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This book is dedicated to YOU.
Every other reader will think I’m talking
about them, but you know better.





CHAPTER 1

Once upon a time, Jack knew better than to do certain things. You didn’t waste time trying to find the perfect temperature of porridge in a bear’s house. You didn’t point out to your suddenly extremely furry grandmother how big her fangs were. And you definitely didn’t walk through a creepy fog while music from magical pipes drifted in eerily. These weren’t even questions, you just didn’t do them—not if you wanted to stay uneaten by three bears, disguised wolves, or scary old musicians.

Except here he was—fog, magical pipe music and all, and he just wanted to find the stupid Piper and get on with things.

Unfortunately, not everyone was so goal oriented.

“Does anyone else want to follow him?” May asked, shivering in her oversize blue cloak as her head bobbed to the music. She shifted a backpack full of food—a gift from Phillip’s mother—higher on her shoulder as she moved with the melody.

“I hope you are joking, Princess,” Phillip said, shooting her a worried glance. “Remember, we are not to go into his cave. That is where the children from the village went, and they never returned.”

As if to reinforce the creepiness, a blackbird crowed loudly, then took to the air from some tree hidden in the fog. Jack shivered, thinking the bird almost sounded like it was calling his name.

“I know, I know, no cave,” May said, rolling her eyes before swaying to the music again.

Jack sighed and stopped her. “Maybe you should wait a little distance away…. You don’t seem to be handling this all that well.”

“The rhythm isn’t going to get me,” May said absently. “Besides, what’s the worst it could do? Tell me my grandmother is a horrible tyrant who tried to take over half the world? ’Cause, too late.”

Jack and Phillip glanced at each other, and Jack could see his own concern reflected in the prince’s eyes. May caught their look, and shoved them apart. “What did I say about doing that!” she shouted a bit too loudly for Jack’s taste. “I’m fine! It’s been three months. I’m over it!” She glared at Jack. “Either that or I’m quietly going crazy and I’ll hand you both over to the next giant we come across. Care to bet on which way it’s gonna go if you keep giving Phillip those stupid emo worry looks?!”

“Seems like crazy’s taking the early lead,” Jack said, then quickly turned and continued on ahead, trying to ignore the glare she had just thrown at him.

“If this is too much for you, we could find another way—,” Phillip began, but May shushed him.

“It took us this long just to find the Piper,” she said. “I want to know who I am already! And besides, I for one am tired of rescuing you from various invisible gnomes.”

Phillip smiled. “I thought you said that we would never speak of that again.”

“Yet someone keeps bringing it up,” May said, her face expressionless.

“Can we concentrate?” Jack said, dragging May forward and away from Phillip. “The sooner we pay the Piper, the sooner we get to the Fairy Homelands and find Merriweather, so that—”

“So that we can find out for sure that I’m completely alone,” May said.

Jack sighed. “I was going to say ‘so that we can find your family… and I can finally go home.’”

Phillip grabbed Jack by the shoulders and shook him gently. “Go home? Why would you ever want that? Look at where you are! We stand in the middle of a dark, fog-drenched field. Off in the distance a figure waits, known only to us in tales told to frighten children. Enemy or ally, we will not know until it is too late, yet press on we must!” The prince shook with excitement at the idea, while Jack just sighed and waited for him to finish. “What is the point of life without adventures like this?!”

“See, I like to think the point of life is to be happy,” Jack said with a shrug. “Also maybe not almost dying every two minutes. But I can see how we’ll have to agree to disagree here.”

“Maybe we can agree to go talk to the man?” May said, and pushed on ahead of the two boys. As she approached the figure in the distance, the music began to slow, eventually coming to a halt just as they were finally able to make out a thin, stooped figure leaning against a gnarled, blackened tree stump. The man wore a tunic of dull red, belted by a green rope with several heavy-looking pouches hanging from it. And though the music had stopped, the pipes remained at the old man’s lips, his eyes closed as if he were still playing.

“Good evening, sir,” Phillip said.

The man didn’t move.

“Um, we heard you could maybe help us,” May said.

The man didn’t move.

“See, typically this would be the moment most people respond,” Jack said. Nothing. “This is creepy,” he whispered to May and Phillip. “Maybe he wants his payment—”

“Payment?” the old man said, lowering his pipes and opening his eyes.

“I think he heard you,” May whispered to Jack.

“I’m so glad you’re here to point these things out,” Jack whispered back.

The old man sighed. “Ah. You three. It’s about time.”

