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for those who wander through these pages, listen well to the tales of ages… for deep within one’s heart will find, their past and present, intertwined.
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For all the dreams you carried in your heart, the love you never stopped believing in, and all the frogs you rescued from the yard.

To mom, for all the instances of “darting” you helped me delete.

And to Taran, who will always be the prince of my heart.






Someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again.

-C.S. Lewis
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Prologue

The twinkling of the candlelight against the glimmering crystal chandeliers made everything in the large, open ballroom sparkle with magic. The ambiance of the room, the women in their elegant ball gowns, and the men in their finery—it was amazing. An evening set for a magnificent celebration. The dancers moved in time with the music, waltzing under the crystals in nearly perfect circles as they flowed across the marble floor.

I stood in the middle of it all, dressed in my own beautiful gown. While many ladies were wearing different shades of blue and burgundy, I wore a shade of pale gold with a sheer overlay, which sparkled from the hand-stitched stars throughout the fabric. The sleeves reached to my elbows, and the gown’s back plunged to my waistline in an open vee. Small laces lay at the bottom of the bodice, ensuring the dress fit perfectly against my body.

A solid gold band encircled my head, accenting the soft, dark curls that fell over my shoulders.

I could feel the gaze of the onlookers. I knew they were wondering who I was. But at that moment, my identity didn’t need to matter to them. I only knew I was meant to stand out—to be seen by all those around me—by him.

Music filled the room. There was something about this experience that felt so oddly familiar. I’d been here before—somehow. I had seen these faces before, heard their laughter and conversations.

He appeared out of the crowd, bowing to a woman dressed in the softest blue, a diadem of rubies adorning her head. Straightening, he turned his gaze to me and flashed a warm, welcoming smile.

My heart fluttered in recognition.

He walked toward me.

I knew what was coming next.

I knew this story, didn’t I?

He would ask me to dance, and we would, and then a clock would chime at midnight. Those initial chimes would be a warning, a notice that only a few precious seconds with him remained. And then? It would make one final chime to call me away, back to my world, away from the dancers, the ballroom, and the magic.

Away from him.

I choked on the sadness that came with the thought.

His gloved hand reached for me as his green eyes met mine.

“Jo…” he whispered my name. “You finally came.”

His arm circled around my waist as he pulled me closer into his embrace. He smelled like the earth, like the fresh scent from a morning bike ride through the park, so warm and comforting.

“I wasn’t sure you were going to come.”

I leaned in closer. Would it reassure him to hold me tight?

We spun around the room, as he carefully navigated each turn. It could have gone on for hours, but then I heard the first chime from a distant clock.

I froze. Hadn’t I just arrived?

My partner eased away gently, and I held his gaze.

His eyes searched mine. An unspoken hurt passed between us as the next chime tolled.

We both knew what came next.

“Jo…” The man leaned in and murmured against my ear, “I’ll wait for you.”

I closed my eyes against his soft promise and felt the imprint of his lips against my cheek.

Dread settled in my chest, knowing the weight of the farewell the kiss carried.

In seconds, I would be alone again.

Alone. Just as I had been before.

Before him.

Before the kiss.






one

“find your gas pedal, you slowpoke!”

Jolting awake, I turned toward Mom and saw one hand holding the steering wheel while the other pressed on the horn. I bit my lip to keep from smiling.

She hit the gas and lifted her hand at the car we were passing.

If it wasn’t me the passing driver glared at, I might have laughed at my mom’s unique brand of road rage that never improved with age. But I was, so I sank further into my seat, wishing I could disappear into the leather.

Noticing me, Mom said, “I’m sorry, Jo. I didn’t mean to wake you.” She gestured to the surrounding cars with her right hand. “All the stupid drivers are out today.”

“It’s okay,” I mumbled, doing my best to clear the raspiness from my voice.

“I’m glad you agreed to come along with me to the estate sale,” she said, adjusting her sunglasses on the bridge of her nose before lowering the volume of the radio with the knob. “It’s too nice of a day to be stuck in the house,” she continued, flashing a smile at me.

It was a nice morning. Sunshine beamed into the front of the car, filling the space with a comforting warmth. Already seventy-five degrees, with the promise of sunshine and June temperatures that would most likely lure us to the family pool later that afternoon. But while Mom was right about the beautiful weather, I’d only agreed to come with her because the alternative was watching more Fix-My-Car episodes with Dad. I didn’t want to endure another day of that.

I could have stayed in my bed all day again, but being alone just made everything so much harder to process. I would get lost in my thoughts, and time would disappear in the blink of an eye. Determined to not let this day pass by me, I’d begrudgingly pulled myself out from the covers and dressed in a pair of jean shorts and a simple, white knotted top.

“Sure,” I murmured, keeping my gaze on the passing scenery. The green mountainside, covered in summer growth, was in full bloom. A large, blue lake surrounded by upscale homes and wineries lay at the bottom.

With only a few dozen houses, a post office, a fire station, and an antique store, Oaks Corner was too small to be considered a town. More like a set for a romance movie. Everyone knew everyone here, and nothing ever changed. Everything was just like I’d left it two years ago. This place was beautiful, but there wasn’t any space to grow. It was now strange to think how my life had led back here after I’d promised I’d never return once I’d set off for college.

“Betsy told me there was a wonderful little writing desk she wanted me to see,” Mom explained. “Do you think it will work?”

She had assigned Dad a new renovation project ––a home office. As a medical transcriptionist, she spent most of her weekdays at the kitchen table, with her laptop on one side, and her paperwork spread all over on the other side. To create less of a hassle for Mom, we all agreed to take our dinner plates to the living room to eat, usually watching the news while we did.

A pang of guilt spread through me. If I hadn’t returned home, my room would have already been transformed. But I’d come back with no job, a car full of belongings, and nothing more than a thousand dollars in my bank account. It was a far cry from where I’d imagined I’d be at twenty-five.

