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Chapter one
Scarlet in the Red Hood


Once upon a time, in a village at the edge of the Darkwood, there lived a girl named Scarlet Strauss.

She was thirteen years old, with dark brown hair cut in a short bob and skin so fair that her freckles stood out like a map of the stars. Her eyes were the blue of winter ice, and she wore a red hooded cloak over a simple peasant top with leather leggings wherever she went. Her grandmother had made the cloak for her on her tenth birthday, and she never went anywhere without it.

The villagers called her Little Red Riding Hood.

Every month, Scarlet made the journey into the Darkwood to visit her grandmother. The old woman lived alone in a cottage beneath the Sanctuary Tree, the great oak at the heart of this corner of the forest. She was too frail now to make the trip out to the village, though in her youth she had been one of the finest huntresses in all the land. It was she who had taught Scarlet to shoot, to track, and to move through the forest like a ghost. Now Scarlet repaid those lessons by bringing her supplies: food, medicine, news from the village, and the simple comfort of knowing that someone still cared.

The Darkwood was dangerous, of course. Everyone knew that. Ancient creatures lurked beneath its canopy, things with too many teeth and too few scruples. Talking animals roamed its paths, some friendly, most not. Witches built their cottages in its darkest corners, and monsters older than memory made their lairs in its depths.

But Scarlet was not afraid. She had her bow, her arrows, and the skills her grandmother had given her. She had walked this path dozens of times before, and she would walk it dozens of times again.

Or so she thought.

“Turn back, little girl,” a voice said. She turned her head to face the sound and saw a little fox. “Turn back while you still can.”

Scarlet Strauss stopped walking and adjusted the basket on her arm. She was used to talking animals by now. The Darkwood was lousy with them. Just last week, a badger had tried to sell her a magic acorn that supposedly granted wishes, and the week before that, a raven had followed her for an hour reciting poetry about death. The Darkwood attracted strange creatures the way a corpse attracted flies.

“And why should I do that?” she asked.

The fox’s ears flattened against its skull. “The Big Bad Wolf walks these woods today. I caught his scent not an hour past, and I have been running ever since. You should do the same.”

Scarlet felt her stomach give out.

The Big Bad Wolf. Everyone knew that name. He was a creature of legend, a monster from the old stories, the kind of thing parents threatened their children with when they misbehaved. Be good or the Big Bad Wolf will eat you up. Those who were foolish regarded it as “just a story” but Scarlet knew better than to think something like that. In this world of magical beasts, the Big Bad Wolf had to be real.

“These aren’t his woods,” Scarlet protested, as though the fox was to blame. “He’s supposed to live in the deep Darkwood, near the Thornback Mountains.”

“Wolves roam where they please, and it seems he’s chosen this as his new home.” The fox was already backing away, its bushy tail tucked between its legs. “I’ve warned you, little girl. What you do with that warning is your own affair. Fare thee well.”

It vanished into the underbrush before she could ask anything more.

Scarlet stood alone on the path and felt her heart beating a little faster than she would have liked. Her icy blue eyes scanned the trees for any sign of movement.

Her bow was already in her hand. She didn’t remember drawing it.

She resumed walking soon enough. The Darkwood pressed in around her, and its ancient oaks and twisted pines formed a canopy so thick that even at midday the forest floor was shrouded in darkness. She could hear birds calling in the distance, the rustle of small things slithering and skittering through the undergrowth, and the creak of branches in a wind she couldn’t feel. Normal sounds, if a little spooky.

But the fox had been afraid. Really, truly afraid.

Scarlet took a deep breath and continued walking. She couldn’t turn back. Her grandmother was waiting.
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She found the wolf about a mile down the path. Well, a wolf, if not the wolf.

At first she thought it was dead. It was lying on its side in a small clearing, its gray fur matted with dirt and leaves. One of its front paws appeared to be caught in the iron jaws of a bear trap. The trap was old and rusted, perhaps set by some hunter years ago and long forgotten. It probably belonged to Mister Gruber, the old widowed woodcutter in her grandmother’s corner of the woods. The wolf was small, barely larger than a dog. It didn’t look particularly big or bad.

It’s a pup, Scarlet realized. Just a baby.

It lifted its head as she approached, and she saw that its eyes were a startling shade of gold. “Please,” it whimpered. “Please help me. It hurts so much.”

Scarlet hesitated. Talking wolves were rare, but not unheard of. Most of them were harmless, more interested in talking about philosophy than in eating little girls. But after what the fox had said, she couldn’t help but feel a little cautious.

“Are you alone?” she asked. “Where’s your pack?”

“I lost my pack.” The pup’s voice was thin and reedy, the voice of a child in pain. “I got separated from my mother weeks ago. I think she left me. I’m a runt. I’ve been wandering these woods ever since, trying to find her. Please, it hurts. I can’t feel my paw anymore.”

Scarlet looked at the trap. The iron teeth had bitten deep into the pup’s leg, and there was blood on the leaves beneath it. If she left it here, it would most certainly die. Slowly and painfully, too, either from blood loss or from whatever opportunistic predator stumbled across it first.

She sighed and knelt down beside it.

“Hold still,” she said. “This is going to hurt.”

The trap was old but still strong. She had to use both hands to pry the jaws apart, and even then it took all her strength. The pup yelped when the teeth pulled free from its flesh, a high sharp sound that made Scarlet wince.

“There,” she said. “You’re free.”

The pup licked its wounded paw, then looked up at her with grateful golden eyes. “Thank you, kind girl. Thank you so much. What’s your name?”

“Scarlet. Most people call me Little Red Riding Hood because of this.” She tugged at her cloak, the red wool bright as fresh blood against the gray-green of the forest. “My grandmother made it for me.”

“It’s lovely.” The pup limped in a small circle, testing its injured leg. “Where are you going, Scarlet? These woods are dangerous for little girls walking alone.”

She did not like being lectured on danger by a wolf runt previously caught in a bear trap. “I know they’re dangerous, a fox just warned me that the Big Bad Wolf is somewhere nearby.” She stood and brushed dirt from her knees. “You should be careful too. If he’s really out here, a little thing like you would make an easy meal.”

The pup’s ears perked up. “The Big Bad Wolf? Really?”

“That’s what the fox said.”

“How scary.” The pup sat back on its haunches. “You didn’t answer my question, though. Where are you going?”

Scarlet saw no reason to lie. “My grandmother’s cottage. She lives beneath the Sanctuary Tree, at the heart of this part of the forest. She’s too old to make the journey out of the Darkwood anymore, so I bring her supplies once a month. Just to make sure she’s still...”

“Alive?” the pup offered unhelpfully.

“I was going to say ‘comfortable.’”

“Of course you were.” The pup’s tongue lolled out in a canine grin. “Your grandmother sounds like a remarkable woman, living alone in the deep woods at her age. She must be very brave.”

“She was a huntress when she was younger. One of the best. She taught me everything I know.” Scarlet patted the bow slung across her shoulder. “How to track, how to shoot, how to move through the forest without making a sound. She could still shoot the wings off a butterfly at a hundred paces if her eyes hadn’t gotten so bad.”

“And you? Are you a good shot?”

Scarlet preened a little bit, unable to help herself from being a little smug. “Good enough.”

The pup tilted its head. “Show me, Little Red Riding Hood.”

Scarlet blinked. “What?”

“Show me your skills. Prove to me that you’re as good as you claim. I can appreciate a good huntress.” The pup’s golden eyes glittered with interest. “Surely a markswoman of your caliber won’t refuse a simple request from a poor injured wolf cub.”

It was a strange request, but Scarlet wasn’t one to back down from a friendly challenge. The Darkwood was full of creatures who loved games and tests of skill. If humoring this pup meant she could continue on her way without further delay, then so be it.

She nocked an arrow and scanned the trees. There. A fat gray squirrel, maybe thirty yards away, nibbled on something in the crook of a branch. She didn’t aim, not consciously. Her grandmother had taught her to shoot by instinct, to let her body do the work while her mind stayed quiet and empty.

The arrow flew.

The squirrel dropped. Thud.

“Bravo,” the pup said softly, clapping with its forepaws. “Bravo, little girl. But that was an easy shot. A stationary target at close range. Any common ranger could make that shot. Show me something interesting.”

Scarlet retrieved her arrow and raised an eyebrow at the pup. “You want more?”

“I want to see what you’re really capable of.”

Fine. If the little beast wanted a show, she’d give him one.

She sat down on a fallen log and pulled off her boots. The pup watched with obvious curiosity as she stretched her toes, then rolled backward until she was balancing on her hands with her bare feet pointed at the sky.

“What are you doing?” the pup asked.

“You wanted a demonstration. Hand me the bow with your jaws, little wolf.”

He obeyed quickly, and she gripped her bow with her toes, nocked an arrow the same way, and scanned the canopy above. Soon she spotted a bluebird, flitting between branches, moving fast and erratic. She tracked its flight for a moment, feeling the rhythm of its movements, and then she released.

The arrow caught the bird mid-flutter. It tumbled down through the leaves and landed at the pup’s feet.

Scarlet flipped back to her feet and retrieved her boots. “Hard enough for you?”

The pup stared at the dead bird for a long moment. When it looked up at her again, there was something different in its eyes. Something old and vast and terribly, terribly amused.

“Bravo,” it said again, and this time its voice was two octaves deeper. Richer. “Bravo indeed, little girl. But I have one more target for you.”

The pup began to grow.

Scarlet scrambled backward, her bow already in her hands, an arrow already nocked. The wolf’s body expanded like a nightmare unfolding, bones cracking and reshaping, fur rippling across muscles that swelled and thickened with every passing second. The golden eyes stayed fixed on her the entire time, growing larger and larger until they were the size of her father’s fists, until she couldn’t look at anything else.

When the transformation was complete, the wolf was the size of a cottage. Maybe bigger. Easily bigger. His head alone dwarfed her entire body, and his paws could have crushed a horse without effort. His fur had darkened to a stark and unkind black, and his teeth gleamed like daggers.

He smiled down at her, and that smile was the most terrifying thing she had ever seen.

“As I was saying, I have one more target for you, Little Red Riding Hood,” the Big Bad Wolf said in a voice of pure evil. “Me. And you’d better do your best, little huntress, because if you fail to slay me here and now, I will go to your grandmother’s cottage and I will consume her. Then I will wait for you to arrive, and I will consume you too.”

Scarlet’s hands were shaking. She couldn’t stop them. But she drew her bow anyway, because what else could she do? What else was there?

She fired.

The arrow struck the wolf square in the chest, burying itself up to the fletching in his thick fur. He didn’t even flinch. She fired again, and again, and again, loosing shaft after shaft as fast as she could nock them. She hit him in the chest, the shoulder, the leg, the face. One arrow caught him directly in his left eye, and for a moment she dared to hope.

The wolf shook himself like a dog shedding water.

The arrows snapped and fell away. Every single one of them, including the one in his eye, which popped out as though it had been pushed from inside. The eye beneath was whole and undamaged, gleaming gold in the darkness.

“Nice try, little girl,” the wolf said. “But arrows cannot harm me. Swords cannot harm me. Fire cannot harm me. No weapon formed by mortal hands can slay me, for I am the Big Bad Wolf, the last of the Great Wolves, and this is now my domain.”

Scarlet was almost out of arrows and definitely out of ideas. She dropped her bow and drew the knife from her belt, holding it in front of her with both hands. It was a pitiful gesture, she knew. She might as well have been brandishing her stockings.

The wolf laughed, a deep rumbling sound that she felt in her bones.

“I like you, little huntress. You have spirit. So I’ll give you a sporting chance.” He lowered his massive head until his nose was almost touching her face. His breath was hot and smelled like fresh blood. “I will take the long way to your grandmother’s cottage. The path through the Thornwood and around the Whispering Marsh. You will take the short way, the path you know so well. If you arrive before me, I will spare her life and yours. If you don’t...”

He didn’t need to finish the sentence.

“Why?” Scarlet managed to ask. “Why give me a chance at all?”

The wolf’s smile widened. “Because it’s more fun this way.”

He turned and vanished into the trees, moving with impossible silence for something so large. Within seconds, there was no sign he had ever been there at all.

Scarlet ran. As a matter of fact, she had never run so fast in her life.

The short path to her grandmother’s cottage was familiar territory, so that was the good news. She had walked it dozens of times over the years, knew every twist and turn, every root and rock. But she had never taken it at a full sprint, nor pushed her body to its absolute limit. Now she was forced to run until her lungs burned and her legs screamed and her vision blurred at the edges.

Well, she ran anyway.

Branches whipped at her face and arms. Roots tried to trip her. Once she stumbled and fell, skinning her palms on the rough ground, but she was back on her feet mere seconds later. She couldn’t stop. She couldn’t slow down. Every second she wasted was a second the wolf gained on her, and the wolf was so much faster than she was, so much stronger, so much bigger.

The cottage appeared through the trees like she was coming out of a bad dream. Its thatched roof and log walls were the most welcome sight she had ever seen. Above it, the Sanctuary Tree spread its massive branches across half the sky, ancient and eternal, the heart of this corner of the forest.

Scarlet sobbed with relief and ran faster.

She hit the door at full speed, slamming it open with her shoulder, stumbling into the dark interior of the cottage. “Grandma! Grandma, we have to go, we have to—”

“Scarlet? Is that you, dear?” The voice came from the bedroom, thin and reedy.

Scarlet nearly collapsed with relief. She had made it. She had actually made it.

“Yes, Grandma, it’s me.” She moved toward the bedroom, her eyes still adjusting to the darkness. “I’m sorry I’m early, but something happened in the woods, something terrible, and we need to leave right now. Can you walk? If you can’t walk, I can carry you, I’m stronger than I look, I—”

“Don’t light the candle, dear.”

Scarlet froze with her hand halfway to the tinderbox on the mantle.

“What?”

“I said don’t light the candle.” Her grandmother’s voice sounded strange. Maybe a little deeper than she remembered. And almost... amused. “I’m feeling rather ill today, and the light hurts my eyes. Just come and sit with me in the dark before you leave, won’t you?”

Scarlet’s hand dropped slowly to her side. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

She walked to the bedroom door, her eyes finally adjusted to the dark. She could see the shape of her grandmother in the bed, a dark lump beneath the quilted covers, but something about the shape was off. Too large. Too... lumpy.

“Grandma?”

“Yes, dear?”

Two enormous golden eyes opened in the darkness, glowing like twin suns.

Scarlet’s blood turned to ice.

“What...” She swallowed hard. Her voice came out as barely a whisper. “What big eyes you have, Grandma.”

“All the better to see your beauty, my darling girl.”

She could see more of him now. She could make out the long shape of his muzzle poking out from beneath the blankets, the points of his ears pressed flat against the pillow, and the curve of his body, barely contained by the wooden frame of the bed.

She nocked an arrow. She wasn’t sure when she had retrieved her bow, but it was in her hands now, ready to fire. Not that it would help.

“What a big wolfy snout you have, Grandma,” she deadpanned, eyes narrowing with purpose.

“All the better to smell you with, my sweet child.”

She drew back the string. Her hands weren’t shaking anymore. There was a strange calm settling over her. It was, she realized, the calm of someone who had accepted that they were about to die.

“What sharp, white teeth you have.”

The wolf erupted from the bed.

The blankets flew everywhere, the wooden frame shattered into kindling, and then there was nothing in Scarlet’s world except teeth, fur, and the hot, fetid breath of the monster as his jaws closed around her.

She didn’t even have time to scream before the darkness swallowed her whole.
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The inside of the wolf’s stomach was exactly as horrible as one might imagine.

It was pitch black, so dark that Scarlet couldn’t see her own hand in front of her face. The walls were slick and warm and pulsed with a slow, steady rhythm, and the smell was beyond description, a choking miasma of blood and bile and half-digested meat. She gagged and retched, adding her own vomit to the nightmare around her.

She was going to die here. She was going to suffocate in the belly of a monster, and no one would ever know what happened to her.

Then her groping hands found something in the dark.

A body. Small and frail, wearing a rough linen nightgown.

“Grandma?” Scarlet’s voice came out as a croak. “Grandma, is that you?”

No response. The body was still and cold.

Scarlet screamed.

She screamed until her throat was raw, screamed until she couldn’t breathe, screamed even though she knew no sound was escaping the wolf’s enormous body. Her grandmother was dead. She was dead, she was dead, and Scarlet was going to die too, and the wolf was going to win, he was going to digest them both and no one would ever—

The wolf was lying down.

She felt the motion through the walls of his stomach, the way his body settled and his breathing slowed. He was... resting? Sleeping? How could he possibly be sleeping at a time like this?

Unless he didn’t see her as a threat at all. Unless she was so insignificant to him that he could swallow her whole and then take a nap as though nothing had happened.

The air was getting thin. Scarlet’s lungs burned as she struggled to breathe, her chest heaving, her vision swimming even though there was nothing to see. She was going to suffocate. She was going to die in the belly of a beast, and her last thoughts would be of her grandmother’s cold, still body pressed against her own.

Then light stabbed into the darkness.

A hand reached in and grabbed her by the wrist, hauling her up and out of the wolf’s stomach. She gasped and choked, sucking in great lungfuls of clean air, blinking against the sudden brightness.

“Easy, girl. Easy. You’re safe now.”

The voice belonged to an old man with a long gray beard and arms like tree trunks. The sad woodcutter, Mister Gruber. His wife left him after his children went missing some years back—that’s all she knew about him. She had been scared of him when she was younger, but now? Now he was her savior.