May cleared her throat. “You were… waiting for us?”

The old man snorted. “For longer than I’d care to admit. You think I have nothing better to do than leave my cave in one place while I sit here, playing my pipes? The longer my cave and I stay here, the more likely it is that the Queen will find me.” He glared at May. “Thanks to you three, she probably will. And now you want my help.”

Jack winced, trying not to make the mention of her grandmother a bigger deal by looking at May. Thankfully, Phillip stepped forward, taking a large bag from Jack’s hand. “We seek passage to the Fairy Homelands, sir,” the prince said.

“Of course you do,” the Piper said, eyeing the bag. “And I see you’ve brought payment?”

“Sounds like you’re not a man to let bills go unpaid,” Jack said quietly, his eyes on the pipes.

The Piper smiled. “If I’m owed something, then I will collect. The Piper will be paid, children, one way or another.”

“Yeah, we visited the last town who didn’t pay,” May said. “The youngest person there was like sixty.”

“They promised payment if I removed their rats,” the Piper said, absently sticking his pinkie into one of the pipes as if he were cleaning it out. “I delivered, yet they did not. So I took… another form of payment.”

“Their children,” Jack said, shivering from more than the fog’s chill.

“None were harmed,” the Piper said, standing up to grab the bag almost indignantly from Phillip. He looked inside, and his face lit up, a smile harmonizing with the sparkle in his eyes. “Yes, yes, whispering reeds from the Swamp of All’s End! Which of you harvested…”

“I did,” Jack said, glaring at the bag. “And I’ve still got the burns. No one ever told us they whisper fire.”

“They will do nicely,” the Piper said, ignoring him. “Now you’ve paid, and royally so. Speak your wish, and I will do what I can.”

May stepped forward, a bit nervously. “We, uh, wish to travel to the Fairy Homelands. Please. Thank you. Please.”

The Piper looked at her for a moment, then, almost faster than Jack could see, he raised his pipes to his lips, blew one note, and lowered the pipes. Like magic (appropriately enough), May instantly relaxed at the sound, letting out a huge breath she’d apparently been holding in.

“That’s better,” the Piper said. “You have nothing to fear, children. Not from me, not anymore.”

“I would if I were afraid of cryptic statements,” Jack murmured. The Piper glared at him, and began to raise his pipes to his lips again, so Jack quickly added, “But of course I’m not, who would be, and we have nothing but the utmost respect for you. Sir. Your Highness.”

“The Fairy Homelands,” the Piper said. “Not the easiest destination.”

Jack snorted. “Not exactly, no. We’ve been searching for a way to them for the past three months. And from what we’ve found, there is no natural way to get there. We need magic. And a very specific kind of magic.”

The Piper smiled, then held up his pipes. “Music,” he said. “It’s true. The fairies don’t think in words or pictures like you and I do. They think and talk in music… so that’s how they perform their magic as well. That’s why most humans can’t understand the little ones, though the fairy queens are able to speak our language easily enough.”

Jack glanced over at the golden fairy in May’s hair, and the fairy winked at him. “He’s right, stupid human,” she said. “If your kind were smart enough to understand music, you might have fewer problems.”

“We might have had fewer problems if you’d known where the Fairy Homelands were!” Jack whispered back at her.

“NO fairy knows!” the golden fairy shouted. “We’re sent away at birth! But if we live by the code and spread more good than ill, we might eventually be allowed back in! YOU are the ones trying to take shortcuts!”

“So that humming is her talking?” May said, then turned to Jack. “And would you stop yelling at her? It’s not like she can understand you.”

“Yeah, stupid human. It’s not like I can understand you!” the golden fairy shouted, sticking out her tongue.

“I hate you,” Jack said to her, turning away. “So, so, so much.”

“Regardless,” the Piper said. “My music can take you to the Fairy Homelands.”

“And bring us back, right?” Jack added quickly.

The Piper’s eyes twinkled. “If you wish. For that you’ll need something more.” The Piper reached into a pocket and produced a wooden whistle, which he handed to Phillip.

“Nice catch,” May whispered to Jack.

“I’m sure the fairy queens are nice and all, but I’m not spending the rest of my life stuck in a whole city of these things,” Jack whispered back, glaring at the golden fairy, who made a face at him.

“Blow into this whistle when you are finished,” the Piper continued, “and you’ll return right to this spot.”