Biting my bottom lip, I did my best to swallow the lump forming in my throat. The last thing I wanted to do was cry again. I’d spent too many days crying over too many things.

“Sounds great,” I replied softly, giving a small nod for emphasis.

“Maybe we should stop and get some coffee first,” Mom suggested, reaching over to grasp my hand, her palm warm but firm as she squeezed my fingers, trying to get my attention.

But I was too afraid to look up. The tears were too close to spilling as it was, and meeting her pitying gaze would be game over.

“Jo,” she murmured softly when I didn’t look at her. “It’s going to be alright. But I know it doesn’t feel that way right now, honey.”

“Mom,” I groaned before pressing my lips together. Her words made me want to go back to sleep. Back to that strange and beautiful dream, where the unknown and charming prince waited for me. I tried to pull my hand away from hers, but she held on tighter.

“Jo, I’m serious,” she continued. “You’ve been walking around the house like a ghost. Believe me, I know what heartache feels like—I know you’re having a hard time, and that’s okay. It will be okay.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I managed.

“Eventually, you’re going to have to.”

When I had first arrived back at my parents’ house with only a brief understanding that something had happened, they’d welcomed me with open arms. Mom had even helped me cancel the wedding venue and DJ without asking any prying questions.

I was too embarrassed to admit to her what had actually happened. But I didn’t even know how to start the conversation—how to talk about the end of my two-year engagement.

To be honest, I was still processing the entire situation. At night, I analyzed and relived the moment I’d discovered him with his best friend. Both of them, completely naked, and my heart—broken. I couldn’t erase the memory of their faces as they stared back at me in shock as I stood in the bedroom’s doorway.

Within three days, I’d gathered my stuff and left the city—left Nico standing in the entryway, staring at me with a strange and cold expression of regret.

I still wasn’t sure if he was sorrier he’d cheated on me or for hiding the truth about his sexuality from me for three years. But I didn’t want to think about it anymore.

“Whatever happened, I’m sure you could go—”

“I’m not going back,” I interrupted, turning my watery eyes up to her. I swallowed again, hoping the forming tears would stay put.

She stared at me for a moment, unspoken questions lingering in her eyes, before turning her attention back to the road. Mom had always liked Nico ever since the first Thanksgiving I’d brought him home. I credited the apple pie he’d brought. Little did she know, it had been store bought.

Dad had been the harder sell, watching Nico with a heavy eye from across the table. It was Dad who had asked the intimidating, hard questions—or, tried to, at least.

Nico had won them over with his charm, his laughter. He’d been perfect—emphasis on the past tense.

“I think this is it,” Mom said, bringing the car to a stop. She pointed toward a painted red-lettered Estate Sale sign sitting in front of a small, off-white ranch home. Its lawn was in dire need of cutting, and the building was showing early signs of neglect.

There were already people gathering outside, surveying objects on the tables in the driveway. It was a garage sale—but on steroids. Furniture lined the edges of the black asphalt. A sofa, a cushioned rocking chair, a nightstand, tall standing lamps, and, oddly enough, a stove.

“I think so, too,” I added, then unclasped my seat belt.

Mom pulled the keys from the ignition and grabbed her wallet with a smile. “Let’s see what we can find!”

Taking a sip of my already melting iced coffee, I followed her. Even in my jean shorts, the morning summer heat was already becoming uncomfortable. I could feel it through the asphalt under my sneakers. Shutting the car door, I looked around the neighborhood. It was as though everyone had taken a slice of their cookie-cutter American Dream pie here and made the most of it.

Everyone’s yards had perfectly shaped bushes, freshly planted beds of flowers. A pristine sidewalk connected the driveways. The houses were situated too close next to each other, barely giving any privacy to neighbors. At least they all had billowing white curtains in their windows.

I was grateful for how my parents’ neighborhood was simply imperfect. I liked that the houses on our street weren’t the same color and there was ample space between them.

“Jo! Come look!” Mom called, pulling me from my thoughts.

I stepped toward the estate sale, searching the crowd for her.

“Jo!” she called again, her hand in the air. She laughed as she lifted two colorful margarita glasses from a side table in the garage.

I crossed the driveway to where she stood amongst a few gray-haired shoppers.

She lifted her finds higher with a smile. “How about some drinks tonight?” She didn’t specify the occasion, but perhaps the fun discovery was enough for her.

“Is there one more for Dad? Can’t leave him out.”

She grinned. “Sounds like a good idea. We can make some strawberry daiquiris tonight with dinner.” She peeked at the yellow stickers on the items before turning to another table.

I spotted two other matching ones close by and lifted them from the collection of kitchen plates and a strange assortment of vases. How did one come to own so many things?

Mom reached the end of the table and turned her attention toward the house’s entrance, where more people eyed the other furniture.

“I’m going to go inside to see if anyone can show me where the writing desk is. Why don’t you go look around while you wait for me? I promise I’ll be quick.”

I nodded, and she went off.

Curious about the other trinkets, I turned my attention to the tables beside me. One table displayed a strange assortment of decor—four painted wooden apples in a brown bowl, faux goldenrods in one tall, white vase, and two unlit apple-scented candles. The next displayed a wax pumpkin with tiny sculpted mice scurrying on the stem.

A nearby overflowing bin contained nothing but footwear. Men’s dress shoes, sneakers, a pair of black flats, silver glitter high heels, and some pink high-top sneakers. There was also a pair of wooden shoes, just like the ones tourists returned with from Holland, sitting on top.

I wandered to another table, finding an assortment of vintage cards with green frogs wearing crowns. Soft pink hearts surrounded the two-dimensional amphibians. Lifting one, I read the message.

To my love, Katherine.

May you always remember how much I truly love you, dearest.