The woodcutter had cut a long slit in the wolf’s belly, and even now the wound was trying to close, the edges of the cut pulling together like lips seeking a kiss.

“How—” Scarlet coughed, and spat bile. “How is he—why isn’t he—”

“Eversleep mushrooms.” The woodcutter pulled a leather pouch from his belt and showed her a handful of small blue fungi. “He took a nap, and then I snuck in and used my entire supply to keep him under while I did this. Risky business, but it worked.” He frowned. “For now, at least. He’ll wake soon. A creature this powerful won’t stay down long.”

Scarlet looked at the wolf as tears burned a path down her cheeks. He was lying on his side in the middle of the ruined bedroom, his massive body sprawled across the debris, his golden eyes closed in sleep. Even unconscious, he was terrifying. Even helpless, he radiated a sense of power and menace that made her skin crawl.

“We need to kill him,” she said. “While he’s asleep. We need to—”

“No.” The woodcutter shook his head firmly. “To kill a magical beast of this magnitude... you don’t understand, girl. There are rules. Laws older than any kingdom. If a common person like you or me were to slay the Big Bad Wolf, the curse that would fall upon us...” He shuddered. “I’ve heard tell of what happens to those who break such laws. Death would be a mercy. And that’s if we could manage to do it.”

“Then what do we do?”

The woodcutter was already moving, gathering stones from the ruined fireplace and the garden outside. “We buy ourselves time to escape.”

They worked together in frantic silence, filling the wolf’s belly with stones until there was no room for more. The wound sealed itself as soon as they withdrew their hands, trapping the rocks inside. Then they dragged his body through the cottage and out the back door, rolling him down the slope toward the stream that ran behind the property.

He was impossibly heavy, even in this smaller form. It took everything they had to move him even a few feet at a time. But fear gave them strength, and eventually they reached the water’s edge.

“On three,” the woodcutter said. “One. Two. Three.”

They rolled the wolf into the stream.

He sank immediately, and his body vanished beneath the dark water. Bubbles rose as air escaped his body. Within seconds, there was no sign of him at all.

Scarlet stared at the place where he had disappeared. Her hands were shaking again, and she couldn’t make them stop.

“Is he...?”

“Dead?” The woodcutter shook his head. “No. The Big Bad Wolf cannot be killed by drowning, any more than he can be killed by my axe. But the stones will keep him down for a while. Long enough for us to get far, far away from here. Though if he gets it in his mind to follow us, there won’t be much hope for our continued survival.”

He turned to her, and his eyes were filled with a terrible sympathy.

“I’m sorry about your grandmother, girl. I was too late to save her. But I wasn’t too late to save you, and that’s something.”

Scarlet looked back at the ruined cottage. Somewhere inside the wolf, her grandmother’s body was still lying in a pool of the wolf’s stomach acid, being slowly dissolved into nothing.

She had failed. She had run as fast as she could, and it hadn’t been fast enough.

The wolf had won.

“Come on,” the woodcutter said gently. “We need to go. He won’t stay down forever, and when he wakes up, he’s going to be angry.”

Scarlet let him lead her away from the stream, away from the cottage, away from the Sanctuary Tree and the body of her grandmother and the monster sleeping beneath the water.

She didn’t look back.

But she made a promise to herself, there in the gray light of the Darkwood, with tears streaming down her face. One day, she would meet the Big Bad Wolf again.


Chapter two
Goldilocks, the Wolf’s Ward


Once upon a time, fire rained from the sky. It would take little Goldilocks many, many years to understand why.

She was just a skinny, blonde, curly-haired six year-old the first time it happened, and she had been dreaming about her grandpa’s dog when the thunder woke her. It wasn’t regular thunder, the kind that rumbled and rolled across the hills like a grumpy old man clearing his throat. This thunder cracked like the world was splitting in two, so loud that she felt buzzing in her jaw, and when she opened her eyes, her bedroom window was filled with a hot orange glow.

She sat up in bed, clutching her stuffed rabbit to her chest. “Mama?”

There was no immediate answer. The orange light flickered outside, and now she could hear screaming. Not a little, but lots of screaming, coming from everywhere at once, and the thunder kept crashing and crashing, and something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong.

She climbed out of bed in her white cotton nightgown and padded to the window on bare feet. What she saw made no sense at all to her little head. The village was on fire. Every building, every home, every shop and stable and barn—all of them were burning. Flames reached up toward the sky like desperate hands trying to pull the stars down. Lightning was striking the ground over and over again, bolt after bolt after bolt, and wherever it touched, new fires bloomed.

People were running through the streets, too. They were all so scared—just like her. She could see them now: her neighbors, her little friends, her neighbors’ chickens, everyone she had ever known, running and screaming and falling as the lightning found them. She saw Old Bobby Miller get struck dead center and crumple like a scarecrow pulled down from his post. She saw the baker’s wife dragging her children toward the edge of town, only for a bolt to hit the ground in front of them and send them all flying.

“Mama!” Goldilocks screamed. “Papa!”

She ran out of her bedroom and down the stairs, still clutching her rabbit, her bare feet slapping against the wooden floors. The front door was hanging open, swinging in a hot wind that smelled like smoke and something much stinkier, a little like rotten eggs. She ran through it and into the madness of the village square.

Fire was everywhere. People were lying still on the ground. People she recognized, people she liked or even loved, lying still and broken while the flames consumed everything around them.

“Mama! Papa! Where are you?”

She found them in front of the well.

They were holding hands. That was the first thing she noticed. Even in death, they were holding hands, with fingers intertwined and their faces turned toward each other. She always wanted that kind of love. Every little girl did. But now the world she knew was gone, and such wants were irrelevant.

The best she could tell, the lightning had struck them both at once, leaving their clothes singed and their skin blackened, but… at least they were still holding hands.

Goldilocks stood there for a long time, staring at her parents’ bodies, not really understanding. This couldn’t be real life. It had to be a nightmare, and any moment now she would wake up and Mama would be there to hold her and tell her everything was okay.

But she didn’t wake up.

And everything was very not okay.

Someone’s hot, sweaty hand suddenly grabbed her arm. She screamed and tried to pull away, but the grip was too strong.

“Run, Goldilocks!” It was the blacksmith, his face streaked with soot and blood, his eyes wild with terror. “Stop standing there and run into the woods! It’s your only chance!”

He said that, but he didn’t run with her. He shoved her toward the tree line and then he was gone, sprinting in the other direction, disappearing into the smoke, maybe to look for other people to help. More people she knew ran right past her, not even bothering to console her. They were too busy saving themselves.

Goldilocks took the lesson.

She ran toward the Darkwood, the enchanted forest that bordered their village. It was a place her parents had always warned her never to go without a grown up. Bad things live in those woods, her father used to say. Monsters and witches and worse. Promise me you’ll never go in there alone, sweetheart. Promise me.

She had promised.

But she didn’t think there was anything worse in there than what was going on out here.

The trees swallowed her whole, and the sounds of the burning village faded behind her, replaced by the rustling of leaves and the creaking of ancient branches. She ran until she couldn’t run anymore, until her legs gave out and she collapsed in a heap of sprawled limbs and her dirty nightgown. Her stuffed rabbit was still clutched tightly against her chest.

She lay there in the dark, surrounded by trees she didn’t recognize, and she cried.
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Goldilocks wandered the Darkwood for days by herself.

She had no food. She had no water except what she could lick from leaves after the morning dew. She had no shoes, no coat, nothing but her thin cotton nightgown and her stuffed rabbit and a grief so vast she could barely breathe around it. Her feet were sore and bloody. Her hands were bloody too from falling over so much and catching herself on thorns or stony paths.

She called for help until her voice gave out. She stumbled through the undergrowth until her feet were crimson. She slept in hollow logs and beneath fallen trees, shivering through the cold nights, using plucked leaves for her blanket. She couldn’t get a single night’s sleep, as she startled awake at every little sound.

The Darkwood was full of sounds. Growls and howls and chittering laughter. Things moving in the shadows, always just out of sight. Once she saw a pair of glowing eyes watching her from the darkness, and she ran until her lungs burned, certain that whatever owned those eyes was about to eat her.

It didn’t. Nothing did. The monsters of the Darkwood seemed content to watch and wait, as if they knew she was already dying. Maybe they were simply patient enough to let the forest do their dirty work for them.

By the third day, she could barely walk at all. Her vision swam with every step, and her thoughts came slow and thick. She was only six years old, but she knew enough now to know she was going to die out here. No one would ever find her body because it would be gobbled up by things waiting in the dark. Maybe her parents would be waiting for her in heaven, but she wasn’t ready to go. She didn’t know why, but it felt so unnatural to give up, even now.

That was when she smelled the porridge.

At first she thought she was imagining it. Her stomach had been growling for so long that she had started to hallucinate, seeing food in every shadow, smelling it on every breeze. But this smell was real. Rich and warm and undeniably, unmistakably, porridge.

She followed the scent like a sleepwalker, pushing through bushes and climbing over roots, until she emerged into a small clearing.

There was a cottage in the middle of the clearing. It was a lovely little home with a thatched roof and flower boxes in the windows and smoke curling from the chimney. It looked like something out of a happy bedtime story, the kind of place where a kind grandmother might live—certainly the kind of place where lost little girls could find shelter and safety and someone to take care of them and tell them everything would be okay.

Goldilocks stumbled toward the door and knocked.

No answer.

She knocked again, harder this time. “Hello? Is anyone home? Please, I need help. I’m lost and I’m hungry and… my parents are gone. Please.” Her voice was hoarse and weak but at least words came out at all.

Still no answer. The cottage remained silent.

Goldilocks tried the door handle. To her surprise and utter relief, it turned easily, and the door swung open.

“Hello?”

The cottage was warm inside, heated by a fire crackling in the hearth. There was a table in the middle of the main room, and on the table were three bowls of porridge. Three chairs were arranged around the table, one large, one medium, and one small.

Goldilocks’s stomach cramped so hard she doubled over.

She knew she shouldn’t be here. She knew she should wait for whoever lived in this cottage to come home. She should explain her situation and ask politely for help. But she was so, so hungry. So desperately, painfully hungry. And the porridge smelled so good.

She climbed into the biggest chair first, but it was so large that she couldn’t reach the table properly. She tried the medium chair next, but it was awkward and uncomfortable, too wide for her small body. Finally she climbed into the smallest chair, and it fit her well, just the right size for a six-year-old girl.

First she reached over and grabbed the big bowl. Its contents were much too hot, so she let go of it at once. The second bowl, strangely enough, was much too cold. The bowl placed right in front of her small chair was the only option left. She grabbed the smallest bowl and started eating.

The porridge was perfect. Not too hot, not too cold, just right. She ate and ate and ate, shoveling the food into her mouth with her bare hands, not caring about manners or propriety or anything except filling the aching void in her belly.

When the bowl was empty, she licked it clean.

She was still hungry, but the edge had been taken off, and now exhaustion was setting in. Her eyelids drooped. Her head nodded. She needed to sleep. Just for a little while. Just long enough to rest her eyes.

There was a staircase at the back of the cottage, leading up to a loft. Goldilocks climbed it slowly, and her legs trembled as she forced herself up the steps. At the top she found three beds. One large, one medium, one small.

She let out a whimper at the sight of them. She tried the biggest bed first, but it was too hard, even stiffer than the ground outside. She tried the medium bed, but it was too soft, like sinking into a cloud of feathers. The smallest bed, though? The smallest bed was perfect.

Goldilocks curled up under the covers, clutching her stuffed rabbit to her chest, and fell asleep instantly.
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And she woke to the sound of roaring.

“Someone’s been eating my porridge!”

The voice was enormous, so loud it shook the walls, so deep it vibrated in her chest. Goldilocks sat up in bed, her heart pounding, her eyes wide with terror.

“Someone’s been eating my porridge, too!”

That was a second voice, slightly higher but still terrifying. And then a third, smaller and shriller:

“Someone’s been eating my porridge, and they ate it all up!”

Footsteps suddenly sounded against the stairs. Heavy, thundering footsteps, getting closer and closer. Goldilocks scrambled out of bed, grabbed her stuffed rabbit, and looked around desperately for somewhere to hide… but there was nowhere to go, nowhere to run, and before she could even do anything, three brown bears burst into the loft.

They were the scariest animals she had ever seen. The largest one, Papa Bear, was the largest by far, baring sharp fangs and brandishing huge claws. Mama Bear was much smaller but no less terrifying the way her fur bristled with rage. And Baby Bear, despite his name, was still bigger than Goldilocks by a considerable margin.

All three of them were staring at her.

“There she is!” Papa Bear bellowed. “That’s the thief who ate our food and slept in our beds!”

“Please,” Goldilocks rasped. Her weak voice came out as barely a squeak. “Please, I didn’t mean any harm. I was lost and hungry.”

“Harm?” Papa Bear advanced on her, his massive paws shaking the floorboards with every step. “You think that matters? The damage was done, little girl!”

“I’ll leave,” Goldilocks said, backing away until her shoulders hit the wall. “I’ll leave right now and never come back. Please. I don’t have anyone. My parents are dead and my village burned down and I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

For a moment, she thought she saw something flicker in Mama Bear’s eyes. Something like sympathy, or at least hesitation.

Then Papa Bear roared again, and the moment was gone.

“No excuses! You have to pay the price!”

He lunged for her, and it was clear he was intending to kill her.

Goldilocks screamed and ran. She ducked under his grasping claws and sprinted for the stairs, her bare feet slipping on the wooden floor. Behind her, the bears gave chase, and their roars shook the walls as they followed in hot pursuit.

She made it down the stairs and through the main room, knocking over chairs and scattering porridge bowls as she went. The front door was still open. She could see the forest beyond. Dark and dangerous as it was, it suddenly seemed so much safer than what was behind her.

She burst out into the clearing and ran.

But the bears followed.

They were faster than her, too. So much faster. She could hear them gaining, could feel the ground shaking under their weight. Papa Bear was almost on top of her now, close enough that she could hear the snap of his jaws, and she knew she wasn’t going to make it.

And then something massive and black exploded out of the treeline.

It happened so fast that Goldilocks barely saw it. One moment Papa Bear was reaching for her, and the next he was gone, snatched out of the air by jaws even bigger than his own. There was a horrible crunching sound, a spray of hot blood, and then silence.

Goldilocks stumbled and fell, landing hard on her hands and knees. She looked up, trembling, and saw the wolf.

He was enormous. Bigger than the cottage, bigger than anything she had ever seen. He was a mountain of gray and black fur and gleaming teeth and eyes like molten gold. Papa Bear’s legs were still sticking out of his mouth, twitching feebly, and as she watched, the wolf tilted his head back and swallowed the rest of him whole.

Mama Bear and Baby Bear had frozen in their tracks. They stared at the wolf with expressions of pure, animal terror.

The wolf licked blood from his lips and smiled at them.

“Well,” he said in a voice like rolling thunder, “that was disappointing. I expected more from a papa bear. All that size and no flavor at all.” He turned his golden gaze on the remaining bears. “Are you two going to be equally bland, I wonder?”

Mama Bear grabbed Baby Bear and ran.

The wolf watched them go, his tail swishing happily behind him. He made no move to follow, just staring as they fled. When they had disappeared into the trees, he turned to look at Goldilocks.

She was still on the ground, trembling, and much too terrified to move. The wolf padded toward her, each step making the earth shake, until his massive head was hovering directly above her. His breath was hot and smelled like the bloodied soles of her feet.

“Now then,” he said. “What do we have here? A bruised and bloodied little girl with pretty golden curls. A survivor.”

Goldilocks couldn’t speak. She couldn’t even breathe. The wolf’s eyes were so close she could see herself reflected in them. She was just a tiny girl in a dirty nightgown, clutching a stuffed rabbit like it could somehow protect her.

The wolf sniffed her. His nose was at least the size of her entire head, realistically bigger, and when it touched her hair, she squeezed her eyes shut and waited to die.

“Hmm,” the wolf said. “You are an interesting little one. Are you to blame for that storm a few days ago?”

Goldilocks had no idea what he was talking about. She still did not dare to open her eyes.

“I’ve been walking alone for days,” she whispered. “My village burned up. I’m scared, Mr. Wolf.”

“I’d be offended if you weren’t,” The wolf laughed, creating a deep rumbling sound that vibrated through her entire body. “How did you end up here? You have come a long way on your own.”

She told him the whole story through noisy sobs. The wolf was more patient than her own father as he listened without interrupting. When she finished, he was quiet for a long moment.

“Those bears are shameful beasts. Pursuing you is unsporting,” he finally said. “Three bears chasing a single wounded human child through the woods. No challenge at all. No game in it.” He sounded viscerally disgusted. “If I’m going to eat someone, I at least want them to have a fighting chance. And if someone does get the better of me, well, then let them have the win, I say. Where’s the fun otherwise? Where’s the pride?”

“Are you going to eat me?” Goldilocks asked.

The wolf tilted his head, considering. “Probably eventually. I haven’t decided yet. You’re very small. You’ll need to heal first and get some food in that little belly. Hardly worth the effort of digesting as you are.” He lowered his head until his nose was almost touching hers. “Tell you what, little girl. Climb on my back and hold on tight. If you fall off, I’ll eat you up. If you become too heavy or too annoying, I’ll eat you up. If you ask too many questions or cry too loudly or do anything else that irritates me, I’ll eat you up. Understood?”

Goldilocks nodded, but for some reason, she did not feel scared of his threats, nor did she think she was supposed to. Instead, she found herself smiling for the first time in days.