“Return to this spot?” Jack asked. “Are we leaving soon—”

The Piper brought his pipes to his lips and blew a melody so quick and intricate that it sounded like three or four Pipers playing all at once. The mist began swirling around faster and faster as the music sped up, creating a whirlwind of fog that quickly obscured the Piper, the cave, and everything else from view. The music grew louder, filling Jack’s head, obliterating his thoughts, taking over his mind, not letting him even think—

Only to stop abruptly, dropping them onto grass much brighter than it had any right to be, on ground that was both softer and harder than any Jack had ever felt. He groaned, then pushed himself up, noticing a glowing paved stone roadway beginning just a few feet away from the spot where he’d landed. Whereas behind him…

Behind him was only mist.

“I think we’re here,” May said, matching his groan a little just to Jack’s right.

“There does seem to be something… different about this place,” Phillip said, then gasped.

Jack quickly followed Phillip’s gaze, up the paved road to a gate that seemed to be made of silver latticework circles, then past that to…

“Uh-oh,” Jack said.

“No uh-ohs!” May said, glaring at him. “NO! Not after everything we’ve been through! No more uh-ohs!”

“I do not think we have a choice, Princess,” Phillip said.

May started to reply, then finally saw what the other two were staring at. “Uh-oh,” she said.

On the other side of the gate, enormous tree-trunk-size vines blocked out all view of what lay beyond as the vines circled and intertwined with one another. Between that and the fist-size thorns growing out of them every foot or so, the overall effect was definitely “Uh-oh.”

“Look,” Phillip said, his voice choking a bit as he pointed. Just past the gate something lay crumpled over one of the vines. Jack stepped closer, and realized with a start that it wasn’t something so much as someone.

“NO!” the golden fairy yelled. “My queen!” She leapt into the air and quickly flew at the tangle of vines, reaching out desperately for what appeared to be the body of a fairy queen.

Jack immediately launched himself out to grab her, knowing that it was too late but not being willing to just let the fairy fly headfirst into whatever curse had turned the Fairy Homelands into this overgrown… whatever it was.

Unfortunately, Jack was right. He was too late.

The golden fairy passed the silver gate and immediately dropped to the ground, landing hard on a vine, her body unmoving.

And a second later, unable to stop, Jack’s momentum sent him tumbling past the gate as well, and into oblivion.



CHAPTER 2

A warm wind tousled Jack’s hair as he opened his eyes, finding himself back in a familiar place. The oak tree behind him seemed to be made specifically to fit his back, and the grass gently swaying in every direction calmed him instantly, as it always did.

“Noooo,” he groaned, driving a fist into the ground. “Come on. How many times do I have to say it?!”

“You cannot avoid me forever,” said a man in a dark blue cloak from behind him. “I know you’ve been skipping sleep whenever you can, but eventually you must dream.” Beneath the cloak the man wore black armor from head to toe, the only markings of any sort a white circle inside a white oval, the symbol of the Wicked Queen’s Eyes, her inner circle of spies and assassins. “And when you dream,” said the Charmed One, “you will learn.”

“Better people than you have tried to make me learn,” Jack told him as he pushed himself to his feet. “And they all failed too!” With that, he turned and sprinted off in a random direction. Glancing behind him, he saw the knight beneath the oak tree, just where he’d left him, which was good. At least the man wasn’t chasing him. Jack turned back to look where he was going—

And found himself running straight toward the oak tree and the waiting knight.

Jack slowed to a stop, then glared at the man. “You have no idea how much that irritates me.”

The man grinned. “And yet you keep trying.”

“I’m not going to be trained by you!” Jack shouted. “You or your stupid sword!” He yanked the sword the knight had given him in a giant’s mouth three months ago off his back, and then threw it straight at the knight.

The knight caught it easily, swung it a few times, then whipped it back, right at Jack’s head.

Both of Jack’s hands flew up of their own accord and slapped together, stopping the blade between his palms just inches from his face.

“It appears as if someone’s learning whether they want to or not,” the knight said, his smile growing wider.

“I don’t have time to argue this again!” Jack shouted. “We finally found the Fairy Homelands, but there’s some kind of curse… a curse that might have killed me, by the way.”

“You wouldn’t be here if you were dead,” the knight said, but looked away as if distracted.

“Oh yeah?” Jack said. “Because last I heard, you were not so much in the alive category yourself….”

“Shh!” the knight interrupted, raising a hand. “Be still!” He turned slowly in a circle. “Someone is here. No one should be able to get through my defenses into your mind, but someone has broken through. Someone… familiar.”