—ML

I felt a little foolish for the twinge of jealousy that filled me. It was even sillier that seeing this made me want to text Nico and ask him the million questions I hadn’t been brave enough to ask before I left. Quickly putting it down, I turned away, hoping to find something else to focus on for a distraction from my aching heart.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed stacks of books on a long table. There weren’t many shoppers there, and I felt strangely drawn to the tomes. It was like they were one side of a magnet, and I was the other. After lowering the two margarita glasses onto the first empty spot near me, I started browsing the eclectic array of titles.

Sense and Nonsense in Psychology. Witchcraft, Magic, and Alchemy. Interaction of Matter and Energy.

I recognized none of them, so I moved on to the next group, which appeared to be primarily children’s books. There were dozens of them all stacked on top of each other. The cover of the forefront book had a familiar character, posing happily next to three words—The Magic Book.

“What type of book are you looking for?” a gentle voice asked beside me.

Startled, I dropped it back onto the table and lifted my gaze to the woman. I hadn’t heard her approach.

She chuckled and reached for the tome. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“It’s okay,” I managed, doing my best to collect myself quickly, examining her closer now that my heart wasn’t racing.

The woman had striking white-blonde hair and a collection of wrinkles around the corner of her eyes. But, her smile was warm and kind. Everything about her radiated friendliness.

“Are you looking for anything in particular?” she asked again.

I gestured to the collection of strange books. “I was just looking.”

“Oh, I thought you might be one of his students…”

“Students?”

“My uncle was a professor at the community college. He taught Psychology and Literature for almost thirty years.”

“Oh,” I replied before gesturing to the title in her hands. “Pardon my curiosity, but why did he have so many children’s books?”

Her smile met her eyes as she hugged the book against her chest.

“One of his greatest joys was reading to the children at Oak Corner’s Hospital. He’d perform magic tricks and read to them for hours.” She paused, a small glimmer of sadness filling her eyes before she looked away.

I searched for the right thing to say, but nothing came to mind. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I finally replied. “I’ve never lost someone, but…” I allowed my words to drift to silence. Anything I would say beyond that would sound silly.

“Thank you,” she said, placing The Magic Book back on the table. “He was truly a wonderful man. But, mystical and rather special.”

“Mystical?” I asked curiously.

“Oh yes. These books bring back so many wonderful memories of when I was a young child. He would read from a giant book of fairytales whenever I came for a visit. And when he read those stories, they felt so real. He just had a way of bringing them to life.”

By the way she described the memory, I nearly believed he had literally done so.

“I grew up loving books,” I offered, nervously tucking my hair behind my ear. “So much that I went to school for Literature. I always find myself drawn to books, no matter where I am.”

She smiled at me encouragingly.

“I have more friends in books rather than in real life,” I finished.

“I can very much relate, young lady,” the woman agreed. “Books can truly be an escape if we allow them to be.”

She seemed nice enough, and what her uncle did—the kind of person he appeared to have been—sounded almost magical. But when she studied me, I felt strangely uncomfortable.

I tried to smile at her and gestured toward the house. “Well, I better go find my mom. But it was nice to meet you.” I gave her a polite parting smile and turned away, wringing my hands.

“Hold on a sec!”

I turned to see her lifting a finger, as though she were waiting for a thought. She turned toward the table again, her hands working quickly as they sorted through a couple of books I hadn’t noticed before.

“I know it’s around here somewhere,” she murmured as she moved on toward another stack.

The ones here were aged and yellowed, their titles slowly disappearing from their spines.

I could barely read the name of one.

Psychology: The Cognitive Mind and Curiosities of Literature.

Still didn’t ring a bell. I apparently only recognized children’s literature in this man’s vast collection.

“I knew it was here!” The woman finally pulled out an aged book of deep tan leather. Her fingers carefully slid over the front before offering it to me.

It was old, well-worn, and yet majestic. The fading gold leaf details glistened in the sunlight overhead.

The glimmering lines looked like a magical swirl from a magic wand had been captured in time. I stared at it for a moment, then looked up at her.

“What is it?” I asked as she pushed the book closer to me.

“Fairytales.” She caressed the worn cover again. “I don’t know anything better to comfort an aching heart than a book of hope,” the woman said as she studied me again.

Goosebumps traveled down the length of my spine as she stared at me, as though she could feel everything that I was feeling—everything that I’d spent an entire month hiding from my parents.

“But it was your uncle’s book,” I replied. “Surely you don’t want to give it away to a stranger?”

“There’s something in knowing that a piece of your loved one will live on through the joy of another person,” she began. “I know it would have delighted him to know his book was going to someone who will cherish it.”

Just by looking at the book’s exquisite cover, I knew I couldn’t afford its monetary value.

She continued to hold it out to me, her arms steady despite its heavy appearance. Her curious eyes scrutinized me. “It’s my gift to you,” she said with an encouraging nod.

A gift? For me? I stared at her before lowering my gaze to the book again. “Are you sure?”

The woman laughed with a nod and she reached for my hand with her free one. “Yes. I’m quite sure. Please, this is my gift to you.”

“But you don’t even know me,” I replied, shaking my head. “I didn’t do anything to deserve a gift.”

The woman only smiled as she placed the book in my hands. “You were kind to a stranger. Does that not warrant a gift if the stranger says so?”

She removed the yellow price sticker from the cover. “I’ll talk to the cashier,” she explained with a grin. “Just promise me you’ll take the time to read the stories. They can be quite wondrous.”

A man cleared his throat from behind me.

I turned and saw him looking at the woman.

“Ms. Lynn, can you please come assist us inside?”

“I’m on my way, Thatch,” she replied. “Enjoy the book,” she said to me, winking, before trailing after him back into the house.

I watched her disappear inside, stunned at the sentimental gift she’d just given me. As I ran a hand over the cover, I softly promised, “I will.”






two

mom emerged from the house about ten minutes later with a wide smile on her face and the two margarita glasses. She lifted a small, white receipt, presumably successful in buying the desk Betsy had told her about.

I placed the small, golden apple I had been admiring back onto the display table, then lifted the matching drinkware, balancing them in my arms with the gifted book.

Drawing closer, she gestured to the old tome.