“Good. Then climb up, cub. We have a long way to go, and I’m not slowing down for stragglers.”
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The wolf’s back was surprisingly comfortable, once she got used to it. The fur was thick enough to act as padding, and he moved with enough grace that the bouncing never made her uncomfortable.

His fur was actually softer than any blanket she had ever owned. She buried her fingers in it and held on tight as he bounded through the forest, moving so fast that the trees blurred around them. The wind whipped her hair back and stung her eyes, but she didn’t let go. She didn’t want to disappoint her new friend.

After what felt like hours, the wolf slowed and then stopped. They were in another clearing, this one dominated by a small stream and a cluster of berry bushes.

“Eat,” the wolf said, lowering himself so she could climb down. “You’re skin and bones. If I decide to devour you later, I’d like there to be something worth devouring.”

Goldilocks ate obediently. The berries were tart and delicious, and she stuffed herself until her belly ached. When she was finished, she drank from the stream. The cold water soothed her parched throat.

The wolf watched over her the entire time. She felt like he was smiling at her, but she couldn’t tell for sure.

“Thank you,” she said when she was done.

The wolf laughed. “Express gratitude at your own peril, little cub. I’m only keeping you alive because I haven’t made up my mind yet.” He stood and shook himself, his massive body rippling. “Now climb back on. There’s a village not far from here, and you need clothes. That little gown might have been pretty once, but it’s barely holding together now.”

“Yes, Mr. Wolf.”

The village was small and quiet, nestled in a valley at the edge of the Darkwood. The wolf stopped just outside the tree line and sniffed the air.

“Stay here,” he said. “Don’t move, don’t make a sound, don’t do anything until I get back. If you disobey, I’ll—”

“Eat me up,” Goldilocks finished, smiling up at him. “I know.”

The wolf’s mouth curved into a sharp-toothed grin, and he pressed his nose against her forehead before turning. “Quick learner. I like that in a meal.”

He vanished into the darkness, and a few minutes later, Goldilocks heard screaming.

The screaming didn’t last long. Within minutes, the wolf was back, carrying a bundle of cloth in his jaws. He dropped it at her feet and sat back on his haunches.

“Get dressed.”

Inside the bundle she found a simple dress, a pair of shoes, and a woolen cloak. All of them were slightly too big for her, probably taken from a child a few years older, but they were warm and clean and so much better than her tattered nightgown.

“Did you hurt anyone?” she asked as she pulled the dress over her head.

“It matters not.” The wolf yawned, showing all of his teeth. “But not for this dress. I couldn’t have you wearing bloody clothes.”

She wasn’t sure why a wolf of all things would care about her clothes being bloody. “You didn’t kill any people in the village?”

“Well, I didn’t say I didn’t kill any people. I have to eat too, you know. Unless you prefer I snack on you?”

She shook her head, grinning. “No, sir.”

They traveled for two more days. The wolf fed her when she was hungry, let her sleep against his belly when she was tired, and growled at anything that came too close to her. He complained constantly about what a burden she was, about how he should have just eaten her and been done with it, about how delicious she looked now that she’d had a bath or two. But he never actually hurt her. He never even raised his voice at her.

He was like the best big brother a little girl could have.

But it had to come to an end eventually. On their tenth day together, they came to a tall stone building surrounded by a high wall. A bell tower rose above the trees, and Goldilocks could hear singing coming from somewhere inside. Women’s voices, high and clear, lifted in hymn.

“A nunnery,” the wolf said. “They take in orphans here.” He lowered himself so she could climb down. “This is where we part ways, little girl.”

Goldilocks slid off his back and stood in front of him. He was so big that she had to crane her neck just to see his face.

“Why can’t I stay with you, big brother?” she asked.

“You make for a charming pet, little cub, but you are safer here. Besides, should I grow hungry, I know where I can come retrieve you.”

Goldilocks looked into his golden eyes, so close she could see the patterns in his irises, the flecks of amber and honey swirling together.

“Okay,” she said.

“Okay? That’s all you have to say?”

“I’ll find you when I grow up, Mr. Wolf.” She reached up and put her small hand on his nose. His nose was warm and soft. “I love you.”

The wolf held very still for a long moment. Then he pulled back, shaking his head as if trying to dislodge something.

Goldilocks walked toward the nunnery gate. When she reached it, she turned back one last time.

The wolf was still there, watching her with his big, golden eyes.

She waved.

He didn’t wave back. He didn’t do anything at all. He just stood there, a massive gray shape against the darkness of the forest, until she turned away and knocked on the gate. When she peeked over her shoulder one last time, he was already gone.


Chapter three
Gretel the Witch-Eater


Once upon a time, in a land where magic still aspirated through the trees and burbled in every bubbling brook, there lived a woodcutter and his wife with the man’s two children. The children were called Hansel and Gretel.

The woodcutter was a kind, well-meaning man with a weak spine. His wife, on the other hand, was a cruel woman with a heart like a stone left out in a great Northern winter. When famine came to the village where they traded their wood for wheat, she told her husband they could not afford to feed four mouths. Two would have to go.

“Take them into the forest,” she said. “Take them both. Leave them there to fend for themselves. Let God sort out the rest.”

The woodcutter wept, but weak of will as he was, he did as his wife commanded. He led his two precious children deep into the Darkwood, farther than they had ever gone, and when they weren’t looking, he slipped away like a bat at dawn.

But Hansel was clever. He had filled his pockets with breadcrumbs and dropped them along the path, and when the children realized they were alone, they followed the trail home.

Their stepmother was furious.

The next day, she sent them out again. And again, Hansel dropped his breadcrumbs. And again, the children found their way back. This time, emboldened, they even laughed behind their stepmother’s back, but loud enough so that she could hear.

Their laughter only incensed her all the more.

On the third day, Hansel and Gretel’s stepmother sewed their pockets shut and inspected them thoroughly before sending them away. She gave them no bread, no water, nothing but the clothes on their backs and a kiss on the forehead that felt more like the bite of a spider. Their father could not meet their eyes as he led them away.

This time, he took them so deep into the forest that even the birds were silent. He left them in a clearing where the sunlight barely tickled the ground, and he ran. He ran and ran and did not look back. The children never saw him or their stepmother ever again.

Hansel and Gretel wandered for three days.

It was a long-suffering three days. They ate berries that made their stomachs cramp. They drank from streams that had a foul aftertaste. Worse of all, they heard things moving in the darkness between the trees, things that growled and chittered and laughed in voices that sounded vaguely human, but not quite. On the second night, something with far too many legs crawled over Gretel’s arm while she slept, and she most certainly did not fall asleep again after that.

By the third day, Hansel could barely walk. He leaned on his sister’s shoulder and mumbled nonsense, his lips cracked and bleeding. When she looked into his eyes, Gretel found them glassy with fever. Gretel carried him on her back as far as she could, then dragged him, then simply held his hand and pulled.

She was only ten years old.

She had decided that they were going to die in this forest. Even being just a child, she still managed to find a grim humor that their bones would be picked clean by wolves and scattered by rain. She was about to burst into a laugh when she suddenly smelled something impossible, something that calmed her mind and sobered her from her starvation-induced delirium immediately.

Gingerbread.

She followed the scent through a thicket of thorns that tore at her dress and skin. She pulled her brother through a creek so cold it made her skin burn in paradox. And then she saw it.

There was, in the middle of a clearing, a whole house made of candy.

The walls were gingerbread, mortared with frosting. The roof was shingled with chocolate tiles. The windows were made of spun sugar. Peppermint sticks formed the fence posts, and the garden was full of lollipop flowers in every color Gretel had ever seen and some she hadn’t. Even the doorknob on the front door appeared to be made of a giant gumdrop.

Hansel tore free of her grip and ran.

She called after him, but he wasn’t listening. He fell upon the house like a starving beast, ripping chunks from the walls and shoving them into his mouth. Gretel followed more slowly. She was hungry too, so hungry that her hands shook and her vision blurred, but something about this place made her skin prickle with goosebumps. How could such a place exist? Here, in the deepest, darkest heart of the deepest darkest wood in all the land, why would a house made of candy be sitting here, waiting for them like a gift?

Still, when she broke off a piece of the windowsill and the taste of caramel exploded across her tongue, she found it hard to care about her instincts.

That was when the door opened.

An old hag answered—a witch, Gretel knew at once just from the look of her. She looked like every witch in every story she’d ever heard that featured one. The crone was old, older than anyone Gretel had ever seen or even imagined, with green skin like crumpled paper and eyes like two black coals. She smiled at the children with sharp, broken teeth, and she said in a voice like poisoned honey:

“Why, what darling little children. You must be so tired. Come in, come in. Rest your weary bones.”

Gretel wanted to run. Every part of her screamed that this was wrong and that they should flee back into the forest and take their chances with the wolves and the hunger and the things that laughed in the dark.

But Hansel was already inside.

So Gretel followed. What else could she do?
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The witch fed them well. She fed them roast chicken and fresh bread, sweet cream and ripe berries—more food and better food than Gretel had seen in her whole life. Hansel ate until he couldn’t move, then fell asleep by the fire with a smile on his face. Gretel ate too, but much more cautiously. She watched the witch move around the cottage, and she noticed things.

She noticed that the witch’s hands were stained with something dark beneath her nails. She noticed that there were scratches on the inside of the oven door. She noticed that there was a cage with a cover over it in the corner of the room, just large enough to hold a child.

That night, while Hansel snored by the fire, the witch locked Gretel in a small bedroom with no windows and a door that wouldn’t budge no matter how hard she pushed.

“Sleep well, little one,” the witch called through the gingerbread door. “Make sure to eat your fill tomorrow.”

She promised herself that she would never eat her fill, not even once.

The next morning, the witch put Hansel in the cage.

He didn’t seem to mind or even really notice. He was still eating, always eating, accepting whatever decadence he was offered and shoving it in his mouth without question. The witch fed him constantly: pastries, cakes, puddings and pies, anything sweet she could conjure or produce with or without her magic. His belly swelled rapidly. His cheeks grew round. His eyes grew more vacant by the day.

Gretel tried to talk to him, but he barely responded anymore. She tried to shake him awake from whatever trance held him, but his gaze just slid past her, fixed on the next treat the witch dangled before him. He had been so clever, so crafty not long ago, guiding them home with breadcrumbs. But this time he had broken first, and that had made him easy for the witch to control.

A week passed. Then two. It was clear to Gretel where this was headed. Hansel grew fat and listless. The witch grew impatient, rubbing her belly and licking her chops whenever she looked at Gretel’s brother.

One morning, she pulled Gretel aside and sat her down at the kitchen table. She poured two cups of tea and pushed one across to the girl. Gretel didn’t touch it. The witch didn’t question her decision not to.

“You’re a clever child,” the witch said. “I’ve been watching you. You don’t trust me. Good. Trust is for fools and the soon-to-be-dead. But cleverness? Cleverness is valuable. Cleverness is useful.”

The witch leaned forward. Her breath smelled like rot.

“I’m going to tell you something, child, and I want you to listen very carefully. Your brother is going to die. There’s nothing you can do to stop it, and I know you can sense that he’s already too far gone to save. When I cook him, that magic will crystallize. It will become something powerful. Something precious.”

Gretel’s hands trembled beneath the table, but her face stayed blank. “Why are you telling me this, witch?”

“Because I’m offering you a choice.” The witch smiled with her ugly, jagged teeth. “When your brother is cooked, I want you to eat him with me. Consume him, and you will pass my test. In return, I’ll allow you to eat some of my own flesh. If you do this, you’ll gain the power to become a witch. My apprentice.”

“And if I refuse?”

The witch’s smile didn’t waver. “Then I cook you next, bony though you are, and find another clever little girl. There are always more starving children in the woods, though I doubt I’ll find one with your potential ever again. You are utterly unbreakable, my dear.”

She left Gretel alone with her tea and her thoughts and the sound of her brother mumbling to himself in his cage. Gretel poured the tea onto the floor and stared at the ceiling.

That night, Gretel crept to the cage and tried one last time to save her brother, though she knew the witch wasn’t bluffing when she said it was in vain. She shook the bars, she called his name, she even slapped him across his round, doughy face. Nothing got through to him. His eyes were glassy, his mouth slack. Wherever her brother was, he was gone now. All that remained was a vessel, fattened for slaughter.

Gretel wept, but she was happy. She was happy that Hansel wasn’t truly alive to feel the pain that was coming for him.

In the morning, the witch came as she said she would.

She unlocked the cage and led him out. He went willingly, shuffling across the kitchen floor, still licking sugar from his fingers. The witch opened the oven door, and a wave of heat rolled through the room, making Gretel’s eyes water.

“In you go, dear,” the witch cooed.

Hansel climbed inside. The witch shut the door. The screaming started a moment later.

Gretel had thought she was ready for this, but she wasn’t. No one could be prepared for the sound of their brother burning alive, for the way his voice cracked and rose and eventually dissolved into something that wasn’t human anymore. She pressed her hands over her ears and squeezed her eyes shut, but she could still hear it, could still feel the heat of the oven against her skin, could still smell the sickly-sweet scent of cooking flesh.

When the screaming stopped, the silence was somehow worse.

The witch opened the oven door and bent down to examine her work. Steam billowed out around her, obscuring her form, and Gretel heard her humming to herself as she reached inside with hands wrapped in enchanted cloth.

“Perfect,” the witch murmured. “Absolutely perfect. Come, child. Come see what a treat your brother has become.”

She pulled the body out with thick oven mitts and laid Hansel’s remains on the kitchen table.

Gretel looked. She had to look. Some part of her needed to see, needed to understand, needed to burn this image into her memory so that she would never forget what had been done.

Hansel was unrecognizable. His skin had turned golden brown and crispy. His body had contracted, curling in on itself like a dried leaf. His face was frozen in a look of surprise, like he still couldn’t understand what had happened to him even at the very end.

The witch straightened up from the table, her back to the oven, humming a tuneless melody.

There was one moment of true weakness, where the witch’s guard was well and truly down, and Gretel didn’t miss it. She shoved the table forward, pushing it against the witch as hard as she could, making her violently stumble backward.

The witch tried to catch herself on the edge of the table, but her hands slipped in the grease that had pooled around Hansel’s body. She fell backward, arms pinwheeling, and tumbled into the open maw of the oven.

Gretel slammed the door shut.

She threw her weight against it, pressing her back to the hot iron. It burned through her dress immediately, searing serious, scarring burns into her skin, but she didn’t move. Moving was unthinkable. If she moved, the witch would get out, and then it would be Gretel in the oven next.

The witch’s scream was a different kind of scream than Hansel’s had been. Deeper. Angrier. Full of rage and disbelief that a mere child had gotten the better of her. Gretel liked the sound of it, and could see herself getting addicted to that sound. The door shuddered as the witch threw herself against it from the inside, and Gretel felt the latch strain against the force, but she held on for dear life. For Hansel, whose crispy remains were still lying sideways on the table, staring at her.

Oh yes, she held on. She held on so long that she didn’t even feel the burning anymore.

Eventually, the screaming stopped.

Eventually, the pounding stopped.

Eventually, Gretel pulled on the door and let it swing open. She had won.

The witch was cooked just as thoroughly as Hansel had been. Her body was blackened and twisted, unrecognizable, but there was something different about her remains. A faint glow pulsed beneath the charred skin, flickering like embers refusing to die.

Gretel remembered what the witch had told her. If she consumed the witch’s flesh, she would gain her powers, right? Something like that.

She thought about her brother, who would never grow up, never marry, and never have children of his own. She wouldn’t be at his wedding. She wouldn’t play games with him anymore, or visit him on holidays when they grew older. She thought about her father, who had been too weak to protect them. She thought about her stepmother, who had sent them into the woods to die. Her heart burned with the ache of impotent hatred. She hated everyone who had led her here, led her to watch her brother die. She would not be powerless any longer.

Other children had probably walked into this house with hope in their hearts, children whose bones were probably buried somewhere in the garden beneath those lollipop flowers. Their parents had perhaps abandoned them too. How else could they have made it this far?

Gretel quenched the flames and reached into the oven to tear off a piece of the witch.

She ate it.

It tasted awful and foul, and it made her teeth tingle and her vision blur. She ate more. And more. She ate until there was nothing left but bones and the flickering ember-glow, and then she ate that too, crunching through charred ribs and sucking marrow from blackened femurs.

When she was finished, she looked down at her hands.

Her skin had turned green.

Not a sickly green, not the green of rot or disease, but a deep forest green, the color of moss on ancient stones. Her nails had grown longer and sharper. Her hair, once a mousy brown, had darkened to the color of pine needles in shadow.

She caught her reflection in the sugar-glass window and saw that her face was still her own. Still young, still round with baby fat, still recognizable as Gretel Gruber of the village at the edge of the Darkwood. She turned to look at her back, where the dress had burned and her skin had blistered from the heat of the oven door. It was ugly, but it was already healing. It might scar, she thought, but she would live.

But her eyes had changed. They were the color of amber now, with pupils that narrowed to slits when she looked at herself too closely.

On the shelf above the stove, she found the witch’s spellbook. It was bound in leather that felt uncomfortably warm to the touch, and the pages inside were covered in spidery handwriting.

She took it. It was hers now. Its secrets belonged to her, and she would use them to inflict her vengeance on the world.

She buried her brother beneath an oak tree at the edge of the clearing. When she tried to say a prayer, her lips started burning, so she abandoned that effort and just stood there for a while, staring at the ground, trying to think of something to say.

“I’m sorry,” she finally managed. “But not as sorry as every witch in this world will be.”

She walked out of the Darkwood alone, ten years old and already a monster in her own right, already a killer, with a spellbook under her arm and a heart full of hate.