Jack turned in a circle as well, accomplishing nothing, since no one was there. The only sign of life at all was a city a few miles in the distance, but even that seemed empty and abandoned, at least from here. But given that he’d never seen the knight look even the slightest bit concerned, let alone worried, Jack decided there was more going on than he could see.

Finally the knight seemed to relax. He shook his head, smiled, and turned back to Jack—then exploded into a million different pieces as a glowing white sword burst right through his chest.

In his place stood a girl in a midnight blue cloak, wearing black leather armor, complete with a white eye in the center. In her hands was a sword that matched Jack’s exactly. And she was smiling.

“First of all,” she said, “he really should have seen that coming if he’s as good as he thinks he is. Or, thought he is. Thought he was? I never know what tense to use for dead people who come back in your dreams.”

Jack leapt backward, immediately raising his own sword. “Yeah, grammar can be a real problem,” he growled. “Like, how do you correctly say ‘Who are you?’ to someone who just killed a man right in front of you?”

The girl continued smiling as she slid her sword into its sheath on her back. “Oh, whatever, he’s no more dead than he ever was. I just sent him away for a while. And as for who I am, I would have gotten to that if you’d let me get to my ‘second of all.’ You can call me Lian.”

“Can I call you that because it’s your name?”

The girl laughed. “In a way. Nice dream you’ve got here.” She sat down beneath the oak tree and settled herself in. “You should probably get comfortable. You’re not going to be waking up anytime soon.”

“Shows what you know,” Jack told her, not moving. “I’m a pretty light sleeper. I’m probably going to wake up any second now.”

“Oh, sure,” Lian said, rolling her eyes. “That’s usually how magic curses work.”

Jack narrowed his eyes. “And how do you know that? Who are you?”

“We’ll be here forever if I have to cover everything twice,” she said with a frown. “I told you, I’m Lian.”

Jack shook his head. “You’re an Eye.”

The girl stood up and bowed with a deep flourish. “Proudly serving the Benevolent Queen of the World for almost ten years now. Why, is that a problem?”

Jack kept his sword between them. “I’m going to go with ‘probably.’”

“Someone has trust issues,” Lian said, sitting back down. “I’m not here to hurt you, just to talk. After all, you’re already exactly where you’re supposed to be, stuck in the Fairy Homelands under a sleep curse for the next… How many years is forever?”

Jack swallowed hard. “This is a bad dream, right? Some kind of nightmare? I’m gonna wake up and find Phillip getting attacked by invisible gnomes again?”

“Yeah, waking up isn’t exactly in the plan,” Lian said, picking some grass and twiddling it between her fingers. “In fact, I very much doubt you’ll ever wake up before you die.”

“You sound like my grandfather whenever I tried to sleep too late,” Jack said, his sword still pointing straight at the girl. “So what, are you here to kill me, then?”

“Oh, not me,” Lian said, throwing the grass into the air and watching it drift to the ground. “No. As soon as I told my Queen that I’d set the sleeping curse off, she sent four battalions of dragons on their way.” The girl scrunched up her face. “I’m still a little unclear about how much a battalion is, so let’s say it’s eleventy-two. Which makes four times that many dragons on their way right now.”

“That’s some impressive math,” Jack said, “but let’s be honest. It took us three months to track down a way to get to the Fairy Homelands. Without the Piper’s music—”

“True,” Lian said with a shrug. “It does make traveling here a bit more of a headache. But dragons have a talent for going places other creatures can’t, even if it takes them a while to get there. There are spells to break through, dimensions to crack, that sort of thing, so you’ve got some time.” Her eyes brightened. “In fact, I’d guess you have until about sunset tomorrow night before the dragons arrive and set the entire Fairy Homelands on fire.”

Jack suddenly had trouble standing. “See, I have a problem with that,” he said, his whole body going wobbly and all the blood draining from his face. “Not only because I’m part of the ‘entire’ you just mentioned.”

“You, your princess, the hero prince, eleven fairy queens, and several hundred thousand fairies,” Lian said, counting them off on her fingers. “And no offense, but it was the eleven fairy queens that necessitated this. My Queen can’t have such all-powerful magic-users biding their time before they enter the upcoming war. No, it was better to just take them out quietly, and some bad decisions on their part made that extremely easy to pull off.” The part of Lian’s face not covered by her hood looked sad. “If it helps, it’s unfortunate that you happened to get here just now, instead of after the razing. I never thought you’d be this early…. Figured you’d arrive to find a burned-out husk of a land.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Jack said, any paleness now being replaced with the dark red blush of anger. “Are you just trying to torture me? Because talking to you is accomplishing that just fine on its own.”