“Did you find something for yourself?”

“I guess,” I replied with a shrug. “A member of the family here gave it to me.”

“Gave it to you?”

I nodded. “The lady said she was the niece of the guy who lived here. We talked a little about the books he had, and that I went to school for literature.”

Mom raised a brow before glancing back at the cover. “Are you sure it’s free?”

“She said she’d take care of it with the cashier.”

Mom hesitated then nodded again. “Well, I got the desk!” she said, showing the receipt to me once again.

“That’s great,” I replied.

“I asked about picking it up later this evening. We’ll have your dad bring the truck. I underestimated just how big it is.”

I nodded in understanding as we both headed back toward the SUV. As we slipped back into our seats, Mom’s gaze shifted back to the book in my lap.

“So, what kind of book did she give you?”

I brushed my fingers over the golden detailing. “It’s apparently a collection of fairytales.”

“Well…that’s nice,” Mom slowly responded, no doubt weighing her words as she turned the keys in the ignition.

By her tone, I could tell she wasn’t impressed.

“It looks a bit old,” she added, not taking her eyes off the road.

“It does,” I replied. “I’m interested to see if there are any stories that I’m not familiar with.”

My fingers drift over the intricate swirls on the leather cover before opening it to reveal a long table of contents.

There were quite a few titles that I recognized. The Frog King or Iron Heinrich, Hansel and Gretel, Little Snow-White, Aschenputtel, and Rumpelstilskin. But there were several others I was not familiar with. The Goose-Girl at the Well, King Grisly-Beard, The Twelve Huntsmen, and Allerleirauh…

Under each title, there was a small illustration highlighting an infamous scene. Rapunzel, at the window of her tower, gazing down at the prince just below. Snow-White with the poisonous apple as a dark, shrouded elderly woman looked onward with a snarling smile. Just under the beginning title, a frog wore an intricate crown as he sat upon a lily pad.

Flipping back to the first page of the book, I examined the scribbling in the top right-hand corner that caught my eye on the way to the list of stories.

For those who wander through these pages,

    listen well to the tales of ages…

for deep within one’s heart will find

their past and present, intertwined.

Why were the words inside a book of fairytales?

Were they intended for a specific reader?

The woman had said the book had belonged to her uncle, and that he’d read to her often as a child. Perhaps he’d meant to give the book to someone else but had passed away before that happened? My gaze drifted to the name written just below.

Professor Merle Lynn

I let out a soft laugh. His parents certainly must have had a sense of humor.

“So,” I say, looking up from the page, “get this. The guy who owned this book…his name was Merle Lynn.”

“Merle?”

“Merle Lynn. Get it? Like Merlin.” I lifted the book to prove to her that I wasn’t making it up.

Mom quickly glanced at it and said, “That’s…interesting,” before returning her attention forward.

“I can only imagine how much he was teased growing up,” I replied before closing the book. I shook my head again, smiling. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Mom sending me a smile of her own.

I imagined she was relieved to see me happy, even if only for a moment—even if it was over something as simple as a strange name.



dad was sitting in his recliner when we emerged from the garage. I walked right into the dining room and laid my new book on the table.

“Honey,” Mom called, placing her purse and keys on the kitchen counter.

“Hmm?” Dad asked, his gaze focused on the television in front of him.

Mom called again, “Honey?”

“Yes, dear?” he replied, looking over his shoulder at us. His gaze drifted from Mom to me, eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“We have to go back to get a desk I bought.”

“Ah, so you were successful, then?”

“It was a really good deal,” she responded, moving toward where he was sitting.

“Your definition and my definition of a ‘good deal’ don’t always mean the same thing.”

Mom sighed and gripped his upper arm gently, pressing a small massage into his muscle. “If it reassures you, I didn’t break the bank,” she teased.

“So, you’d rather break my back instead?” He chuckled at his own joke.

They smiled at each other for a long moment before Mom rolled her eyes.

“I’ll help you,” she promised with a smile.

His grin only grew wider. “So, what else did you girls get yourselves into?” Dad asked, turning to me. “You were away almost all day.”

He was right. After we’d gone to the estate sale, Mom wanted to venture to Target to pick up decor items for her writing desk. She always had a good time shopping there. She’d go in prepared with a short list, and always emerge with at least a dozen impulsive purchases.

“We did some shopping,” I said before Mom could reply.

“I expected that,” Dad teased.

“But not enough to break your back,” I chimed in, parroting him.

He chuckled at my response and pretended to wipe his forehead with relief.

“When do we need to go back to get the desk?” he asked, rising from his recliner, glancing at Mom as she eased back into the kitchen.

“Once I finish making dinner,” she said, gesturing to the fridge.

“What is for dinner?” Dad asked with a small, uncertain chuckle. “Did you get something weird at Target again?”

He still hadn’t forgotten the one time Mom had claimed to have grabbed a chicken bake from the freezer section in Target. It turned out to not be chicken at all! To this day, I was still unsure what exactly she’d tried to feed us.

I rolled my eyes. “Mom said it was taco night.”

Dad stared at me for a moment, almost as though he were searching to see if that was code for something else.

“Are these…homemade tacos? Or are we going out and bringing them back?”

“Well, there’s an idea,” Mom tossed over her shoulder as she eyed the fridge’s contents. “Which would you prefer?”

Knowing him, any reason to avoid her homemade ones was good enough for him to choose fast food instead. The last time Mom had attempted them, she had melted and burnt the meat and cheese together. Apparently, that one had taken the cake.

“Why don’t we all just pick up something to eat on the way back from picking up the desk?” Dad suggested. “Fast and easy. And no one has to worry about being on dish duty.”

“You mean you don’t have to worry about being on dish duty,” Mom corrected with a laugh.

“Anything to avoid you adding more to your ‘honey-do-list’,” he replied with a smirk.

The term had come from her regularly asking him to do things—even if she had never actually said the words, “Honey, do this for me?”