And she never ate candy again.
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Gretel Gruber woke with a gasp, her hand already reaching for the knife beneath her pillow.

The nightmare had made her break out in cold sweat. She could still taste ash on her tongue and feel the phantom heat of the oven against her back. Twenty years since she’d cooked that witch, and the dreams hadn’t gotten any better. If anything, they’d gotten worse. A part of her wondered if it had even been as bad as all that—or had it only grown worse in the recalling?

She sat up and ran her fingers through her dark hair, grimacing at the tangles. Her bedroll was damp with sweat, and the fire she’d built before sleeping had died down to embers. Above her, the stars seemed still and indifferent to the nightmares of one green-skinned woman alone in the wilderness, with little to her name but a spellbook and a sack full of witch scalps.

She threw off her blanket and crawled toward her pack. Sleep wasn’t coming back, not tonight. Might as well make use of the time.

The spellbook was at the bottom of the pack, wrapped in oilcloth and buried beneath her spare clothes. She pulled it out and settled back against a fallen log, tilting the pages to catch the moonlight. After two decades of study, she could read the witch’s cramped handwriting as easily as her own, though some of the older entries still gave her headaches.

She wasn’t looking for spells tonight. There was only one thing on her mind these days.

She flipped to the very last page.

There it was. The active prophecy of this era, written in a different hand than the rest of the book, older and more elegant. According to the witch’s notes, it had been copied from an even older source, passed down through generations of covens until it finally ended up here. Gretel had read it hundreds of times over the years, parsing every word, cross-referencing with other texts, trying to understand what it meant. Now that she knew what it meant, she was more focused on how to stop it.

She read an excerpt of her latest translation again now, mouthing the words silently:

When three fair maids from slumber wake, And princely lips their curses break, Their blessings joined shall overflow, What vessel holds them, none may know.

If mortal blood should claim all three, Then magic drowns in a mundane sea, The world collapses, the wonder dies, And fairy tales become mere lies.

Gretel closed the book and stared up at the stars.

Last month, the Ice Queen had announced that her three sons were embarking on a quest to liberate Rapunzel, Briar Rose, and Snow White, the three Perfect Princesses, and end their curses. Her three princely sons, Prince Gallant, Prince Stalwart, and Prince Charming, were the chosen champions, and it was easy to justify their selection. Three princes for three princesses—it lined up nicely. It almost seemed like fate.

Furthermore, they seemed up to the task. Gallant had never missed a shot, making him a good choice for enduring the hazards of the Shimmerwood and the Wasteland hiding Rapunzel’s lost tower. Stalwart had conquered a kingdom before his voice finished breaking, so it was possible he may be able siege the thorns that covered Briar Rose’s castle and free her from her century-long sleep at last. Charming was said to be untouchable with a blade, making him perfect for Snow White’s rescue. By any measure, they were exceptional men.

But they were still men. Mortal. Mundane. Not a drop of magic in any of them. Which lined up disturbingly with the cryptic warning in the ancient prophecy. The princesses, on the other hand, were practically made of magic. Their very existence was miraculous.

Rapunzel’s hair held its own mysterious magic, being unbreakable and possessing many gifts of fortune and strength. Briar Rose’s slumber kept an entire kingdom frozen in time, and she was famously gifted by three fairy godmothers with unique blessings. Snow White’s beauty could stop hearts. She had blood-red lips, coal-black hair, snow-white skin, and the most alluring shape a woman could possess. She could speak to animals and heal wounds with a song. She could walk on water and bring music out of thin air.

If these maidens’ magic was transferred through the bonds of marriage to men who couldn’t possess them, who couldn’t anchor them the way a magical being could...

She’d seen what happened when too much magic concentrated in a vessel that couldn’t hold it. A witch in the northern provinces had tried to absorb her entire coven’s power at once. The resulting explosion had leveled three villages and left a crater where a mountain used to be.

It was hard to imagine that on a continental scale. On a dimensional scale. The magic wouldn’t just explode. It would implode, collapsing in on itself, dragging all magic down with it. It would destroy this world and give birth to another one—one without magic.

Gretel had spent years hoping she was wrong. She’d consulted other witches, other scholars, anyone who might be able to poke holes in her theory. But the more she learned, the more certain she became.

The princes’ marriages would end the world.

Well, in a sense. Not with fire or flood, but with mundanity. One day there would be dragons and talking bears and magical princesses, and the next day there wouldn’t be. One day magic would be as real as the ground beneath your feet, and the next it would be nothing but stories parents told their children to help them sleep.

Gretel rather liked the idea of witches ceasing to exist. She’d killed enough of them over the years that the thought of them simply winking out of being had a certain appeal.

But it wasn’t just witches who would disappear. It was everything. Every magical creature, every enchanted forest, every last scrap of wonder in the world. Gone. Absorbed into some gray mundane reality where nothing was extraordinary and nothing was miraculous and nothing was worth believing in.

But there was another possibility. A few, actually, but one that might be able to complete the quests on its own. A prince, no less, which fit that requirement of the old prophecy.

The Big Bad Wolf.

Prince of Beasts, they called him. He was the last of the Great Wolves, monsters of legend who had terrorized the land for generations before hunters and princes whittled their numbers down to nothing. His mother had been a goddess of the wind, or so the stories went. His father had been the most noble wolf in all the lands—that much was known for certain. He was as much magic as he was flesh.

And according to every account Gretel had ever read, he was absolutely, utterly, irredeemably evil.

He’d eaten grandmothers. He’d blown down houses. He’d terrorized villages and devoured children and laid waste to anything that got in his way. He was the monster that mothers warned their daughters about, the beast that lurked in the shadows of every fairy tale. Some now say he had even captured a bride with golden curls.

But he was also, technically, a prince. And if anyone could claim three magical princesses without destroying the fabric of reality in the process, it was probably a giant wolf demigod that no weapon could slay.

There was just one small problem. How would she convince the most wicked creature in all the Darkwood region to do something noble and good?

She tucked the spellbook back into her pack and began breaking camp. Dawn was still a few hours away, but she had a long journey ahead of her, and she wasn’t about to fall back asleep. The wolf’s territory was in the heart of the forest, weeks of travel through some of the most dangerous land on the continent.

If she was lucky, she might even survive long enough to find him.

And if she was very, very lucky, he might let her get a few words in before he ate her.


Chapter four
The Bride of the Wolf


Once upon a time, on the morning of her nineteenth birthday, the sky tore itself apart and fire rained down on the only home Goldilocks had ever known for the last thirteen years.

She had been dreaming when it started. In the dream, she was six years old again, riding on the back of an enormous wolf while the trees blurred past her like watercolors left out in the rain. The wolf’s fur was soft against her cheek, and his voice rumbled through her like a lullaby. Hold on tight, little cub. If you fall off, I’ll eat you up.

She had had some version of this dream every single night since the day they parted.

But that night was different. That night, the thunder came, and she woke to screaming.

The nunnery was burning. She knew it before she even opened her eyes, knew it from the way the air tasted like smoke and how the floor was shaking beneath her cot. She had fantasized about this moment for years, seen it play out in fragments and flashes every time she closed her eyes, and so when she threw off her blankets and ran for the door, she felt no fear at all.

She felt only joy.

The hallway was a grim and apocalyptic scene. Sisters in white nightgowns fled in every direction, their habits abandoned and feet slapping against hard floors that were already hot to the touch. Lightning struck the bell tower and sent the bell crashing down into the courtyard, crushing three novices who had been trying to reach the well. Goldilocks saw it happen and kept running. There was nothing she could do for them now—this was their dark fate. Goldilocks’s destiny, however, was much, much brighter.

Sister Margaret grabbed her arm as she passed. The old woman’s face was streaked with soot, her eyes frantic with terror. “Sister Clementine! Where are you going? We need to get to the cellar!”

Goldilocks smiled giddily to hear her false name spoken one final time. She licked her lips and stepped backwards, still grinning as she said, “The cellar won’t save you.” Goldilocks pulled free of her grip, ripping her wrist away. “Nothing will. This storm is here to set me free, Sister Margaret.”

“What are you talking about? Child, you’re not making any sense!”

But Goldilocks was already gone, sprinting down the corridor back toward her cell. She had packed a bag three years ago and hidden it beneath the loose floorboard under her bed. Inside was everything she would need: a hunting knife she had bartered for from a traveling merchant, a length of rope, a tinderbox, dried meat and hardtack that she replaced every few months, and a small leather pouch containing every coin she had ever earned doing odd jobs for the local village.

She grabbed the bag and ran for the eastern gate.

Behind her, the nunnery collapsed.

The sound was tremendous, a roaring crash that shook the earth and sent a plume of dust and debris billowing into the storm-dark sky. Goldilocks didn’t look back, though the smell of the rubble would haunt her for half a mile. She had said her goodbyes to Sister Agatha and Sister Therese and all the others in her heart, in her dreams, months and years ago. They had been kind to her. Some of them had even loved her. But they were never her family, and the nunnery was never her home.

Her home was waiting for her in the Darkwood with handsome paws, a massive, muscular body full of pitch-black fur, and stark white teeth so sharp they could bite a tree in half.

She ran until the burning ruins were just a glow on the horizon, and then she kept running. The storm followed her for a while, lightning striking the ground in her wake like the fingers of an angry god trying to squash a particularly persistent bug. But eventually even the storm seemed to give up the chase, and by the time the sun rose over the treetops, the sky was clear and blue and almost mockingly peaceful.

Goldilocks stopped at a stream to catch her breath. Her lungs burned and her legs ached, but there was a smile on her face that she couldn’t quite suppress.

Thirteen years. Thirteen whole years she had waited for this day, and now it was finally here.

She was going to find him. Her wolf. Her love. Her furry prince.

That final title made her giggle every time she thought about it, which was often. She had first heard him called the Prince of Beasts in one of the holy texts Sister Margaret used for their lessons on the dangers of the Darkwood and the monsters that dwelt within. The passage had been meant as a warning, a cautionary tale about the wickedness of magical creatures and the importance of staying on the righteous path. But Goldilocks had read it differently. She had seen the word “prince” and felt her heart flutter in her chest like a caged bird, and she had known with absolute certainty that someday she would find him again.

Now that someday was today.

She splashed water on her face and took stock of her supplies. The bag was lighter than she remembered, and she realized with a start that some of her dried meat must have gone bad without her noticing in time to replace it. No matter. She had survived four days in the Darkwood as a starving six-year-old. She could certainly survive a few weeks as a healthy young woman with actual provisions.

Besides, she was not the helpless child she had been back then. Sister Therese had seen to that.

Sister Therese had arrived at the nunnery when Goldilocks was eleven, a former circus acrobat who had been shipped off by her wealthy father after she tried to elope with a minstrel. She was bitter and angry and completely uninterested in prayer or piety, but she had taken one look at the skinny blonde girl with the haunted eyes and decided to make her a project. For eight years, she had trained Goldilocks in everything she knew: how to climb, how to tumble, how to fall without breaking anything important, and how to move through the world with grace and precision and absolute confidence in her own body.

Sister Helene was the one who taught her fencing, passing down techniques from a noble lineage she had abandoned when she took her vows. Sister Catherine, who had grown up hunting with her brothers in the northern mountains, had shown her how to shoot a bow, set snares, start fires, and read the weather in the sky. Sister Samantha had taught her to fight with her fists and feet when blades weren’t available.

All of them were dead now, she was sure. Every last one.

Goldilocks felt the grief flicker through her like a candle flame, brief and hot, and then she tucked it away in the same place she kept all her other sorrows. She would mourn them properly later. Right now, she had a wolf to find.
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The Darkwood swallowed her whole, and Goldilocks went willingly.

She remembered this feeling from her childhood—the way the trees seemed to lean in close as if curious about the little mortal who had wandered into their domain. The shadows were deeper here, and the air so much thicker. Even the sounds strange and alien. Birds called to each other in languages that were almost but not quite words, and small things skittered through the underbrush, always just out of sight.

But Goldilocks was not afraid. She had never been afraid of the Darkwood. It was the world outside the forest that had hurt her, the world of famines and villages that burned while children screamed. The Darkwood had only ever shown her kindness. The three bears had been less than hospitable, but they were an exception to the rule.

She walked for hours, following no particular path, simply heading deeper and deeper into the heart of the forest. She knew she should be more strategic about this. She knew she should be tracking, looking for signs, doing all the clever things that hunters did when they were searching for their quarry. But tracking was the one skill she had never learned all that well. None of the sisters had been hunters to that level, and the few books she had read on the subject had been theoretical at best.

So without something clever to do, she did something stupid.

“Wolf!” she called out, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Big Bad Wolf! Where are you? It’s me! It’s your Goldilocks!”

Her voice echoed through the trees, startling a flock of crows into flight. Nothing else responded.

She tried again. “I know you’re out here somewhere! I’ve come to find you! Please, let me find you!”

Still nothing.

She was about to try a third time when a voice spoke from the bushes to her left. “Are you mad, girl? Completely and utterly mad?”

Goldilocks spun around and dropped her hand to the knife at her belt. A small red fox emerged from the undergrowth. It had fur patchy with age and eyes bright with confusion or concern or perhaps even contempt. Probably all three at once.

“I’m not mad,” she said, taking a confident posture. “I’m in quite a good mood, actually, and well about my wits. I’m looking for someone.”

“Someone indeed.” The fox sat back on its haunches and regarded her with obvious disbelief. “You’re standing in the middle of the most dangerous forest in the land, screaming for the Big Bad Wolf, and you expect me to believe you’re not mad?”

“The Wolf is my dearest friend. My only living friend in this world, in fact. I need to find him or I’ll likely die in these woods.”

The fox let out a barking laugh. “Better to die in these woods by any other means than by finding your ‘friend,’ little fool. Do you have any idea what that creature does to the things it catches? Do you know how many bones are buried beneath these trees because something was foolish enough to draw his attention?”

“I know exactly what he is.” Goldilocks knelt down so she was closer to the fox’s eye level. “He saved my life when I was a child. He carried me on his back and fed me berries and brought me to the nunnery where I grew up. He’s the first one who ever showed me real kindness.”

The fox stared at her for a long moment. Its ears twitched. “You’re serious.”

“Completely.”

“Then you’re definitely mad.” The fox shook its head, but something in its eyes had softened. Or perhaps Goldilocks was imagining things. “Fine. If you’re determined to get yourself eaten, who am I to stop you? Not even one day ago, an owl down the Dark and Narrow spotted him. Big as a house and black as midnight, moving through the trees like death itself. If you want to find your ‘friend,’ you should see the owl.”

“The Dark and Narrow?”

“That way.” The fox jerked its snout toward a path that Goldilocks hadn’t noticed before, a thin trail cutting through the densest part of the undergrowth. “Follow it until you can’t follow it anymore, and then follow it a bit further. The owl lives in the old dead oak at the end. Can’t miss him. Big ugly bird with a know-it-all attitude.”

“Thank you.” Goldilocks rose to her feet. “I won’t forget this.”

“I’m sure you won’t. I bet this moment will come right back to you when you’re being digested.” The fox turned and vanished back into the bushes. “Fare thee well, mad girl. Try not to scream too loudly when he comes for you. It disturbs the neighbors.”
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The Dark and Narrow earned its name.

The path wound through a part of the forest so thick with growth that the sun barely penetrated the canopy. Goldilocks had to push through brambles and crawl under fallen logs, and more than once she had to backtrack when the trail seemingly disappeared into a wall of thorns until she was able to find where she went wrong. Her nun’s robes caught on everything, tearing and snagging until they hung from her body in tatters. Her white habit was long gone, sacrificed to a particularly aggressive thorn bush that had seemed personally put off by her very existence.

Her boots fared even worse. They had been good boots once, sturdy leather with thick soles, a gift from a grateful farmer whose fence she had helped repair. But they were not made for this kind of terrain, and by the second day they were soaked through and squelching and falling apart.

That was before the snapping turtle.

It was hiding in a creek she was trying to cross, with its shell disguised as just another mossy rock. She had been stepping carefully from stone to stone when it lunged, and its beak clamped down on her boot with a force that nearly yanked her off her feet. She screamed and kicked, but the turtle held fast, and when she finally managed to wrench her foot free, the boot stayed behind in its jaws.

“You miserable little monster!”

The turtle regarded her with ancient, unimpressed eyes. It looked almost smug.

Goldilocks grabbed her remaining boot and hurled it at the creature as hard as she could. It bounced off the shell with a hollow thunk and splashed into the water, and the turtle retreated beneath the surface with its prize, leaving her barefoot and furious on the bank.

She stood there for a moment, bosom heaving, and then she started to laugh. She laughed until tears streamed down her face and her stomach ached and her throat was raw. She laughed at the turtle and at herself and at the absurdity of her reality, a nineteen-year-old runaway nun with no shoes and torn robes, chasing a bloodthirsty monster through the most dangerous forest in the world because she was convinced it loved her.

But it did love her. She knew it.

When she finally stopped laughing, she looked down at her bare feet. The old scars were still there as pale lines crisscrossing her soles from where she had walked for four days as a starving child. She remembered how much they had hurt back then, and every step had been agony. She had been so certain she was going to die.

She smiled.

Those scars were proof that she had survived and that she was stronger than she seemed. Even as a little whelp, she could endure anything the Darkwood threw at her and come out the other side.

She kept walking.
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The owl was exactly where the fox had said it would be, perched on a branch of a massive dead oak at the end of the Dark and Narrow. It was deep in conversation with a bat that hung upside down from a nearby branch, the two of them talking about something in low, irritated voices.