“Like I said, you’re stuck here,” Lian said with a shrug. “That is, unless you decide to take the intelligent option.”

“Intelligent?” Jack said. “Someone’s obviously never met me.”

“You could join my Queen,” Lian said, now playing absently with her sword. “Then I could wake you up and get you out of here. You’d be alive, at least. And I think you’ll find that my Queen is a lot easier to deal with when you’re not fighting against her.”

Jack stopped to think for a second. “Lemme think how best to put this,” he said finally, “because I don’t want to offend you in some way. I’d rather walk naked through snow that’s on fire while all my friends laugh at me than ever consider joining the Wicked Queen.”

Lian glanced at him. “Wow, nice visual there. Someone’s thought about this before! But there’s no call to be nasty about it. I thought I was being nice.”

“By killing hundreds of thousands of fairies?!”

“This is war, Jack,” Lian said, her voice growing softer. “No one wants to see casualties, least of all my Queen. But if she didn’t attack them, they’d attack her. She’s just protecting herself, really.”

“That’s funny, because it sure looks a lot like she’s the only one attacking.”

“You’re not… what’s the word… fun to talk to, are you.” Lian sighed, then stood up and stretched. “Well, then, I’m not going to waste any more time here with your grumpy pants. Good luck with the whole sleeping till you burn up thing!”

Jack growled, then leapt at the girl, his sword raised high in the air.

Faster than Jack could see, Lian whirled around and kicked him in the stomach. Pain burst out all over his body as he dropped his sword and flew backward, but before he could even land, Lian was there. She grabbed him in midair, then threw him to the ground twice as hard as he would have hit. The air burst out of his lungs as more pain exploded in his head. He groaned loudly, then opened his eyes to find her holding her sword to his throat.

“Here’s the weird thing,” Lian said, her voice entirely unconcerned. “My Queen, she thinks you’re special. She thinks you’re smart. She’s… worried about you.”

“Worried about me?” Jack said as he tried to suck in air. “That’s so sad. Just tell her I’m doing fine, will you? I never wanted her to worry or anything.”

Lian rolled her eyes. “She’s concerned you’ll be a threat. They all are. But I know better. ’Cause I know you.”

“Oh, have we met?” Jack said, and before she could respond, he threw himself to the side, rolling over. Her foot came down at him, but he grabbed it and yanked it out from under her—only she used his grip on her foot for leverage, kicking out with her other foot right into his face. Jack immediately released her as pain rocked through him, and her feet dropped to either side of his head, her sword now aimed at his nose.

“Yes, we have,” Lian said, the smile back. “You’re not where you’re meant to be, Jack. You’re on the wrong side. And I think you know it.”

“I thought I was a threat,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “You need to pick a point and stick with it.” If he could just knock the sword away—

The sword slapped him in the side of the head. “Stop it,” the girl said, apparently reading his mind. “And I don’t think you’re a threat. I don’t think you’re anywhere close to being dangerous. But my Queen does, and what she says goes.”

The sword disappeared and the girl stepped back, allowing Jack to push himself back up to a standing position. A few feet away Lian tossed his sword into the air, twirling it almost faster than he could see, without the slightest bit of effort.

“Last chance to join us,” she said. “You were always meant to, you know. That’s why the Charmed One gave you his sword, and why you have such a natural talent. You’re fast, even fighting the training. You’re meant to be one of us, Jack.” She stopped smiling, and her eyes looked almost sad. “You could even say you were born to be.”

“Too bad I’m going to end up all burned to a crisp, then,” he said, leaning against the tree for support.

Lian shook her head. “Fair enough. Good luck with that!”

And with that, the Eye disappeared, leaving Jack with less than two days to save an entire city full of fairies from a curse, with no idea what the curse was, or even how to wake himself up. Not to mention that whatever the girl had done with the knight, he hadn’t come back yet. And if she could do that to a fully trained Eye, what chance did he have?

All in all, this might be a problem.



CHAPTER 3

As first her fairy, then Jack dropped to the ground just beyond the silver gate, something snapped hard in May. In the past three months she’d lost her home, her grandmot—her family, and her entire grasp on reality. And the only thing that’d given her any comfort in this fairy-tale world were two boys who’d stuck by her through magic and madness.

And now one of those two boys had just collapsed in a heap.