I couldn’t stop myself from smiling as they bantered back and forth. While Dad subtly teased Mom about her lack of cooking skills, and she retorted with all the things she wanted to add to his growing list of tasks, he still gazed at her with the sort of love I envied.

Maybe it would be better to stay home instead of going with them. It would give them an opportunity to just be themselves again.

Without me.

“I was honestly thinking about staying here while you both picked up the desk,” I confessed, easing into one of the dining room chairs. The fairytale book sat in front of me. “But by all means, please go out and get something to eat.”

Mom narrowed her eyes as she crossed her arms. “You don’t want to tag along?”

“I wouldn’t be much help, anyway. You and Dad will be just fine picking up the desk, and then you both can go out and enjoy a nice meal together.”

“Aren’t you hungry, Jo?” Dad asked, raising a brow.

“Not really,” I lied. “I think I might just shower and settle in with my new book.”

They stared at each other before turning back to me. I could see the worry in their eyes. The sort I’d been careful to avoid ever since I’d returned from the city.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come? We could go to your favorite place.”

“Don’t tempt me with a good time,” I said, flashing a smile. “But seriously, I’ll be fine! You two should go out and enjoy yourselves. I’ll be here when you guys get back.”

Dad’s forehead wrinkled as he skeptically watched me for a moment more before glancing over at Mom.

“Really,” I continued as I gestured toward the old book in front of me. “I’m looking forward to paging through this. I got it at the estate sale today.”

“Oh, so you got yourself something, too?” Dad asked, watching me curiously as he awaited my answer.

“I did!” I replied. “A new book.” Well, new to me.

“If you’re sure…” Mom said, lifting her purse and truck keys.

“I’m sure,” I reassured her. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

I might not have proved that point since I’d been home, but maybe it was time I showed I could move on. Not only for their sake, but for mine, too.

“We’ll call when we’re almost home again. That way you can come out and help us move the desk inside,” Mom added as she walked toward the door that led into the garage.

“No problem,” I replied with a nod.

Dad looked back at me and winked in my direction, then followed Mom out the door.

A moment later, the truck rumbled out of the driveway and down the street.

Then I was all alone.

I swallowed my instant regret about not going with my parents. As much as I might have sometimes craved time to myself, it was startling to suddenly experience it—to have to cope with the silence of an empty house. In the silence, I knew I couldn’t escape the constant nagging of my own thoughts.

Nico cheated on you. He didn’t love you. You weren’t enough. You’ll never be enough. There is something wrong with you.

With Mom’s remote working schedule, and Dad being retired, someone was always in the house, filling up the space and silence. In those first few weeks of being home, no matter how much I struggled, no matter how bad I might have been feeling about my situation, there was always someone around.

But not now.

But I’d wanted this.

Releasing a sigh, I turned my attention back to the book in front of me. In the glow of the dining room light, the gold vines and flowers on the book’s cover were even richer than before.

The handwritten verse on the first page once again echoed in my mind. For those who wander through these pages…

A sudden, unexpected vibration from my pocket startled me. I fished my phone out and woke it up to see who’d texted.

My stomach twisted when the name Nico stared back at me.

I placed my phone face down on the table and stared at it. Did I even want to read it?

Why was he texting me? Why now? What could he possibly have to say? Maybe the landlady had reached out to him about removing my name from the lease.

Taking a deep breath, I carefully turned the phone back over. As I touched the screen, Nico’s message appeared.



Hey Jo. We should really try to talk about what happened.





My fingers trembled as I typed out my response.



There’s nothing to talk about.





I was going to keep it short and to the point. I could almost hear my mother telling me, “Don’t bring emotions into this.” Biting my bottom lip, I waited for his reply.



Can I call you?





Was he kidding? He wanted to call me? No way. With a groan, I quickly texted my reply.



Now is not a good time.







When will be a good time, then?





As I studied my screen, I felt warmth spread across my cheeks. I wasn’t sure if I should feel infuriated or devastated. It had taken him nearly a month to ask me to talk things out with him.



Can’t you just leave me alone?







I still want a friendship with you, Jo. You mean so much to me.





As I wiped away a tear, I shook my head at his response.



You’re not entitled to a friendship with me just because you want one.







You forfeited that when you cheated on me with Bryce instead of just being honest.







You didn’t understand what I was going through.







You never gave me the chance to understand.







You kept everything a secret from me, Nico.







Can I please call? I want the chance to explain.







You had your chance before I left.





Even as I packed my bags and left, he hadn’t bothered to explain himself. Didn’t tell me anything more than he didn’t want to be together anymore. As if that hadn’t been perfectly clear when I discovered him with Bryce.



Please, Jo? Won’t you please talk with me?





I couldn’t deny that I wanted to hear his voice. That I missed the friend I’d had in him. But I knew nothing good would come from having a conversation with him. At least, not so soon after everything. The questions I wanted to ask would only hurt me even more.

Instead of responding, I held the button on the side of my phone, turning it off. It was easier to remove myself—remove any sort of temptation. Another tear slipped over my cheek as I shoved it into my pocket. This entire experience was one of the hardest things I’d ever been through.

Pushing Nico away was heartbreaking.

I turned back to the book in front of me. Holding the collection of fairytales against my chest, I rose from the chair and walked to my room. For now, the best distraction was to read my book, curled up in bed.

I remembered many childhood evenings spent listening to Mom read to me in my room. She read stories about magical worlds and daring adventures with memorable characters.

Those memories belonged to a little girl who had truly believed that one day her life would be like a fairytale. A little girl who believed in a charming prince, who would appear almost magically, to save the day. And maybe even, to save her too.

But there was no such thing as magic, and there was no prince charming coming to save me. Real life did not resemble fairytales.

I could feel my own tears stirring to life. Why had anyone ever allowed me to believe in fairytales? I brushed the back of my hand over my eyes, wiping away the tears that rolled more freely down my cheeks. I promised myself this would be the last time I’d ever shed a tear for him again.