“I’m simply saying that nocturnal superiority is self-evident,” the owl was hooting. “We see in the dark. We hunt in the dark. We are creatures of the night, and the night is when all the interesting things happen.”

“And I’m simply saying that you’re preaching to the choir.” The bat’s voice was surprisingly deep for such a small creature.

“Excuse me,” Goldilocks called up to them. Both creatures went silent and turned to look at her. The owl’s eyes were enormous, round and yellow as twin moons, and they blinked at her with obvious surprise.

“Well,” the owl said after a moment. “This is unexpected.” It tilted its head. “Are you quite lost? It’s not often we get many pretty human girls around here, no sir.”

“I’m looking for the Big Bad Wolf.” Goldilocks had given up on preamble at this point, but she still cringed at the faces they made when she brought up the name. “A red fox told me you saw him recently.”

The bat let out a rumbling guffaw. “Oh, this is rich. This is absolutely priceless. Did you hear that? She’s looking for the Big Bad Wolf.”

“I heard.” The owl’s expression had gone from surprise to the sort of sad look you see at a funeral. “Tell me, girl, are you actively trying to die terribly, or is this simply the most elaborate suicide method I’ve ever encountered?”

“I’m not trying to die. I’m trying to find my friend.”

“Your friend.” The owl’s voice was flat with disbelief. “The Big Bad Wolf… is your friend?”

“Yes.”

“The same Big Bad Wolf who ate an entire village last spring because someone looked at him funny?”

She shrugged. “He probably had a good reason.”

“The reason was that someone looked at him funny!” The owl ruffled its feathers in agitation. “Child, I have lived in these woods for forty-seven years, and in all that time, I have never met anyone foolish enough to actively seek out that monster. What possible reason could you have for wanting to find him?”

Goldilocks thought about it for a moment. How could she explain the way her heart raced every time she remembered his golden eyes? How could she describe the feeling of safety she had felt curled up against his belly as a child, surrounded by fur and warmth and the steady rhythm of his breathing? How could she make this owl understand that the Big Bad Wolf was the first creature in the entire world who had ever shown her unconditional kindness?

She couldn’t. So she didn’t try.

“He saved my life once,” she said simply. “I’ve been waiting thirteen years to see him again. Please. Just tell me where he is. It’s my life to throw away if I wish to.”

The owl and the bat exchanged a look. Something passed between them, some silent communication that Goldilocks couldn’t interpret.

“Fine,” the owl said finally. “If you’re determined to throw your life away, who am I to stop you? The wolf passed through here again just yesterday, heading east toward the Sanctuary Tree. If you want to spot him, your best bet would be to climb up the tree and look for movement in the canopy. A creature that size can’t move through the forest without disturbing the treetops.”

“The Sanctuary Tree? How do I get there?”

The owl gave her directions in the tone of someone explaining how to tie a noose. Goldilocks thanked it and started walking before it could say a grim goodbye.
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The Sanctuary Tree was impossible to miss.

It rose above the forest like a giant surveying its domain, its trunk so wide that it would have taken a dozen people holding hands to encircle it. Its branches spread across half the sky, ancient and twisted and heavy with teardrop-shaped leaves with pointed tips. Goldilocks had never seen anything so magnificent in her entire life.

At the base of the tree sat a ruined cottage.

The walls had collapsed long ago, leaving nothing but a foundation and a few rotting timbers. Vines had grown over everything, reclaiming the structure for the forest. Beside the ruins, half-hidden by a tangle of wildflowers, stood a small headstone. The name carved into it had been worn away by time and weather, but Goldilocks could still make out a few letters. Something-AUSS. It was hard to tell.

She felt a pang of sadness for whoever had lived here, whoever had died here. But she didn’t have time to mourn strangers. She had a wolf to find.

She approached the Sanctuary Tree and looked up. The lowest branches were still far above her head, but there were knots and bumps in the bark that looked climbable enough. She stretched her fingers, rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, and smiled.

Sister Therese had been right. All those years of training were about to pay off.

She climbed.

It was easier than she had expected. The bark was rough and full of handholds, and her body moved almost without conscious thought, muscle memory taking over as she pulled herself higher and higher. Within minutes, she had passed the first major branch. Within ten minutes, she was higher than she had ever climbed in her life.

A squirrel appeared on a branch beside her, twitching its tail playfully. “Well, well. A human who can climb. That’s a new one.”

“Thank you,” Goldilocks said, not slowing down. “I had a good teacher.”

“Must have been some teacher indeed.” The squirrel scampered along beside her, easily keeping pace. “Most humans can barely manage a ladder. You’re moving like you’ve got tree-blood in your veins, girl.”

Another squirrel appeared, and then another. By the time Goldilocks reached the upper branches, she had a small entourage of the creatures following her, all of them chattering with amazement and admiration.

“Look at her go!”

“Beautiful form!”

“My grandmother always said humans were clumsy oafs, but this one’s got talent!”

Goldilocks felt invigorated by the attention of the magical little beasts. She laughed and kept climbing until the branches grew too thin to support her weight. Then she stopped, wrapped her arms around the trunk, and looked out over the forest.

The view was breathtaking. The Darkwood stretched out below her in every direction, an endless sea of green and brown and shadow. She could see for miles. She could see the curves of distant hills and the glint of streams and the dark shapes of other great trees rising above the canopy.

And there. To the east. There was a… disturbance in the treetops. Something massive was moving through the forest, something so large that it made the trees themselves sway and shudder in its wake.

Her wolf.

Euphoria hit her like a gust of icy northern wind. Her vision blurred. Her head swam. For one terrifying moment, she thought she might actually faint and tumble out of the tree. She squeezed the trunk harder and forced herself to breathe, in and out, in and out, until her heartbeat steadied and her vision cleared.

“Are you all right?” one of the squirrels asked. “You went all pale there for a second.”

“I’m fine.” Goldilocks smiled so wide it hurt. “I’m better than fine. I found my love at last.”

She climbed down twice as fast as she had climbed up, ignoring the squirrels’ worried chirps and the scrape of bark against her already-torn robes. When her feet hit the ground, she immediately started running east, toward the movement, toward her wolf.

“Wolf!” she called as she ran. “Big Bad Wolf! It’s me! It’s Goldilocks! I’ve come for you!”
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The next day was the hardest of her life.

She ran until she couldn’t run anymore, then walked, then crawled when her legs gave out completely. The forest threw everything it had at her: ravines she had to scramble down and climb back up, streams swollen with recent rain, thickets of thorns that tore at her flesh and the scant remains of her nun’s robes. By midday, her clothes were hanging from her body in strips, and her bare feet left bloody prints on the forest floor.

Something bit off the tip of her left pinky toe around sunset. She didn’t even see what it was, just felt the sudden sharp pain and looked down to find a small furry creature disappearing into the underbrush with a piece of her in its mouth. She screamed more from surprise than pain but kept walking. What was one toe, more or less? She had nine more.

Also, her finger regrew that one time she chopped it off with her father’s hatchet, so her toe would probably be back soon too.

Night fell. She didn’t stop, nor could she. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the movement in the treetops, the shadow of something massive, dark, and wonderful. He was close. He had to be close.

“Wolf!” Her voice was a ragged croak now, barely louder than a whisper. “Please! I know you can hear me! I know you’re out there!”

Dawn came and went. The sun climbed higher, and still she walked, stumbling through the undergrowth like a woman possessed. Because she was possessed, in a way. Possessed by hope. Possessed by love. Possessed by the memory of a six-year-old girl crying against a wolf’s fur while he carried her to safety.

And then the ground began to shake.

Goldilocks stopped walking the moment she felt it as certainty filled her every vein. Her heart stopped beating. In fact, everything stopped, like the whole world was holding its breath, as the trees in front of her bent and swayed and parted like curtains before a king.

The Big Bad Wolf stepped into the clearing.

He was every bit as magnificent as she remembered. Bigger, even, though that might have been her imagination filling in the gaps left by childhood memory. His fur was black as midnight, his eyes golden as the sun, and when he opened his mouth she could see teeth the size of short swords gleaming in the shadows of his maw.

He looked at her. She looked at him. Neither of them moved.

“Well, well, well,” the wolf said finally. A shudder of pleasure coursed through her body at the sound of his voice. It was exactly as she remembered it, deep and rumbling like a gentle storm. “What do we have here? A lost little nun in torn robes and bare bloody feet, wandering alone in the most dangerous forest in all the land.” He lowered his head until his nose was almost touching her face, and she could feel the heat of his breath on her skin. “Tell me, little morsel: are you stupid, or are you brave? Because those are the only two explanations I can think of for why you would be screaming my name through my forest.”

“You don’t… remember me?” The words came out small and hurt, not much like the confident declaration she had practiced in her head for thirteen years. “It’s me. Your Goldilocks. You saved me when I was a six-year-old girl, rescuing me from a family of bears. You carried me on your back and fed me berries and brought me to a nunnery at the edge of the woods.”

The wolf’s golden eyes widened with surprise, but then narrowed. He sniffed her, long and deep, his snout flaring, so strong that her blonde curls flung themselves toward his nostrils. “Goldilocks. Goldilocks.” He repeated the name like he was tasting it. And then he lied. “No, I don’t think I know anyone by that name. You must have me confused with some other giant wolf—one who saves little girls. Perhaps there’s more than one of us running around. Have you checked the other forests?”

Her lip trembled, and she stepped forward, refusing to back down. “I’m not confused. I know it was you.” She was so close, close enough to lean over and kiss him on the snout if she wanted to—and she did want to. “You called me ‘little cub.’ You threatened to eat me if I fell off your back. You said I was too scrawny to be worth digesting but you might fatten me up and eat me later.”

The wolf tilted his head, smirking impishly. “That does sound like something I’d say.”

“I need you.” Her voice cracked, and tears filled her eyes, but she pressed on. “My village burned down in a magical storm, and then my parents died. I wandered for days until the three bears tried to kill me, and then you appeared and saved me and carried me to safety. Please, no more games. Please tell me you remember. I need you to remember!”

Something flickered in the wolf’s eyes when she mentioned the storm. A spark of recognition, quickly hidden. But he just shook his massive head. “I’m sorry, little nun. I eat a lot of people, and I save exactly none. You must have me confused with someone else.”

He turned to leave.

“Wait!”

Goldilocks lunged forward before she could stop herself. Her hand came up and pressed against the top of his snout, just like it had thirteen years ago when she was a little girl saying goodbye. His fur was just as soft as she remembered, warm and thick beneath her palm.

“You can’t abandon me because… I love you,” she said.

The wolf went very, very still.

For a long moment, neither of them moved. Goldilocks kept her hand on his nose, feeling the slow rhythm of his breathing, the warmth of his fur, and the slight twitch of his nostrils as he inhaled her scent. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest as tears prickled at the corners of her eyes. The weight of thirteen years of waiting pressed down on her shoulders, and she knew that if he really did abandon her now, it would crush her. She would die.

Then the wolf pulled back, and his expression shifted into something performatively nonchalant.

“Ahh yes,” he said. “Now I do recall you. The girl with the golden curls, hunted by three bears.” He tilted his head. “Didn’t I eat you?”

“Of course not!” Goldilocks felt a sudden surge of indignation that temporarily overwhelmed her joy. “How could you joke about that at a moment like this?”

“A moment like what?”

“The moment where I pledge myself to you as your wife!”

The wolf stared at her.

And then he started to laugh.

It was a terrible, wonderful sound, deep and rumbling and completely without warmth. He laughed until the trees shook and the birds fled and Goldilocks was forced to cover her ears against the noise. When he finally stopped, his eyes were gleaming with amusement.

“My wife,” he repeated. “You want to be my wife?”

“Yes.”

“You. A human woman. Want to marry me. A giant wolf who eats people.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve thought this through, have you?”

“I’ve thought of nothing else for thirteen years.” Goldilocks lifted her chin. “I know what you are. I know what you’ve done. I don’t care. You’re the only one who ever made me feel safe and cared for. I don’t mind it if you’re a monster. I don’t care if you’ve eaten a thousand people. I’ll happily watch you eat a thousand more. I love you, I love you, I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life at your side.”

The wolf was silent for the better part of a minute, which Goldilocks took for a good sign. His golden eyes studied her with an intensity that gave her goosebumps.

“You’re sure,” he said finally. “You’re completely, utterly serious about this.”

“I am.”

“This is the most absurd thing that has ever happened to me, and I once ate a witch who turned into a cactus in my stomach.” The wolf lay down on his belly, bringing his head closer to her level. “Fine. Let’s say for a moment that I entertain this lunacy. What exactly would being my ‘wife’ entail? Would you travel with me? Would you ride on my back like you did when you were a child?”

“Yes. We would travel together from now on. Forever.”

“I can think of few things less appealing than having a human woman riding my back all day, telling me what to do and who to eat.”

“I wouldn’t tell you who to eat,” Goldilocks said. “I don’t care about any of that, I already told you. I just want to be with you.”

The wolf blinked. “You don’t care who I eat.”

“No.”

“Not even if I eat children?”

“Do you eat children?”

“Sometimes. When they’re particularly annoying—or juicy.”

“Then they probably deserved it.”

The wolf stared at her for another long moment. Something shifted in his expression, something she couldn’t quite read. “There is something very strange about you, girl. Something I can’t quite sniff out. I don’t know why, but you... interest me.”

Goldilocks felt hope bloom in her chest. “Does that mean you’ll let me come with you?”

“It means I won’t eat you immediately.” The wolf rose to his feet, towering over her once more. “Fine. Climb on my back, little cub. We’ll see how long this arrangement lasts. But I warn you: if you become a burden, I’ll devour you. If you annoy me, I’ll devour you. If you do anything at all that displeases me, I’ll—”

“Eat me up.” Goldilocks was already walking toward his side, already looking for a good spot to climb. “I know. I’ve heard that lie before, darling.”

The wolf blinked again. His massive head turned to look at her, and for just a moment, she could have sworn she saw surprise in his golden eyes.

“Oh,” he said slowly. “I don’t know if I like this dynamic.”

Goldilocks just smiled and started climbing.
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The months that followed were the happiest of Goldilocks’s life.

They traveled together through the Darkwood and beyond, moving from forest to forest, from mountain to valley, from one end of the land to the other. The wolf walked and Goldilocks rode, her fingers buried in his thick black fur, her cheek pressed against his warm body, the wind whipping her curly golden hair behind her like a banner.

He threatened to eat her every day. Sometimes multiple times a day. It was his way of professing his affection, she realized soon enough. She learned to recognize the different flavors of his threats, too—the way his voice changed depending on his mood. When he was genuinely annoyed, his threats were short and clipped. When he was amused, they were elaborate and creative. When he was tired, he barely bothered to finish them before trailing off into a yawn.

She also learned that he never meant them. Not the ones directed at her, anyway.

His actions betrayed him constantly. When she was cold, he would curl around her so tightly that she was completely surrounded by fur and warmth. When she was hungry, he would hunt for her, bringing back rabbits and deer and once, memorably, an entire wild boar that he dropped at her feet like a cat presenting a mouse. When she was tired, he would find the softest patch of ground in the area and dig out a nest for her with his massive paws.

“You’re sweet,” she told him once, and he growled so loudly that she felt it in her teeth.

“I am not sweet. I am the Big Bad Wolf. I am terror incarnate. I am the monster that mothers warn their children about.”

“Yes, to others. But you’re sweet to me. And I love you.”

“Stop saying that or I’ll eat you.”

But he didn’t eat her. He never ate her. And sometimes, when he thought she wasn’t looking, she would catch him watching her with an expression that was unmistakably tender.

At night, they slept together.

Not in the way that married couples slept together. Goldilocks had spent almost her entire life in a convent, and her understanding of such matters was limited to whispered conversations she had overheard between older sisters and immediately forgotten. She knew that men and women did something together in the dark, something that involved taking off their clothes and making strange noises, but the specifics escaped her and she had never felt any particular desire to learn more.

Though she was growing a little curious.

What she wanted for now was simpler. She wanted to be close to him. She wanted to feel his heartbeat against her back and his breath in her hair. She wanted to know that when she opened her eyes in the morning, he would be there.

So every night, she would curl up against his belly, pressing herself into the warmth of his fur, and he would drape one enormous paw over her body like a living blanket. She fit perfectly in the curve of his form, like she had been designed for this purpose and no other. Like this was exactly where she was always meant to be.

“If you smother in your sleep, I’m not responsible,” he told her the first time she did it.

“I won’t smother.”

“You might. I’m very large.”

“I’ll take my chances, darling.”

He grumbled something under his breath, but he didn’t push her away. He never pushed her away. And in the morning, when she woke to find his golden eyes watching her with that strange, enigmatic expression, she would smile and press her face deeper into his fur and pretend she couldn’t see the way his whole body relaxed at her touch.

She never called him out. She knew he had his pride. He would never say the words back—“I love you, Goldilocks”—but he didn’t have to. She could hear them in her heart.


Chapter five
The Huntress and the Wolf


Along time ago, deep in the Darkwood, a grown up Scarlet Strauss came to kill the Big Bad Wolf.

She was twenty-six years old, and there was little left of the terrified girl in the red hood who had nearly suffocated in a monster’s belly. Her hair was still dark brown, though she wore it long and tied back in a practical braid these days. Her eyes were still the blue of winter ice, but they had hardened over the years into something cold and unforgiving. She still wore a red cloak over her hunting leathers because some habits refused to die, but this one had been reinforced with chain mail sewn into the lining. Her grandmother’s original cloak had been ruined by stomach acid thirteen years ago.