“NO!” she screamed, leaping forward, only to spin in a circle as Phillip grabbed her arm.

“No, Princess!” the prince said, his eyes fixed on Jack’s unmoving body. “It is not safe!”

“Your face isn’t going to be safe in a second!” May shouted. “Let. Me. Go!”

“No,” Phillip said simply, pulling her backward despite her struggling.

“Stop it!” May shouted. “We need to save him!”

“Yes, we do!” Phillip shouted back, holding her tightly by her shoulders. “But first we need to figure out what type of magic caused this! It would do us no good to lose you as well!”

“Stop making sense!” May shouted, and squirmed her way out of the prince’s grasp. Unfortunately, despite being hugely irritating, Phillip was right, so instead of running back to Jack, May just glared at the prince. “So, Mr. Rational, tell me what to do! What did this?”

“I have no idea,” Phillip said.

“I will smack you,” May said.

“It’s a curse, you idiots,” said a voice from behind them.

May and Phillip both whirled around to find a small girl sitting on a rock just inside the mist, wearing a midnight blue cloak pulled low over her head to cover almost all of her face. Beneath the cloak was some type of hard leather, all black except for a white circle inside a white oval right in the middle of her chest.

Phillip immediately drew his sword and pointed it straight at the girl.

And then his sword was in the girl’s hand, the blade spinning like a basketball on one of her fingers.

May never even saw her move.

“Now that was kinda rude,” the girl said, her frown the only thing showing beneath her hood.

“You did this,” Phillip said, stepping away from May, something he often did when trying to draw attention away from her when they were threatened, which was way too often for May’s taste, honestly. Though, seriously, being threatened even once was probably too much for May’s taste.

The girl nodded slowly. “Partly,” she said. “The magic isn’t mine, but I set it off. Orders, you know.”

May went cold, finally realizing what was going on. “Whose orders?” she asked quietly.

“She misses you, May,” the girl said. “She doesn’t admit it, but she does. We can tell.”

And just like that, three months of purposefully ignoring any thought of her grandmother fell apart, and more than anything, May just wanted to run back to the woman and hug her. Also, maybe throw up.

“What is the curse?” Phillip asked, still circling around the girl as May struggled to not lose it completely.

“It’s a sleep spell,” the girl said, her eyes on May. “Don’t worry. No one’s permanently injured. Well, not till tomorrow night or so. No, we haven’t really even started yet.”

“Started?” May said, hating this girl more than anyone she’d ever met, which was saying a lot. “’Cause I can finish it right now. Just stand still long enough for me to kick you in the face.”

The girl smiled. “This is going to be fun.” She reached into her cloak and pulled out a coil of rope. “Oh, look. I’ve got some nice convenient rope here that you could use to pull Jack out of the range of the curse. Then all you’d need to do is wake him up.” Her smile widened. “Any ideas how to do that?”

In spite of everything, May blushed. “Seriously, the kick in the face. Think about it. I am. Over and over.”

“Nah, I’m not cruel,” the girl said. “You wouldn’t have a chance.”

“Really?” May said, her eyes widening. “’Cause I’m giving your face a chance to get out of here before I kick it in its face. And that’s the last chance it’s gonna get.”

“I know what you’re here to do,” the girl said, standing up. Behind her May could see a familiar-looking sword hilt poking out from her back. “As does my Queen, obviously. But she doesn’t think you’re quite ready to know where you come from. Not just yet.”

“Doing what she wants kinda went out the window three months ago,” May said. “She’s welcome to try grounding me again, but she’ll have to come tell me herself. And I can’t make any promises about her face not getting kicked, either.”

“That doesn’t sound very loving,” the girl said. “But I’m hardly one to judge about family. Still, it’s your choice. I can take you to her right now and end all of this.”

“You’ll have to kill me first,” Phillip said quietly.

The girl sighed. “Really?” Before May could even move to stop her, the girl reached out and grabbed Phillip by his shirt, then drove his head into her knee. The prince gasped in pain and tried to pull away, but the girl just kicked a foot into his chest, slamming him backward into the silver gate. He hit it hard and collapsed to the ground, not moving.

“PHILLIP!” May screamed, but the girl just held up a hand to stop her.

“You people have no idea how much of a favor I’m doing you,” the girl said, almost sounding bitter about it. “Trust me. If the other Eyes had found you first, they wouldn’t have given you the chance to even say one word. You’d be halfway to the Queen before you knew what happened. They all think you’re dangerous, though.”