Depressed by my thoughts, I didn’t bother changing and peeled back the blankets, quickly slipping under them.

Through my blurred vision, the golden vines, and flowers on the cover of the old book gleamed.

After adjusting myself into a comfortable position, I propped it up in my lap and tried to keep my thoughts away from my silent phone.

Carefully, I opened the book, revealing worn, yellow pages. The scent alone was comforting enough, and I eased further back into my pillow, looking through the first few blank sheets. Black ivy vines adorned the edges.

It was older than I had originally thought. Wondering just how old the book was, I turned back to the copyright page. I was disappointed to find that the page was torn, taking the date with it. But behind it was the handwritten verse I’d seen earlier.

What did it mean? Who had it been written for?

I trailed a finger over the handwriting, silently studying it before whispering the words out loud.

“For those who wander through these pages,” I began, “listen well to the tales of ages…”

I paused, noticing a flicker from the light above me. Furrowing my brow, I wondered if the light bulb was going bad. Maybe there was a storm off in the distance? I listened for a moment, waiting to hear the distant rumble of thunder, but heard nothing. Releasing a breath, I turned my focus back to the book in my lap.

“For deep within one’s heart will find,” I continued. “Their past and present, intertwined.”

The lights above flickered once more before a searing streak of blinding light from the book flooded my room. It seemed alive, somehow pulling me face-first into the book. It felt almost like a vortex, sucking me inside.

I shut my eyes to avoid being blinded and opened my mouth to scream, but nothing emerged.

In a single, sweeping moment, the entire room was gone and there was nothing but darkness.
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Three

A groan startled me awake, but I couldn’t distinguish if it was mine or someone else’s. My body felt heavy as I laid flat on the ground. My fingers moved from my side to my temple. What had happened? Had I hit my head? I didn’t remember falling out of bed. It would be just my luck if I’d given myself a concussion from being startled by an exploding light bulb.

At least I knew my name and age. That had to mean something, right?

I slowly sat up, trying not to worsen the aching pain throbbing in my temples. I couldn’t open my eyes against the sheer pain, and they watered as I tried to pry them open.

Giving up, I pressed my fingers gently against the inner corner of my eyes and tried to recall my last memory before blacking out. Nico had texted me, upsetting me so much I had ended up in my bed with my new book…

The book had sucked me in. The whole scenario felt so wildly unrealistic, I felt stupid just thinking about it. There was no plausible way for it to happen.

The pain in my temples grew more intense than before. Trying to keep myself calm by pressing a hand to my forehead again, I heard another groan echo. This time, it was much clearer than before. Whoever it was, they were suffering.

I struggled to open my eyes again, wanting to see who it was. Was it Mom? Dad? Were they home already? I pressed my fingers to my tear ducts, wiping away the gathering wetness.

“Mom?” I called as loudly as I could through my pain. “Dad?”

But the only response I received was the soft chirping of what sounded like…birds? Despite the stinging, I forced my eyes open—and did not see my bedroom.

Woodland scenery surrounded me. The sun was bright in the sky above, illuminating the vivid, green leaves on the nearby trees. It was almost as if I’d stepped into a piece of art, or maybe a movie. This had to be one of the most vivid dreams I’d ever had. I could even smell a sweet scent of jasmine carried on a soft breeze.

My surroundings were beautiful. The sky was a pleasant shade of blue, the grass was soft and lush, and the air was warm. It was nearly too perfect.

I suppose it could be worse—like being in a desert without water or at the bottom of a cliff. I just didn’t know how I was going to get home when I didn’t even know where I was.

“M-Mom?” I called out again. It was the only thing I could think to do. None of this was familiar to me. There was no explanation for how I’d arrived…here.

The groan sounded again, and I quickly rose to my feet. They felt wobbly, making it a struggle to stay upright. With my new perspective, I spotted a small pond close by. Its reflection glittered under the sun’s glow.

“Hello?” I called out, slowly spinning to find the source.

Another moan followed, clearly coming from the water.

Getting closer, I spotted a strange green lump in the grass near the pond. Tilting my head, I narrowed my eyes, trying to figure out what exactly I was looking at. I realized the lump was actually a frog, lying on its back. Its eyes were wide open and black, and its mouth emitted a groan every time it opened. The rapid rising and falling of its chest looked like it was gasping for air.

“Oh, God. What do I do?” I asked aloud, contemplating if I should pick him up. Was I brave enough to put my fingers on his scaly, slimy skin?

Taking a deep breath, I slowly knelt beside it. I didn’t know the first thing about helping an amphibian with a breathing problem. Hesitantly, I poked a finger at its belly, wondering how it would respond—but the creature didn’t move.

Did it need water, or was that a fish thing? Maybe that’s why it was so close to the pond? Gritting my teeth, I resisted the urge to grimace as I picked up the frog in my palm.

His body was limp and oddly light—not that I knew how much frogs normally weighed to begin with. His heart pounded wildly against my fingertips.

I wrinkled my nose at how clammy and bumpy he was, and quickly but carefully eased him into the cool water.

“Come on, little guy,” I murmured, releasing my hold.

But he immediately started sinking. He was too fast to grab and promptly disappeared from sight, into the depths of the pond.

“No!” I exclaimed, before releasing a heavy sigh.

Easing back, I pressed my wet hand against my forehead, completely frustrated with myself. What was I going to do? I was in a place I didn’t recognize—everything that I knew was gone…and I’d apparently just killed a frog. Accidentally, but still.

As I stared up at the clear sky, the tears I’d done so well at repressing since Nico’s messages threatened to fall. Helplessness I didn’t know how to combat, swarmed me. Swallowing it down didn’t work as well as it usually did, but I knew I had to focus on the problem at hand.

I reached for my phone, only to find that it wasn’t there. My heart sank into my stomach when I realized I was without any source of contact. I had no phone, no internet, no watch, and no money.

My stomach twisted with a new fear. What if I was trapped here?

