t a horse at all: It was easily the most evil, horrible monster he’d ever faced.

“Watch out, Grandpa, that thing’s a killer!” Jack shouted, his voice cracking in terror.
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