“Dangerous?” May said, her eyes narrowing. “That sounds about right.”

“Oh, you and the prince, you’re not a physical threat,” the girl said. “But that doesn’t make you any less of a concern. Especially if you find out who you are.”

“Ask my grandmother how she liked me being dangerous all over her old Magic Mirror,” May said.

“You’ve had quite the easy time these last three months,” the girl said, ignoring her. “That’s all about to end.”

“EASY?!” May shouted. “We almost died like fourteen thousand times!”

“That’s nothing compared to what’s coming here tomorrow night,” the girl told her. “That is, unless you help me drag Jack out of the spell and join the Queen. I know that the rest of you follow Jack’s lead, but I’m trying to appeal to you now as the voice of reason.”

“See, there was your first problem,” May said. “Thinking Jack was our leader. If you people had paper bags, Jack wouldn’t be able to lead his way out of one.”

The girl frowned. “I’m not fluent in whatever language you’re speaking. Anyway. As I said, you won’t have it easy. Let’s assume for a second that you can escape from me. Which you can’t. You still don’t know what this curse is, or how to end it.”

“Like we can’t figure that out in all of two seconds,” May said.

“Without a fairy queen to identify it?” Lian said. “Good luck. And I happen to know for a fact that eleven of the twelve fairy queens are right here. Think Malevolent’s going to be willing to help? Even if you did figure it out, you’d have to find a way to end the curse before the sun sets tomorrow night, since that’s when the dragons will arrive and burn the Homelands to the ground.”

Dragons?! May gritted her teeth. “I’ve done more in a day and a half than most people do in two days—”

“And third,” the girl said, smiling slightly, “there was that small matter of escaping from me.”

May raised an eyebrow. “That was the first thing.”

“It’s such a big one, it deserves a second mention.”

“Fair enough. So how do you want to do this? I’ll make it quick, since there’s a time limit.”

The girl laughed. “Oh, you’ve got no hope against me. I can move faster than you can see. And don’t even think about running. How far do you think you’d get? Ten feet? Fifteen?”

May glanced behind her. “I’m going to go with fifteen.” With that, she turned and ran straight at the silver gate.

“What are you doing!” the girl yelled, but May didn’t turn to stop. She could hear the girl starting to follow right behind her, so May threw herself forward straight at the gate—only to go completely limp, crashing to the ground.

Right at her heels, the Eye windmilled her arms, carefully stopping before reaching the edge of the curse. Taking a few steps back, she shrugged, then turned to walk away. “They really should win some kind of record for most stupidity in the shortest amount of time,” she said as she used her rope to tie Phillip up, then patted his unconscious head. “Be back soon. Have to go grab a friend.” With that, she smiled and then disappeared.



CHAPTER 4

A minute passed, and nothing happened. Not even the wind moved through the silent, thorny vines circling the Fairy Homelands. Another minute passed, and another.

By the end, May waited a full ten long, hugely boring minutes before slowly turning around to look.

The Eye was gone.

FINALLY!

“OOOOWWWWWW!” May shouted, releasing the scream she’d been holding in ever since she’d crashed into the ground. Standing up was the next order of business, but that wasn’t quite so easy, not since both her arms had passed the invisible line of the sleeping curse and were now completely asleep. Numb, dangling arms made pushing oneself to one’s feet a bit more difficult, after all.

Stupid magic.

May finally managed to twist to her knees, then push up to her feet without falling over as her arms, now free of the magic, began tingling painfully. She bit her lip to keep from shouting again (though really, who was going to hear her?) and stomped on the ground a few times until feeling finally returned to her hands and arms.

Now all she had to do was untie Phillip, then pull Jack out of the spell’s field—without being able to get in far enough to touch him. At least the horribly evil girl had left her rope. May shook her head, then smacked her fist into her palm. Next time she saw that girl, there was some definite underhanded, sneaky-type face-kicking to be done.

May untied the prince, who groaned but didn’t wake up. That wasn’t a great sign, but at least he was alive. She quickly tied a loop into the rope, then spent the next very not-quick few minutes trying to throw it around Jack’s feet. May managed to hook them a few times, but the rope kept sliding off as she pulled. Finally, when he was close enough, May just intertwined her hands, then threw them into the field to wrap around his feet, and dragged him in with numb arms.

Now that Jack was out, May turned her attention to the little golden fairy, but there was just no way. The fairy’s flight and lighter weight had sent her way too far past the gate, and barring some kind of appearance by a cowboy with expert lassoing skills, the fairy would just have to wait until they figured out how to deal with the curse.