A loud splash startled me from my thoughts, causing me to turn back to the pond again.

The frog now clung to a long piece of grass, sputtering and coughing as it struggled to pull itself from the water.

“You…nearly…drowned…me…” it croaked, speaking in an unexpectedly gentle and masculine voice. There was a touch of a foreign accent there as well, but I couldn’t pinpoint the country.

And then a delayed shock shot through me. I blinked. Had the frog just spoken to me?

Maybe I had hit my head harder than I thought. Because what other explanation was there?

“Excuse me?” I asked, shaking my head. If this was a delusion, maybe playing along would help end it.

“You…nearly…drowned…me…” it repeated, turning his head up to look at me as he pulled himself safely onto the ground.

The frog was actually speaking…to me.



I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since its mouth had opened and actual words had uttered from it.

The frog finally settled and caught its breath, then perched forward among the tall grass.

I cringed when it flicked its long pick tongue over its eye.

I brushed my fingertip over my forehead, wiping at the sweat that had formed there. “Did you just speak?” If I could understand it, surely it also could understand me. To myself, I added, “There’s no way you could have. I’m hearing things. Or is this a dream?”

All of this being a dream seemed like the most reasonable explanation for all this. I didn’t remember falling off my bed, which meant I couldn’t have hit my head. Maybe it was a result of too much stress. I had been through a lot in the past few weeks—a broken engagement, moving back in with my parents with no job, and crying myself to sleep over countless evenings…This dream had to be the result of my inability to handle everything.

And I was a heavy sleeper—pinching myself might not work. I still tried, squeezing my skin between my forefinger and thumb, hoping it would jolt me awake. But I remained in place, surrounded by a forest with a talking frog.

One who appeared to be watching me more closely with a twinge of amusement. As if it could actually show emotions on its face.

“This is just a dream,” I muttered through gritted teeth as I tugged at my skin harder and squeezed my eyes shut. Only to find, yet again, that the pain was real, but did nothing to wake me.

“This is not a dream. You are, after all, standing before me,” the frog—I guess I could call it a he—replied in his gentle tenor.

I gave up on the pinching, releasing my skin, and stared at him.

“I would like to know who you are, and whence you arrived. Are you from the Southern Lands?”

I wrinkled my nose, doing nothing to hide my look of confusion. Whence I arrived? Who spoke like that? “What?”

“Surely, you must be from the Southern Lands. Just look at your attire,” the frog continued, waving a small, webbed hand at me.

I slid my gaze down to my white knitted top and jean shorts before meeting his gaze again. “These are my clothes.” Was that really the best I could come up with?

“As I can see. Such attire must come from the Southern Lands,” it replied before adding, “where the peasants get their clothes from the rag bin.”

Now, this animal was just being offensive.

“You’re a frog,” I retorted, as though that should have been enough to refute his insult.

“For now,” he responded. “And you are the girl who nearly drowned me.”

“I thought the water would help you,” I snapped.

“As I said, I nearly drowned thanks to you.” The frog scowled and crossed its arms against its chest. It was weird he not only talked like a human, but acted like one, too.

“Well, I’m sorry,” I quipped, rolling my eyes. I couldn’t believe I was having this conversation, with a frog, nonetheless.

This was going on record as one of the most bizarre dreams I’d ever had in my life. As a child, I’d always dreamed of possessing the ability to speak with animals like nearly every fairytale princess could. But I had never imagined this—a creature of such a small, slimy stature, rudely criticizing my clothes.

“Perhaps we could start with introductions,” the frog continued, rising to his feet.

My jaw dropped, unable to hide my astonishment at his ability to stand on two legs.

“Uhh…”

“Is that your way of agreeing?” he asked. “Or is that your name?”

“Neither. And I’m not giving you my name,” I replied, shaking my head.

“And why not?”

I looked down at him, still incredulous I was having this conversation. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

The frog frowned. “Have you forgotten it?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten it,” I snapped, shaking my head.

“Then perhaps you are running from someone…” he remarked. “Are you a thief? Is there a bounty on your head?”

“No!” I exclaimed. “I’m not any of those things.” I squeezed my eyes shut. This wasn’t real. “This is only a dream,” I said, my heart throbbing in my chest.

“This is not a dream,” the frog responded. “Has pinching yourself at least twice not already proven that?”

When I didn’t respond, a small smile formed on his wide lips. It was completely unnatural to see a frog smile.

“Dream or not, I need to get home,” I finally responded, my eyes opening and darting around, hoping to find something familiar.

“May I assume you will also refuse to share with me just where home is for you?”

I sighed down at the ground, feeling entirely overwhelmed. “You would be correct,” I said, steadying the tremor in my voice.

When he didn’t argue against my caginess, I looked up to find him regarding me with curiosity.

“Perhaps I can help you,” he said, shrugging carefully. “If you agree to help me.”

This dream was getting ridiculous. A frog was trying to negotiate with me.

“How on earth do you expect me to help you?” I scoffed. “You’re a frog.”

“A frog prince, to be precise,” it replied, still standing on its feet.

My eyes widened with surprise. “Wait, did you just say prince?”

“Do you struggle to hear properly as well as dress yourself?” he asked, tilting his head curiously. “ ’Tis no wonder you struggle so.”

I glared and bit down on my lip to prevent myself from arguing.

“Indeed, it is what I said. But I was not always this way,” he explained. “I am both a frog and a prince.”

The book of fairytales—The Frog King had been among the titles I recognized. And now I was speaking to a self-proclaimed frog prince. Were they the same story?

“So, back to introductions. After all, it is only polite,” he tried again, sounding mildly impatient.

I huffed, then gave into his request. “Jo. My name is Jo.”

“Seems like a rather strange name for a woman.”

“You know, for a prince, you certainly lack manners,” I retorted.

“I did not know peasants required a mannered response.”

Had he just called me a peasant? “If I’m just a measly peasant to you, then I guess you can find more qualified help somewhere else.” I looked around us, finding the woods to be completely void of any other being. Just as I presumed.