Her bow was new as well, custom-made by a master craftsman in the capital with a draw weight that would make most men weep. Her quiver held two dozen arrows, and every single one of them had been tipped with silver blessed by the High Priest of the Church of the Seven Stars. Silver for purity. Silver for justice. Silver for the one thing she believed could kill a creature that no mortal weapon could harm.

She knew what would happen if she succeeded. The curse that fell upon those who slew magical beasts of the wolf’s magnitude was not something to take lightly, and she had done her research thoroughly. Some who broke the old laws lost their minds, while others lost their bodies and were transformed into twisted mockeries of the creatures they had killed. Some simply vanished, erased from existence as if they had never been born at all.

Scarlet did not care. She had stopped caring about her own survival a long time ago, and all that mattered now was the kill.

Finding the wolf had taken her three years. Three years of tracking rumors and following leads, of interviewing survivors and studying the patterns of his movements. She had spent those years preparing, training, and gathering the tools she would need.

She bought a talisman from a witch in the eastern marshes, a small bone pendant that masked her scent even from monsters divorced from nature altogether. Combined with the tracking skills her grandmother had taught her and the stealth she had honed through a decade of hunting increasingly dangerous prey, she was invisible to even the keenest nose in the Darkwood.

Even to him. And now, finally, she had found him.

Scarlet the Red Hood was perched in the branches of an ancient oak, hidden among the leaves. She watched the clearing below with the patience of a predator who knew her moment would come in due time. She had waited this long, so she was in no hurry.

The wolf was there, massive and black thing it was. The colossal beast was every bit as terrifying as she remembered. He was lying on his belly in a patch of sunlight with his golden eyes half-closed and his tail swishing lazily behind him. Catching him in such a vulnerable state was already nigh unbelievable.

But adding to her surprise was that he was not alone.

A young woman was with him, probably a little younger than Scarlet, though it was difficult to tell from this distance. She was gorgeous in a delicate way, with porcelain skin and a body so slender that Scarlet found herself marveling at her figure. Her hair had been done up in elaborate golden curls that bounced and shimmered as she moved, and her dress was the finest thing Scarlet had ever seen outside of a royal court—not that she’d seen many of those. Even so, silk and lace and tiny seed pearls covered her from collarbone to ankle, all in shades of cream and gold that made her look like a doll come to life.

She was doing cartwheels.

Scarlet blinked and looked again, certain she must be seeing things incorrectly. But no, the girl was definitely doing cartwheels, one after another, her skirts flying up around her knees as she tumbled across the clearing with the grace of a trained acrobat. She landed the last one with a flourish and immediately launched into a series of backflips that would have impressed the performers at the royal circus in the Kingdom of Faraway.

Meanwhile the wolf watched her with a look that Scarlet found difficult to read.

“Show-off,” he rumbled.

“You love it.” The girl finished her routine with a perfect split and grinned up at him, her emerald eyes sparkling with self-assurance. “Admit it. You love watching me. You can hardly tear your eyes off me.”

“I love watching you make a fool of yourself. Keep prancing around like that and you’ll twist an ankle, and then I’ll have no choice but to eat you.”

“Promises, promises, darling.”

Scarlet winced at the affectionate nickname being tossed at the Big Bad Wolf of all things.

The pretty young thing bounced to her feet and skipped toward him like a child playing in a meadow rather than a woman cavorting with a monster. When she reached him, she did something that made Scarlet’s jaw drop.

She kissed him on the nose.

The Big Bad Wolf, terror of the Darkwood and devourer of grandmothers and children, responded with poorly veiled affection. His tail tucked between his legs and his ears flattened against his skull like a pup, and for one impossible moment he looked almost embarrassed.

Then he recovered and bared his fangs. “Do that again and I’ll bite your face off.”

“No you won’t.” The girl kissed him again, right between the eyes this time. “You’d miss me too much, my love.”

“I would miss the entertainment value of watching you make poor decisions.”

The girl laughed and danced away from him, spinning through the clearing like a leaf caught in a playful wind. She spotted something in one of the nearby trees and her eyes lit up with childlike excitement.

“Ooh, apples! I’m going to get one.”

“Be careful.” The wolf’s voice sharpened, obviously with concern, but he quickly corrected his tone. “I would hate for you to injure yourself and force me to eat a mangled body. I was hoping to fatten you up before making you my meal after all.”

The girl was already climbing, scaling the trunk with an ease that spoke of long practice and even training. “I’ve been eating like a queen by your side every day for the last four months. If I were going to fatten up, it would have happened by now.”

Four months? What in the… They had been traveling together for four months, the wolf and this strange beautiful creature in her fine clothes and golden curls, playing in the forest like it was the most natural thing in the world? It made no sense!

Scarlet was not sure what to make of any of it.

The wolf was evil. Evil incarnate, by some accounts. There could be no doubt about that. He was the same creature who had murdered her grandmother and devoured her body, who had swallowed Scarlet herself and left her to suffocate in the darkness of his belly. He was a monster, pure and simple, and he deserved to die for all the monstrous things he had done.

But… he had never pursued her.

That thought had nagged at Scarlet for years like a splinter lodged deep in her mind that she could never quite remove. After the woodcutter saved her, and they filled the wolf’s belly with stones and drowned him in the stream, she had expected him to come for her. She spent months looking over her shoulder and jumping at shadows, waiting for the day when those golden eyes would appear in her window and those terrible jaws would close around her once more.

That day never came.

Her village was not even particularly far from the Darkwood. She had continued making trips into the forest for years after the attack, first to visit her grandmother’s grave beneath the Sanctuary Tree, and later to hunt and track and hone her skills. If the wolf had wanted to find her, she had made it absurdly easy. She had practically invited him to try. Part of her had wanted the confrontation, had craved the chance to look into those golden eyes one more time and show him that she was not afraid.

But he never came for her. Not once. Not ever. It was almost like he’d intentionally granted her space.

Why?

She had asked herself that question countless times over the years without ever finding a satisfying answer. Eventually she had stopped trying, telling herself that it did not matter. She was alive, and someday she would have her chance for revenge. That was enough.

Now here it was. He was right in front of her, watching a pretty girl climb a tree for apples, and all those old questions came flooding back with renewed urgency.

Scarlet shook her head and forced herself to focus. This was the moment she had been waiting for, and she could not afford to let herself get distracted. The wolf was sitting perfectly still with his attention fixed entirely on the girl in the tree, tracking her progress through the branches. His back was to Scarlet. His heart was exposed.

She would never get a better shot.

Slowly and silently, she drew an arrow from her quiver. The silver tip glinted in the dappled sunlight as she nocked it, raised her bow, and took careful aim at the center of his back where his heart should be.

She released.

The arrow flew true and struck the wolf square in the back, burying itself up to the fletching in his thick black fur. He threw back his head and let out a howl of pure agony that shook the trees and sent birds scattering in every direction.

Then something unexpected happened.

The girl leaped from the tree. She did not climb down or look for a safe route, but simply threw herself out of the branches and plummeted toward the wolf like a golden-haired meteor. She landed on his back with catlike grace, and before Scarlet could even process what she was seeing, the girl had gone focused and dead-eyed and grabbed the arrow and ripped it out with her bare hands.

The whole sequence took perhaps three seconds at most.

Scarlet stared in disbelief. She had never seen anyone move that fast, and she had spent her entire adult life training with the finest warriors in the land. This delicate little doll in her silk dress and perfect curls had just performed a feat of speed and precision that should have been quite literally impossible.

Not that it mattered in the end. One arrow, even a silver one, was never going to kill the Big Bad Wolf, and Scarlet had known that from the beginning. But she had hoped an arrow stuck in its hide would hurt him badly enough to slow him down and give her an advantage in the fight to come.

So much for that plan.

The wolf had already turned to face her hiding spot. His golden eyes locked onto her position in the tree, and his lips pulled back in a snarl that revealed every single one of his sword-length fangs.

Then he charged.

Scarlet nocked another arrow and fired, but the wolf caught it in his teeth and spat it out like it was an annoyance rather than a blessed weapon. She grabbed three more and loosed them all at once, spreading her shots to make them harder to intercept.

The girl caught one with her bare hand. The wolf bit another out of the air. The third found its mark and sank into his shoulder, making him stumble, but the wound was far from fatal.

Scarlet threw herself backward off the branch and twisted in midair to catch a limb from the tree behind her. She swung herself up and started running, leaping from branch to branch while firing arrows as fast as she could nock them. Her grandmother had taught her to shoot by instinct rather than conscious aim, and that training took over completely now. Her brow furrowed with rage and her teeth gnashed together as she loosed shaft after shaft at the monster who had taken her grandmother from her.

But the damned pretty girl kept getting in the way.

Every time Scarlet had a clear shot, there she was, throwing herself between the arrow and the wolf’s body with that ludicrous speed of hers. Her hands were bleeding, pierced through in multiple places by the silver tips, but she did not seem to notice or care. She just kept catching arrows or pulling them out, glaring up at Scarlet with hatred that matched her own.

“Stop hurting my darling, you whore!” the girl screamed. “Stop it!”

Scarlet did not stop. She could not stop. This was everything she had worked for, everything she had worked up to for her whole life, and she was not going to let some demented fool ruin it for her.

Then the wolf began to grow.

Scarlet had seen him at his full size once before, all those years ago in the woods outside her grandmother’s cottage. She remembered thinking that he was as big as a house, but she had been wrong. He was bigger than a house. He was bigger than anything she had ever seen, like a mountain of black fur and gleaming teeth so massive that his head alone was many times the mass of her entire body.

Even the skinny beauty looked surprised by the transformation. She stumbled backward with her emerald eyes going wide, and for the first time since the fight began, she was focused on something other than Scarlet’s arrows.

The wolf pushed through the trees like they were made of paper. Ancient oaks that had stood for centuries toppled before him, crashing to the ground in explosions of dirt and splinters while the whole forest shook with his passage.

Scarlet kept running and kept firing, but her arrows were like gnats against his hide now. She was running out of trees to jump to because he was destroying everything in his path, leaving nothing behind but devastation.

She leaped for a branch that was no longer there.

His jaws closed around her body.

For one horrible instant she was thirteen years old again, trapped in the darkness, suffocating in the stench of blood and bile. Then the wolf spat her out like she tasted bad, and she hit the ground hard enough to drive all the air from her lungs. Before she could even think about moving, his paw came down on her chest and pinned her to the earth.

He roared directly into her face.

It was the loudest sound Scarlet had ever heard, louder than thunder, louder than anything. Her ears rang and her bones vibrated and her vision blurred and swam. She was certain that this was the end, that he was going to crush her like an insect and her grand quest for vengeance was going to conclude with her smeared across the forest floor.

Then the roaring stopped.

The wolf’s golden eyes narrowed, and something shifted in his expression.

“I remember you,” he said. His voice was calmer now, almost thoughtful. “Little Red Riding Hood. Not quite as little anymore, I see.”

The girl scrambled into place on his neck and started picking arrows out of his fur again. “Wait, you remember her? You remember this stupid whore but you forgot me?”

The wolf ignored her completely. He was staring at Scarlet with an intensity that made her want to crawl out of her own skin, studying her like she was a puzzle he was trying to solve.

Then, slowly, he lifted his paw.

Scarlet did not move. She had one arrow left in her quiver, still tipped with blessed silver, and she could draw it right now and fire it straight into his eye from point-blank range. Maybe it would kill him and maybe it would not, but at least she would die fighting.

But she did not reach for it. She was not entirely sure why.

“Just kill me.” The words came out before she could stop them, and her voice sounded strange and distant to her own ears. “Just kill me and be done with it. This is the cycle, isn’t it? You killed and ate my grandmother, and then you swallowed me whole. Now you’re going to finish what you started.” A bitter laugh escaped her throat. “Go ahead. I’m not afraid of you.”

The wolf tilted his massive head and regarded her with a very smug look. She found it odd that she could read that expression on the wolf’s face so clearly, being so very inhuman.

Then he lay down on his belly and began to shrink, not all the way down to the size of a pup like he had been when he first encountered her, but down to his normal large size. He was still enormous and still terrifying, but no longer quite so… apocalyptic.

“I didn’t kill your grandmother,” he said.

Scarlet blinked. She had never heard something so plainly shocking in all her life.

“What?”

“Your grandmother. I didn’t kill her.” The wolf’s tail swished behind him in a lazy rhythm, like he was having fun with her, but something told her he was being serious. “I found her dead when I arrived at the cottage ahead of you. Natural causes, from the smell of her. Her heart simply gave out, perhaps. But it wouldn’t have been fun to bear the bad news, and I couldn’t afford the hit to my reputation to simply excuse myself and not make good on my intent to beat you there, so I decided to add a new narrative twist.”

The girl on his back had finished pulling out arrows and now looked at him with as much interest as Scarlet was sure she was showing.

But Scarlet shook her head… because none of this made any sense. “No. No, that’s not... you ate her. You ate her whole body. I felt it in your stomach when I was trapped inside.”

“I ate her body because it was the most expedient way to hide it for the prank. What was I supposed to do, bury her? That would have taken precious minutes, and I had a schedule to keep.”

“A prank?” Scarlet’s voice came out as barely a whisper. “You’re telling me that everything you did was a prank?”

“Or a game, I suppose, but a funny one, you must admit,” The wolf actually managed to look offended by Scarlet’s tone. “Listen, I pretended to be an old woman. I wore a nightgown and a cap.” He spread his forepaws in a gesture that was almost theatrical. “Is this not classic comedy?”

Scarlet’s head was spinning. This could not be real. She had spent thirteen years of her life preparing for this moment, thirteen years of training and sacrifice and single-minded obsession, and now the wolf was telling her it had all been a joke, and that his grandmother died of… natural causes?

“You ate me,” she managed to say. “You swallowed me whole. I almost suffocated inside your stomach.”

The wolf chuckled. “Why, yes. That was part of the game, too.” The wolf yawned as if the whole conversation was beginning to bore him. “But I sensed the woodcutter approaching, and that man reeked of suicidal tendencies. He had lost his whole family to some tragedy or another, and he was clearly looking for a reason to keep living. I thought letting him have a moment of heroism might cheer him up a bit. It seemed like a fun end to the adventure to me.” He shrugged, which was a strange gesture for a creature without proper shoulders. “It was one of my rare moments of charity.”

“Aww! You’re so sweet, darling!” his companion said. Now that Scarlet looked at her, she was even more bizarrely perfect close up.

“Sweet? You...” Scarlet could not finish whatever sentence had been forming in her throat.

The wolf nodded, looking quite pleased with himself. “So there you have it. Now, I hate to disabuse you of your—”

“Awww, come on,” the girl said as she crossed her arms, hiding her bloodied hands and cutting the Big Bad Wolf off, which was in itself quite a feat. “Just eat her, Baddy. She shot you about twenty times. That has to warrant a snack.”

“Quiet, you.” The gentleness of the rebuke was almost openly hilarious, but Scarlet didn’t laugh.

“I’m just saying that if someone shot me twenty times, I’d want you to eat them.”

“And I would. Now be quiet.”

Scarlet tried to stand up, but she only made it as far as her hands and knees—before her stomach rebelled.

Suddenly, the adrenaline left her, and the shock of everything hit her with herculean force. She turned onto her side and vomited until there was nothing left inside her, then kept heaving anyway. Her whole body shook with the force of it, and tears streamed down her face without her permission.

Her whole life. Her whole miserable, dedicated, obsessive life. She had become one of the finest huntresses in all the land, had pushed herself beyond every limit, and had sacrificed everything for this moment. All of it had been for a misguided revenge plot that was nothing but a joke to the one she thought had wronged her.

No. That was not entirely fair. He had still wronged her, regardless of his intentions. He had eaten her, and she had nearly suffocated inside his belly, even if he intended for her to live. That was not nothing. That was not a prank. That was trauma! And it was the kind of trauma that shaped a person’s entire existence.

But… it was so long ago. And it seemed so meaningless now…

He had not killed her grandmother at all. She wasn’t sure why, but she could tell he wasn’t lying. He had not even hurt the old woman. Her grandmother had died of the sort of thing that old women die of all the time, all alone in her cottage, and the wolf had simply found her body and decided to use it for his own amusement.

This act had been mischievous, perhaps vaguely cruel, but… was it even evil? Scarlet’s heart was still overflowing with hate, but for the first time in thirteen years, she was not sure where to point it anymore.

Through the ringing in her ears, she could hear the wolf and the girl arguing.

“I don’t kill an honorable predator unless I must,” the wolf was saying. “She tracked me without my knowledge, masked her scent completely, and landed a shot that would have killed most creatures outright. That deserves respect. I will not execute her in cold blood.”

The golden-haired girl scoffed. “Well, to be entirely honest, darling, I don’t like watching helplessly as you turn on the charm for other women.”

The wolf and Scarlet both made indignant eye contact before he turned back to his feisty little partner. “I am not turning on any charm. I have no charm to turn on. You’re being unreasonable.”

“Baddy, You remembered her name. You didn’t remember mine for like ten whole minutes.”

“Well that’s just because I lied. Of course I remembered you, you fool.”

The girl gasped, placing a bloodied hand on her breast. “Do you mean it, darling? You really remembered me?”

“We are not doing this in front of a stranger.”

The absurdity of this dialogue was not lost on her, but Scarlet could only push herself up to a sitting position and try not to react. Her head was pounding, her throat burned from the acid of her vomit, and her whole body felt like it had been wrung out and left to dry, but in a strange way, she was feeling a bit more clearheaded.