In the meantime that still left her with one sleeping friend, as no amount of shaking or screaming at Jack seemed to do anything. And May tried both. A lot. And then tried them again.

“Okay, I’m not kissing you!” she screamed finally. “I refuse to accept that kissing would take someone out of a coma! That is not legitimate medicine!”

Unfortunately, there was a distinct lack of doctors around to agree with her, something she often had a problem with. And the longer this went on, the less time they had to wake the fairies up.

Not to mention that sitting there alone at the outskirts of a completely silent city covered in enormous thorny vines was more than a bit creepy.

“Okay, you did this for me,” May said to him as she bent down next to Jack. “I get that. And frankly I’m about two seconds away from going insane, trying to deal with this all alone. My grand—the Queen. She did this, all this, just to keep me from finding out which stupid fairy tale I’m from?! All this?! She’s going to wipe out an entire city just to torture me? That’s who she is?”

May grabbed Jack’s hand and held it in hers without even noticing. “I… I just… I know I’ve said I’m okay, Jack, but I’m really not handling this. I mean, she’s my… she was my family! All the family I had. All the family I ever had! I loved her, Jack. I really did. But I can’t… I can’t…”

A drop of water fell onto Jack’s hand, and May realized her cheeks were wet. She sniffed hard and wiped at her eyes. “I… I need you guys to help. You’re all I have right now. Remember that when you wake up, ’cause I don’t want to hear about this for the rest of our lives, okay?” She poked a finger into his chest. “Let’s… let’s just hope it works. If it does, you have my permission to mock me for as long as you want. Just… just wake up, please?”

With that, she leaned over to kiss Jack.



CHAPTER 5

Jack woke up to find May’s face just inches from his.

“AHHHH!” he yelled.

“AHHHH!” she yelled, pulling away.

“What were you doing?” Jack shouted at her.

The princess blushed heavily. “I definitely wasn’t… I was… You were asleep!”

“I gathered that part,” Jack said. For some reason his mouth seemed wet. Had he been drooling on himself? That’s probably what May had been doing so close, laughing at him. Whatever. He certainly wasn’t going to give her any more satisfaction about it now.

“I love waking up to nothing making sense,” he said, wiping his mouth and shaking his head. “What happened?” He glanced around, then nodded at the still sleeping Phillip. “And why’s the prince so lazy all of a sudden?”

Phillip groaned, and May blushed twice as hard. Jack looked at her curiously. “What’s got you so red?”

She looked everywhere but at him. “I… didn’t know you would just wake up on your own, certainly without anyone doing anything awkward and embarrassing!”

“Well, obviously I did,” Jack said. “What happened?”

“It’s a sleeping spell,” May told him, gesturing out at the silver gate. “Some kind of curse. And we don’t have much time to lift it, or—”

“Or what?” Phillip asked, pushing himself to a sitting position.

“Or everyone still asleep is going to die,” May said quietly. “The Wicked Queen has dragons on their way.”

“How… how did you know that?” Jack asked, suddenly wondering if girls really could read minds.

“The girl,” Phillip said, then glanced around. “Where did she go? What did she tell you?”

“Girl?” Jack asked. “Wait, she was here too?”

“Too?” May said, raising an eyebrow.

“I, uh… Never mind,” Jack said, trying to hide his discomfort and failing miserably. Still, he wasn’t about to tell them that the girl had spoken to him in his dreams. One Eye was bad enough, but two? “So, um, who was this girl?”

“Pretty much what you’d expect with us,” May said. “Seriously creepy, evil vibe, white circles on her armor thing—”

“Not circles,” Phillip said, watching Jack a little too closely. “An Eye.”

Jack raised an eyebrow, not liking the prince’s tone. “Like the kind in your head?” Purposefully playing stupid was the quickest way to annoy the prince, Jack had discovered.

“Like the one who gave you his sword,” Phillip said. “This would make two of them that have found us. Two Eyes.”

Jack sighed. “Yeah, your math checks out. I get it. What did she tell you?”

“Well,” May said, “it sounded like she had orders to set off whatever this sleeping spell is. But more than that, she wanted me… us… to go back with her, back to… the Wicked Queen.” May paused and looked away, then seemed to push herself through the rest quickly. “She said that would keep us safe, but if we didn’t go with her, we only had till sunset tomorrow. After that the dragons will be here to burn the Fairy Homelands to the ground.”
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