“My manservant Henry left nearly a fortnight ago, searching for a cure for this curse. But I fear I must take matters into my own hands, as the imbecile has not returned.”

Good for Henry. Maybe he was no imbecile. Maybe he’d just had enough of the pompous frog, too.

“Such a large matter for such small hands,” I sneered, raising a brow. “Prince or not, you’re just a frog.”

“Hardly,” the frog responded with disdain laced in his voice. “I am Prince Aneurin James Arthur Quinn—”

“One name is enough,” I interrupted. “A person only ever needs one name.”

“A prince needs many,” he said with a frown.

How a frog could frown was beyond me, but the way his lips slanted revealed he was displeased with my commentary.

“What name do you want me to call you then?”

“Prince Aneurin.”

His name sounded right out of an epic fantasy novel, not a fairytale for kids. It felt even weirder to call a frog by so many names.

“Alright,” I replied. “Now that we have that settled, are you going to tell me how you can help me?”

The amphibian stared at me for a moment before his lips curled into a smile once again.

“Ah, yes, of course,” he began. “In order for me to help you, you would have to agree to help me break my spell.”

“Break your spell?” I repeated, doing my best to avoid gazing at his lips. I was not going to kiss him. Maybe there was a small part of me that was curious about what he might’ve looked like before the magic transformation…if all of this were actually true. But not enough to follow through with pressing my lips against his slimy…There was no way.

“Is it not obvious?” he asked, gesturing to himself. “I was not always as I appear now.”

“I presumed as much,” I murmured as I chewed my bottom lip.

“ ’Tis not every day one speaks to a frog,” he said, almost desperate now. “Especially not someone from the Southern Lands.”

“You can say that again,” I agreed, ignoring his commentary about my supposed place of origin. I wasn’t going to fight him on it. Maybe it was better that he didn’t know where I came from.

“If you help break my spell, I will help you find your way home.”

“How do I know that you’ll be able to?” I countered.

The frog shrugged. “I am a prince. How hard could it be to help you find your way south?” he asked, flicking his gaze over me again.

“So, how do we break your spell?”

“I must find a maiden who will love me, share her plate, allow me to sleep upon her pillow, and be kissed with true love in her heart.”

That’s what he thought. I was familiar with how this story ended. The princess did the first begrudgingly, took the frog to her room even more begrudgingly, and, disgusted at the idea of sharing her bed with him, threw him across the room. That was how he became a true prince again—a near-death experience. Not a kiss of true love. Then the princess, having a change of heart upon seeing his human form, agreed to marry him.

To be married only for his looks? Even for a fairytale, it felt like the Frog King got the short end of the stick.

“Do you know where this maiden is?” I asked. If he had an idea, then this would be easy, and I’d be going home in no time.

The frog crossed its green arms against its chest while it stared at me again. “Did you not hear me? I need to find her.”

Narrowing my eyes, I gazed at him closely. “Do you even have a maiden in mind?”

The frog glared at me. “Of course, I do.”

I raised a brow. He was lying. Because if he did, wouldn’t he have already been on the pursuit?

“So, you’re asking me to help you find your princess?”

“For a person with ears, you do not seem to use them as you should,” he remarked.

Okay, this little green frog was aggravating with his little jabs.

“If you’re going to be rude, I won’t help you,” I retorted.

“And I don’t have to help you find your way home,” he replied, pressing his hands against his slimy, green hips.

We stared at each other for a long minute.

“Fine. I don’t need your help!” I tossed my hands up in frustration. “I’ll get there…eventually.”

“As you say. But do you realize that you are in the King’s Forest? Guards lurk about. Eventually, one will find you and drag you before the king, who will take one look at you and most likely accuse you of witchcraft.”

I snorted. “Witchcraft?” Me?

“Just look at you,” the frog said, gesturing to my attire again. “Do you often frolic in your undergarments?”

“What? No!” I replied, quickly crossing my arms over my chest, and glared at him. “These aren’t undergarments. What would you know? You’re just a—”

“You are brave to take such a tone with me. Lest I remind you, peasant. I am a royal prince.”

What he was, was a total asshole.

I wasn’t a peasant, and he wasn’t a prince. He was a frog! And if he couldn’t call me by my name, he could forget me using any of his.

“Be lucky I don’t like to eat frogs,” I muttered under my breath.

His long, pink tongue slipped between his lips and licked over his eye before he sat back on his legs.

Grimacing, I wrinkled my nose. There was no way I was going to get used to that. He was disgusting.

“What did you do to get yourself turned into a frog, anyway?” I asked. “Let me guess. It was a witch. Did you turn her away from your castle on a stormy night? Did you deceive her with your obvious charms?”

Maybe I had too many fairytales confused with each other, but they did seem to have a lot of similarities.

The frog’s eyes narrowed. “Of course not. My appearance was the consequence of a quarrel between a dangerous, magical man and my parents,” he replied, enunciating his words as if he was afraid I was actually deaf.

“Your parents are why you were turned into a frog?”

I could tell he was getting frustrated with me by the agitated way he was twitching, but I didn’t care.

“It doesn’t matter how I became a frog, does it?”

“I just thought the details could be important. If I were this infamous woman destined to kiss you, I’d want to know why you were under a spell.”

When he didn’t respond, I felt bold enough to continue.

“But I guess at the end of the day, all that matters really, is that you’re nothing more than a weird, little talking frog.”

He lifted his hand, pointing a long, green finger at me in a snap. “Help me find the princess, peasant, and I promise I will find you a way home.”

The promise made my stomach clench. All I wanted was to be back in my bed before Mom and Dad returned with the desk. What would they do if they came back to an empty house? I could only imagine the scene they’d find in my room—me missing. Both of them would be so worried.

“So, will you help me or not?” the frog asked again, drawing me from my thoughts.

“It seems I don’t have a choice,” I murmured.
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