The wolf, seeing her move, stood up and stretched, and the girl scrambled to maintain her position on his back. She was clutching the arrows she had pulled from the wolf in one of her bloody hands. Scarlet considered asking for them back, but before she could, the girl tossed them onto the ground anyway.

“Are we done here?” the wolf asked, looking down at Scarlet with its imposing golden eyes. “Or would you like me to eat you after all?”

“Please say yes, bitch,” the golden-haired girl begged.

Scarlet did not answer because she was not sure she could. She just sat there in the dirt, surrounded by the ruins of toppled trees, and watched as the wolf turned and started walking away with the girl on his back. The blonde looked over her shoulder at Scarlet with emerald eyes that were still hard and suspicious, but there was something else in them too. Like some kind of recognition, but recognition of what? She couldn’t begin to guess at the moment.

Then they were gone, disappearing into the forest like a bizarre and bloody dream.

Scarlet sat there for a long time.

Eventually she got up and collected her arrows from where they had fallen, one by one, returning them to her quiver. Some silver tips were bent and bloodied, but they would still fly true if she needed them.

So what was she going to do now?

The answer came to her slowly, rising up from somewhere deep in her gut where the hate still lived and breathed.

She was going to follow him.

Not to kill him, or at least not yet. She was going to follow him from a distance and never let him out of her sight. She was going to watch him and study him and learn everything there was to know about the Big Bad Wolf and his strange little devotee.

If she saw evidence that he was the monster she had always believed him to be, then she would slay him or die trying. That much had not changed. A creature that evil could not be allowed to exist, no matter what stories he told about pranks and charitable acts.

But if the final conclusion was that the Big Bad Wolf was not the monster everyone claimed him to be, then that was certainly news worth sharing. It would be a good use of a young huntress’s early career, at the very least.

She pulled her hood up over her head and slipped into the shadows.


Chapter six
The Witch-Eater’s Bargain


Gretel Gruber had been tracking the Big Bad Wolf for nearly three weeks, and she had learned quite a lot about him in that time. She had not learned it from books or the frightened whispers of villagers he’d recently terrorized, but from the creatures of the forest itself. One of the many perks of being a witch was the ability to speak with animals, even those that couldn’t normally speak back. The squirrels told her where he had passed, the crows reported on what he had eaten, and the fish in the streams shared where he had stopped to drink. Insects in the undergrowth knew where he slept, and even the trees themselves whispered of his movements through their roots.

The picture they collectively painted was… interesting.

According to the woodland gossip, the Big Bad Wolf had kidnapped a beautiful young bride from a nunnery several months ago. He forced her to dress like a doll in fine silks and lace, and she danced for his amusement while he watched with those terrible eyes of his. Some of the birds described the arrangement as tragic, while others called it seemingly romantic, which sounded quite off to Gretel’s ears.

Then again, the life of a witch who ate other witches was full of surprises.

There was also apparently a huntress on his tail, so the gossip went. A skilled one, from the sound of it, who moved through the trees like a ghost and carried a quiver full of arrows that gleamed of blessed silver. She had been following the wolf for days, never getting too close, never making a move, just watching and waiting for something. None of the animals knew what she was planning, though they could certainly guess.

Gretel tucked that information away for later consideration. Whatever the huntress’s intentions, she was of no health risk to the Big Bad Wolf. Right now, Gretel had more pressing concerns.

The wolf’s trail led her deeper into the Darkwood than she had ever ventured before, through thickets of thorns and over streams that ran black with old magic only a witch’s eye could see. She moved carefully, keeping her spellbook tucked under one arm and her witch-scalp satchel bouncing against her hip. Years of hunting her own kind had taught her caution, and she saw no reason to abandon that instinct just because her quarry was a different sort of monster.

She was so focused on the trail that she almost walked right past the cottage.

It was a small thing, half-hidden by overgrown bushes and sagging under the weight of years. The roof had been patched with mismatched shingles, the windows were dark, and the garden had long since surrendered to weeds. Smoke rose from the chimney, though, which meant someone still lived here.

Another testament to that fact was that there was an axe buried in a stump out front.

Gretel ceased walking, stopping dead in her tracks so abruptly she nearly skidded. She did not know why at first, since it was just an axe, old and rusted, with a handle worn smooth by years of use. There was nothing obviously special about it, certainly nothing that should have made her heart start pounding or her breath catch in her throat. But that’s exactly what happened.

Against her better judgment, maybe, she walked closer.

The axe was smaller than she remembered, but of course it would be. She had been so small back then, just a ten-year-old girl with a brother she could not save and a father who would not save either of them. Everything had been larger in those days.

She reached out and touched the handle.

Her father’s hands had gripped this same axe countless times, splitting logs in the yard behind their cottage while she and Hansel played nearby. Her stepmother had stood on the porch with that cruel smile of hers, watching, always watching. And then came the day when she told him to take the children into the forest. Gretel could still see Hansel’s face, gentle and clever, as he dropped breadcrumbs along the path. She could still feel the ghost of a desperate hope in her chest, the silent prayer that her father would change his mind, that he would turn around, that he would choose his children over his monstrous wife.

He never turned around.

Gretel stumbled backward as black tears streaked down her cheeks. Witch tears always came out like oil, dark and thick. She turned and ran without knowing where she was going, crashing through the underbrush, desperate to get away from that axe and all the memories she had spent twenty years trying to bury. Branches whipped at her face and roots tried to trip her, but she did not stop until her lungs were burning and her legs refused to carry her any further.

She bent over, gasping, and tried to make sense of what she had just discovered.

Her father was here. In the Darkwood. Living alone in a cottage that looked like it had not seen a happy day in decades.

The man she remembered had been terrified of the forest. He flinched at shadows and startled at every strange sound, and he had abandoned his own children rather than stand up to his wife. What could possibly have driven such a coward to make his home in the most dangerous place in all the land? The only explanation that made sense was that he had been driven out, that the village had finally learned what he did and cast him into exile. If that was true, then it served him right.

But if the Darkwood was so dangerous, why was he still alive? A man like her father should have been dead within a week.

Gretel straightened up and wiped the black tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. She could puzzle over this later. Right now, she had a wolf to find and a world to save, and her father’s presence in the forest was nothing more than an unwelcome distraction.

And that’s when she pivoted on her heel to get her bearings and slammed directly into a wall of black fur.

Her hand was already reaching for the dagger at her belt as she stumbled backward, but the wall shifted and resolved itself into something with four legs and golden eyes and a mouth full of teeth that could turn her into mincemeat in seconds. The Big Bad Wolf looked down at her with an expression of mild curiosity.

Oh, how lucky. Technically.

“Well, well. What do we have here?”

All of Gretel’s carefully rehearsed speeches vanished from her mind as she took in the full sight of this beast and felt the pressure of his magic aura imposing itself on her. She had spent weeks preparing for this moment, planning exactly what she would say and how she would present her case, and now that it was actually happening, she could barely remember her own name.

“You are a witch,” the wolf continued, stating the obvious as he tilted his massive head to one side. “But no witch like I have ever seen before. You are beautiful and young, much too young to have acquired such power through the usual means.” His nostrils flared as he sniffed her. “You came by your magic in a righteous way.”

Gretel found her voice somewhere in the back of her throat. “I don’t know that ‘righteous’ is the word I’d choose.”

The wolf seemed to narrow its eyes on her, but she was not used to reading such faces. “No? Then what words might you choose, witch of the woods?”

“...Desperate. Hateful.” She forced herself to stand straighter and meet his gaze without flinching. “I am Gretel Gruber, the Witch-Eater. Perhaps you’ve heard of me.”

The wolf’s lips curled back in a more obvious smile. “The Witch-Eater. Yes, I have heard stories—from the moon herself, no less. They say you have killed more of your kind than any witch hunter in living memory, and that you consume their flesh to keep your own power strong.” He leaned closer until his breath was hot against her face. “They say you are quite mad, you know.”

“Madness is highly subjective,” she muttered, trying to sound nonchalant.

“I suppose it is.” The wolf sat back on his haunches, which somehow made him look even more intimidating. “Tell me, Great Grubel the Witch-Eater. Why are you searching for me? And choose your words carefully. I doubt you’ll taste particularly good, but it has been a long time since I had witch for dinner, and it’s one of those flavors I can’t recall if I like or not.”

Well, this was it. This was her moment, and Gretel knew she could not afford to waste it. She took a deep breath and drew herself up to her full height, which was admittedly not very impressive when standing next to a wolf the size of a house.

“I need to hold court with you, O mighty Prince of Beasts.” She kept her voice steady and formal, the way one was supposed to address magical royalty. “I come as a friend and possible advisor because I am convinced that you are needed for a purpose much greater than even you know.”

The wolf stared at her for a long moment, his golden eyes unblinking. Then he threw back his head and laughed out a deep rumbling sound that shook the nearby trees and sent small animals scurrying for cover. He laughed until his massive body was trembling and Gretel was starting to feel distinctly annoyed.

“O mighty Prince of Beasts,” he repeated once he had recovered enough to speak. “A purpose greater than I know. You are amusing, I’ll give you that much. How deliciously sycophantic witches are these days!”

Before she could respond, a voice came from somewhere behind the wolf.

“Darling, have you seen my slipper? I just set it down for a moment and now I can’t find it anywhere.”

With that, a young woman emerged from the trees, making a graceful entrance worthy of a goddess of—well, grace. She was beautiful in a delicate, almost ethereal way, supernaturally perfect in any measurable respect. Her skin was like porcelain, her eyes the vivid green of spring leaves, and flawless golden curls tumbled past her shoulders in shining ringlets. Her dress was made of cream-colored silk trimmed with lace and seed pearls, exactly the sort of thing a princess might wear to a ball.

Her feet were bare. And pretty sexy, too. Hmm. Gretel was learning something about herself.

The nubile demi-goddess stopped when she saw Gretel, and her lovely face split into a grin that was decidedly less lovely—for its intention, rather than its appearance, anyway.

“Ooh. Are you having witch for dinner, my love?”

“Impudent girl!” The wolf’s voice was sharp, but it softened almost immediately. “Do not call me such things in front of other people. It is unbecoming.”

Gretel looked between the two of them with a rapidly expanding sense of confusion. So this was the kidnapped bride, the dancing doll. She certainly looked the part in all her finery with her hair done just so, but something about the dynamic between them was not quite what Gretel had expected.

“Ah yes, mighty wolf, I’ve heard of this arrangement. This must be the slave-bride the denizens of the forest have told me about.” She turned back to the wolf. “As it so happens, I’ve come to talk to you about brides—”

“If anyone is the slave in this relationship, it’s me,” the wolf interrupted with irritation.

The girl walked over and wrapped her arms around one of his massive forelegs, pressing her cheek against his fur while glowering at Gretel. “Eat her. Too many women seek you out these days, and I find myself growing rather tired of this trend.”

“Perhaps I shall eat her.” The wolf looked down at the girl with an expression that straddled the line between fondness and annoyance quite impressively. “Perhaps after I eat you.”

She giggled and kissed the back of his leg, making Gretel physically jolt in surprise. “Whatever you say, darling.”

Gretel was feeling more and more like she had stumbled into the middle of someone else’s story in progress. This was not how she had imagined this conversation going at all.

“Perhaps we could start over,” she tried, hoping to regain some control of the situation. “I have traveled a long way to find you, and I believe that what I have to say—”

“I’m bored.” The wolf rose to his feet, dislodging the girl from his leg, and stretched like a cat waking from a nap. “And I’ve decided that I’m going to eat you after all. Any last words, Witch-Eater?”

His jaws began to open, revealing the dark cavern of his throat and the rows of gleaming teeth that lined it. Gretel could smell the charnel stench of old meat and fresh blood, and she could feel the heat radiating from somewhere deep in his belly.

“Wait! We’ll play a game!”

The jaws stopped moving. The wolf’s golden eyes narrowed with sudden fascination, and behind him, the girl let out a heavy sigh.

“A game, you say?” he repeated.

“Yes, a game.” Gretel’s mind was racing now, grasping for anything that might save her life. She knew about the wolf’s love of games and pranks from her research, since it was one of the few consistent threads in many of the stories about him. He was cruel and vicious and utterly without mercy, but he was also easily entertained, and he could rarely resist a good challenge. “You choose the terms, any terms you like, so long as they’re fair. If I win, you don’t eat me and you agree to hear my request. If I lose, then I suppose… you get your dinner.”

The wolf sat back down. His tail swished behind him in a slow, thoughtful rhythm. Gretel hated to admit it, but watching him wag his tail with excitement like a family dog was actually pretty cute.

“Any terms I like, so long as they’re fair,” he repeated.

“That’s right.”

“And if you win, I merely have to listen to your request. I don’t have to agree to it.”

“Correct, though I hope that once you hear what I have to say, you’ll see the wisdom in cooperating.”

The wolf was silent for a long moment while his perfect little bride wrapped herself around his leg again and watched Gretel with narrowed eyes.

“Bitch.”

Ouch. That hurt her feelings a little.

“Very well. I accept your challenge, Witch-Eater. You will complete three tasks for me. If you succeed at all three, I will hear your request. If you fail any one of them, I will devour you on the spot.”

Gretel nodded. “Name your tasks, Prince of Beasts.”

The wolf smiled, and it was not a pleasant expression. But it was a somewhat handsome one.

The wolf gestured in a certain direction. “First, you will bring me a flower that blooms only in complete darkness. There is a cave not far from here where such things grow, but you have only until the count of three hundred to retrieve one and return.”

Gretel was already moving before he finished speaking. A darkness-blooming flower would be easy enough with her abilities. She whispered a word of power and felt her eyes shift to allow her to see in the dark as clearly as in daylight. The cave was exactly where the wolf had indicated, a dark opening in a rocky hillside perhaps two hundred yards away. She sprinted toward it, plunged into its lightless depths, and found the flowers growing in clusters along the back wall. Their petals were pale white and soft as silk. She grabbed one, taking care not to crush it, and ran back as fast as her legs would carry her.

She arrived just as the wolf said “two hundred ninety-seven.”

“Done.” She held up the flower, breathing hard. This was far beneath her station under any other master, but for the Big Bad Wolf, she could only allow herself to be debased by such silly tasks.

The wolf examined it with a critical eye. “Acceptable. For your second task, you will catch a fish from the stream without using your hands or any tool.”

That was trickier, but Gretel had been a witch for twenty years, and she had a hankering for fish every now and again. She walked to the nearby stream, knelt beside it, and spoke a word that made the water obey her will. A fat trout rose to the surface and floated into the air, wiggling helplessly as she guided it back to where the wolf was waiting. She deposited it at his feet with a small flourish.

“Done.”

The wolf prodded the fish with one massive paw that made it look more like a tadpole by comparison. “Also acceptable. You are quicker and more capable than I expected, Witch-Eater.”

“Thank you, Prince of Beasts. What’s the third task?”

The wolf’s smile widened, and Gretel felt her stomach drop. He turned his head and looked toward the south, toward the little cottage hidden in the overgrown bushes.

“The third task is simple. You will kill the old woodcutter who lives in that cottage.”

Gretel’s entire body went cold, but she forced her expression to remain unchanged. She looked at the wolf and searched his face for any sign that this was a joke, any indication that he understood what he was asking, but his golden eyes gave nothing away.

“The woodcutter,” she repeated, and her voice sounded strange to her own ears.

“Yes, a lonely old man who lives alone in the forest. He should pose no challenge to a witch of your abilities. He lives in depression all his days, and frankly, you’ll be doing him a favor.” The wolf tilted his head. “Unless there’s some reason you’d rather not?”

He knew. He definitely knew. There was no other explanation for why he would choose this particular task out of all the tasks he could have chosen.

But how did he know?

Either way, Gretel could not refuse. If she refused, the game was over and she would be eaten, and then there would be no one left to save the world from magical annihilation. She had come too far and sacrificed too much to let it end here.

“Fine. I’ll kill the woodcutter,” she said.

She turned and walked toward the cottage with legs that felt like they were moving under someone else’s power.
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The door was made of rough-hewn oak, weathered by years of rain and sun. Gretel stood in front of it and focused on her breathing, trying to steady herself for what she was about to do.

She had killed before, of course. She had killed dozens of times, perhaps hundreds, consuming the flesh of her own kind and stealing their power without a shred of remorse. One more death should not have been difficult. One more body should not have given her pause.

But this was her father behind that door. The man who had raised her for the first ten years of her life, who had taught her to tie her shoes and comb her hair and say her prayers before bed. He used to hold her when she cried, kiss her forehead when she was sick, and tell her stories about brave princesses and noble knights in distant lands.

But… He was also the man who had abandoned her to die in the woods.

Gretel whispered a word of power and felt her skin shift and change. The green faded to a healthy pink, her claws retracted into normal fingernails, and her dark hair lightened to the mousy brown it had been before she ate her first witch. When she looked down at her hands, they belonged to a normal woman. A human woman. The woman she might have been if she had never set foot in that candy cottage all those years ago.

She knocked on the door.

Shuffling footsteps approached from inside, followed by the creak of old floorboards and the rattle of a lock being undone. The door swung open.

Her father looked… old. Older than he should, really. His hair had gone completely gray, and deep wrinkles lined his face. His eyes were sunken and his frame was gaunt, as if he had forgotten how to eat properly or simply stopped caring whether he did. He looked like a man who had been waiting to die for a very long time.

But it was still him. There was no doubt about that.

And she was still Gretel. He stared at her, and his face went pale with the epiphany. His mouth opened and closed several times without producing any sound, and then his legs gave out and he collapsed to his knees. Great wracking sobs shook his entire body.

“No. No, no, no. This can’t be real. This can’t be real. You’re a ghost!”

Gretel looked down at him, and once again, all the speeches she had prepared for a moment like this evaporated from her mind. In her fantasies, she was always cold and composed, delivering her condemnation with righteous judgment. She would tell him exactly what he had done and exactly what it had cost, and then she would walk away and leave him to wallow in his guilt forever.

Now that she was actually standing here, all she felt was sadness.

“Because of you, my brother is dead.”

Her father flinched as if she had struck him on the cheek.

“A witch killed him. She cooked him in an oven like a pig, and I was there. I watched it happen. I listened to him scream while the flames consumed him.” Her voice was shaking, but she did not try to control it. “All of that happened because you were too weak to stand up to your wife. You chose that woman over your own children, and you left us in the woods to die.”

“I know.” His voice was barely audible. “I’ve thought about it every day for twenty years. Every single day, I’ve thought about what I did.”

“And what about that precious wife of yours? Where is she now?” Gretel looked past him into the cottage, which was small and obviously inhabited by only one person. “Did she finally get tired of you too?”

“I left her.” He looked up with red-rimmed eyes. “After I lost you and Hansel, I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t look at her anymore, couldn’t look at the cottage where you used to play, couldn’t look at anything without seeing your faces. So I came here, to the Darkwood, where I led you so long ago. I hoped against hope that either I would find you, or… I thought something would kill me. I thought the forest would put an end to all of it. But nothing ever did. Every day I wake up, and every day I’m still alive, and I don’t understand why the beasts in here chose to leave me alone.”

“Maybe the forest wanted you to suffer longer for what you did.”

“Maybe it did.” He wiped his face with trembling hands. “Gretel. My daughter. I know there’s nothing I can say that will make any of this right. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, and I’m not asking for it. But I am sorry. I am so sorry for what I did to you and your brother.”

Gretel stared at him for long enough that awkwardness should have registered. Part of her wanted to accept his apology and move on. That part would have loved, deep down, to let go of twenty years of hatred and find some kind of peace with her past.

But the rest of her wanted him to suffer the way she had suffered.

She dropped the illusion.

Her father screamed as she transformed before his eyes. Her skin turned green, her nails lengthened into claws, and her hair lightened to chestnut brown. She raised one hand and spoke a magic word, and a ritual dagger materialized in her grip with its blade gleaming darkly.

“I bet you never guessed that the one who killed you would be me.”

She raised the dagger over her head, but her father did not try to run or fight. He just knelt there on the floor with tears streaming down his face, waiting for the blow to fall. He looked almost relieved.

But Gretel’s hand would not move.

She stood there with the dagger raised, willing herself to bring it down, but her arm refused to obey. All she could think about was Hansel’s face on the day their father led them into the forest, convinced that everything would somehow be all right. Her brother was dead because of this man. Her entire life had been shaped by his cowardice and his weakness. She had every right to kill him. She had every reason to want him dead. And if she did not do it, then she would die.

And yet… she could not make herself do it.

She lowered the dagger.

“Get back inside, you bastard. Get inside and don’t come out.”

Her father looked up at her with confusion clouding his tear-streaked face. “What?”

She shoved him backward hard enough to send him stumbling into the cottage, then slammed the door shut and stood there for a moment with her forehead pressed against the rough wood. Her whole body was trembling, and she did not trust herself to move.

The soft pad of massive paws approached from behind her.

“How delightfully dramatic.” The wolf sounded genuinely entertained. “All that buildup, all that righteous indignation, and in the end you couldn’t even finish the job with your own life on the line. Some witch you are.”

Gretel turned to face him, ready to meet her end, she supposed. And in so doing, she would be damning this world to its own end. But she just could not kill her own father.

The blonde beauty with the cute feet was seated side-saddle on his back, watching the scene with fascination, wiggling her sexy little toes.

Ohhhh. Pink nail polish. Cute.

“It makes no difference, of course, if you kill him or not,” the wolf continued. “I can smell suicide in the air around that cottage. Whether or not you do the deed yourself, that man will die tonight. He’s been working himself up to it for years, and this is just the push he needed.”

“I don’t care.” Gretel’s voice came out flat and hollow. “I can’t kill my own blood. Not even him.”

“Interesting. I had wondered if you would be able to go through with it.”

“How did you know?” Gretel demanded. “How did you know he was my father?”

“I took an interest in the old woodcutter some years ago, when he cut open my belly and filled it with stones.” The wolf’s tail swished lazily behind him. So unsettlingly cute. “He is a sad creature, but an interesting one. I often found myself theorizing about what had left him so melancholy, imagining all sorts of tragic backstories for our resident hermit. Secret war stories, lost loves, hidden crimes. But your scent informed me well enough, along with your reaction to that axe the moment before I made myself known. I must admit that I’m slightly disappointed to learn the truth, how mundane.”

Gretel was almost offended by the notion. “Disappointed? How is any of this disappointing? My brother was cooked alive in an oven. I consumed a witch and became one myself. And I’ve been secretly linked all this time to an old forest hermit that the Darkwood provided sanctuary to for unknown reasons for two decades. That’s disappointing?”

“Everything is disappointing when you’ve lived as long as I have. That’s the thing about knowing, you see. Certainty, no matter how exciting the revelation, can never quite match a good mystery.” The wolf rose to his feet. “But we’re getting off topic, witch. You didn’t fulfill your final task, which means I’m under no obligation to hear your request.” He took a step toward her, and hunger gleamed in his golden eyes. “And I find myself thinking that you will make a very fine meal after all.”

“Ohh, goodie! That’s my handsome darling! Eat that green whore up!” the golden-haired creature with the perfect feet giggled from atop the wolf’s back.

His jaws began to open, and Gretel could see straight down into the darkness of his throat. The heat of his breath washed over her, and she took a moment to try and simply accept her fate. There was nowhere to run and nothing she could do to stop him. In a matter of seconds, she would be dead, and the world would lose its only chance at salvation.

But she could at least blurt it out, just in case. “I want you to use your title as Prince of Beasts to wed the three Perfect Princesses and save the world from losing all its magic!”

The words came out in a desperate rush, tumbling over each other in their haste to escape.

The wolf’s jaws stopped inches from her face.

For a long moment, nobody moved. The wolf stared at her with its ancient, evil, golden eyes, and Goldilocks glared at her from the wolf’s back with an expression that was shifting rapidly from confusion to outrage.

“I’m listening,” the wolf said slowly.

Goldilocks made a sound of pure disgust. “Oh, absolutely not. I’d much rather the world end entirely than have you take more wives!”


Chapter seven
The Three Perfect Princesses


Once upon a time, in an age when magic still flowed through the world like blood through veins, three princesses were born under the same cursed star.

This was no coincidence. The old magic, the kind that predates kingdoms and languages and the very concept of names, had marked these children for a purpose that would not reveal itself for a hundred years. They were born within a single season of each other, in three different kingdoms, to three different queens who had no idea their daughters’ fates were woven together by forces beyond mortal comprehension.

The first was Snow White.

Her mother was a gentle queen who sat sewing by a window on a winter’s day when she pricked her finger on her needle. Three drops of blood fell upon the snow that had gathered on the ebony windowsill, and the queen, struck by the beauty of the colors together, spoke a wish aloud. She wished for a daughter with skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, and hair as black as ebony.

What the queen did not know was that a fairy was passing by the window at that very moment. Fairies are mischievously literal creatures by nature, and this one granted the wish exactly as it was spoken. The child born nine months later was not merely beautiful but impossibly so, her beauty magic made flesh, so potent that it could stop hearts, command animals, and heal wounds with little more than a wink or a song. Flowers bloomed whenever she walked past them, birds sang harmonies to her voice, and every creature that looked upon her face felt compelled to love her.

The queen tragically died in childbirth, as queens so often do in these stories.

Snow White’s father remarried a woman of great beauty and even greater vanity. This woman owned a magic mirror and consulted it daily to confirm that she was the fairest in all the land. For years the mirror agreed, because Snow White was still a child and her magic had not yet fully blossomed. But on the princess’s eighteenth birthday, the mirror’s answer changed.

What came of it was a tale of jealousy and attempted murder that has been told so many times it hardly bears repeating. We all know of the huntsman who could not bring himself to kill her, the flight into the forest, and the cottage of the seven dwarfs who took her in and loved her as their own sister. And we also know that finally, a poisoned apple that the queen delivered herself, while disguised as a kindly old woman, sealed the princess’s fate.

Snow White bit into that apple and fell as if dead.

But she was not dead, not really, because she could not die. There was too much magic in her blood for something as mundane as a mere poison to end her life. Instead she fell into an enchanted sleep, and her body was preserved in its perfect beauty, her chest rising and falling with breaths so shallow they were nearly imperceptible.

The dwarfs that were her protectors would not give up hope, so they built a coffin of glass and placed her inside it, and there she remained for over a hundred years with her lips still red and her skin still white, waiting for a prince to wake her. Some say they wait with her still.

The second princess was Rapunzel.

Her story began with a craving. Her mother, pregnant and desperate, developed an obsession with the rapunzel lettuce that grew in the garden next door. This would not have been a problem except that the garden belonged to a witch of considerable power and an even more considerable temper. When Rapunzel’s father was caught stealing the lettuce, the witch offered him a bargain: take as much as you want and have your own life spared, but your firstborn daughter belongs to me.

He disappointingly agreed.

The witch took the child when she was still an infant and locked her away in a tower with no doors and no stairs. The only way in or out was through a single window at the very top, and the witch visited by calling up to the girl and commanding her to let down her golden hair. Rapunzel’s hair grew and grew, far longer than any natural hair should grow, until it could reach from the window to the ground below. The witch would climb it like a rope, spend a few hours teaching the girl magic, and then climb back down and leave her alone again.

Over the years, that hair became something more than mere golden locks. Saturated with the witch’s magic, exposed daily to spells and enchantments, it transformed into something powerful and strange. It could not be cut or broken by any ordinary means. Those who held it found themselves blessed with fortune and strength. A single strand could cure any illness. A lock of it could make a coward brave.

When Rapunzel was eighteen, a young knight of the nearby kingdom heard her singing from the tower and fell in love with her at once. He watched the witch come and go, learned the trick of the hair, and began visiting Rapunzel in secret. In her innocence, she entertained him platonically as her only friend, but he planned to run away with her, to convince her to love him as much as he loved her.

The witch discovered him, of course, drunkenly sharing his secret at the inn at a nearby crossroads. Things went downhill from there.

She blinded the knight and threw him from the tower upon his next visit, leaving him to limp and wander in darkness for years until his death. But that was not enough to satisfy her possessiveness. She took Rapunzel away and built a new tower to contain her in a distant wasteland, enchanted to wander the wastes so that she can never be found. The princess waits there still, asleep ever since the death of the witch who called herself the girl’s mother. Though she is not technically royalty, her magic and peerless beauty is said to be all the coronation she needs to claim the title of princess. Only the lips of a true prince can wake her.

The third princess was known as Briar Rose.

Her parents were a king and queen who had longed for a child for many years, and when she was finally born, they threw a celebration so grand that it became the stuff of legend. Every noble in the kingdom was invited. Every dignitary from every neighboring land received a summons. And twelve fairies were asked to serve as godmothers, each one bestowing a magical gift upon the newborn princess.

The first fairy gave her beauty. The second gave her grace. The third gave her wit, the fourth gave her a beautiful voice, and the fifth gave her the ability to dance. On and on it went, each fairy adding another blessing to the child, until she had been gifted with nearly every virtue a princess could possess.

Then the thirteenth fairy arrived.

She had not been invited, you see. There were only twelve golden plates in the palace, and the king and queen had decided that twelve fairy godmothers were quite enough. The thirteenth fairy unfortunately disagreed rather vociferously. She swept into the celebration and, with a thunderous voice, and she pronounced a curse that silenced the entire hall.

After she became of age, she declared, the princess Briar Rose would prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel and die. With a puff of black fire, she vanished, leaving the echo of her cackles behind.

Fortunately, one of the good fairies had not yet given her gift. She could not undo the curse entirely, but she could soften it enough to give some hope to the shaken king and queen. Death became sleep, an enchanted slumber that would last until the princess was woken by the kiss of a prince. It was the best she could do.

The king ordered every spinning wheel in the kingdom burned, but it made no difference. On the eve of her eighteenth birthday, Briar Rose wandered into a forgotten tower and found a strange old woman spinning at a wheel. It was the thirteenth fairy in disguise, come to finish the job. Curiosity overcame caution, and she reached out to touch the spindle.

She pricked her finger, and she fell.

And so did everyone else.

The entire kingdom collapsed into sleep at the same moment. The king slumped on his throne. The queen fell across her embroidery. Servants dropped where they stood, horses slept in their stables, and dogs curled up in the middle of barking and did not wake. Thorns began to grow around the castle walls, thick and tangled and sharp as swords, and they have been growing ever since. A hundred years of growth has turned the castle into a fortress of brambles so dense that sunlight cannot penetrate it. Knights and princes have tried to cut through. Their bones decorate the outer walls, picked clean by crows.

Briar Rose sleeps at the heart of it all, waiting, like the others, for a prince to wake her.
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These are the three Perfect Princesses, and their simultaneous slumber was not an accident.

The same cursed star that marked their births also bound their fates together. Old magic recognized that these three women held too much power for the mortal world to contain safely. Any one of them would have been extraordinary enough to alter the fabric of reality upon the explosion of magic that would result from their waking. Together, however, they represented a concentration of unclaimed power that the world had not seen since the age of gods.

Their sleep is a kind of preservation, a respite built into the fabric of reality itself. The curses that felled them were not random misfortunes but expressions of a deeper design. The universe recognized the danger and put them away, like wine too potent to drink, waiting for someone capable of safely channeling their power when they finally wake.

There is a prophecy about that awakening. It has been passed down through covens and courts for generations, copied from scroll to scroll, translated from language to language, until the words have taken on the weight of inevitability. This is the important bit:

When three fair maids from slumber wake, And princely lips their curses break, Their blessings joined shall overflow, What vessel holds them, none may know.

If mortal blood should claim all three, All magic drowns in a mundane sea, The world collapses, the wonder dies, And fairy tales become mere lies.

The meaning is not difficult for a witch worth her salt to parse. If the princesses are woken by mortal men and claimed as their brides, their magic will flow through the act of consummation into vessels that cannot hold it. The result will be catastrophic. Not so much an explosion but an implosion, a collapse that drags all magic down with it into oblivion. Dragons will vanish from the sky. Talking animals will go silent forever. Witches will crumble to dust, enchanted forests will become ordinary woods, and every fairy tale ever told will become nothing more than a quaint fiction.

Right now, at this very moment, three princes are racing toward exactly that outcome, though they do not know it.

Prince Charming, Prince Gallant, and Prince Stalwart are the sons of the Ice Queen, and they are exceptional men by any measure. Charming is untouchable with a blade. Gallant has never missed a shot with his bow. Stalwart conquered a kingdom before his voice finished breaking. They are brave and noble and skilled in all the ways that matter.

But they are mortal.

They have no magic in their blood, no power in their veins, nothing that would allow them to safely contain the blessings of three magical princesses. If they succeed in their quests and claim the Perfect Princesses as brides, the world will end.

And no one realizes this is about to happen except—

“Me.”

Gretel closed the spellbook in her lap and looked up at the Big Bad Wolf. He was lying on his belly in front of her with his massive head resting on his forepaws, and his golden eyes were half-lidded in an expression that could have been either boredom or intense interest. It was still impossible to tell which with him.

“That is why they sleep,” she continued. “And that is why you are the only one who can wed them. You are the only one who can save all of us.”

Goldilocks was perched on the wolf’s back with her arms crossed and her emerald eyes narrowed to slits. She had been glaring at Gretel throughout the entire story, and her hostility grew more palpable with every mention of princesses and brides. It certainly flared to new extremes when the word “consummation” came up, putting a look in her eyes that startled even the witch-eating witch. She couldn’t tell if Goldilocks knew exactly what the act in question entailed, but she certainly seemed to know that it implied something intimate beyond her relationship with the wolf.

Goldilocks was a very interesting creature. She looked like she wanted nothing more than to leap down and strangle the green-skinned witch. Even though she was just a pretty girl, at least by appearances alone, something told Gretel that she was not to be underestimated.

The wolf was silent for several beats as he processed the prophecy.

“That is quite a tale you’ve spun, Witch-Eater.” His voice was a low rumble, giving her goosebumps. “Apocalyptic stakes, sleeping beauties, mortal princes bumbling toward catastrophe. Very exciting. Very dire.” One golden eye opened fully to regard her. “But I find myself wondering what makes you think I have any interest in saving the world.”

“I don’t think you care about the world at all,” Gretel replied. She had expected this question and prepared for it carefully. “But I think you might care about your own existence—and the game.”

One of the wolf’s ears twitched.

“Think about it, Prince of Beasts. Three impossible quests.” She pressed on before he could interrupt. “Three magical princesses guarded by curses that have defeated every champion who ever attempted them.” She leaned forward. “Wouldn’t it be something to take on this challenge and beat out the three most noble princes in the land? Why, in the generation before this one, kings and queens used to intentionally have as many sons as possible just to hurl them into the meat grinder of one of these quests. But you could conquer all three.”

The wolf’s tail swished lazily behind him. “And you believe I could succeed where all these mortal champions have failed?”

“I know you could. That’s why I’m here. You’re the Big Bad Wolf, dammit. No weapon forged by mortal hands can harm you, and no curse designed for human princes was built to affect something like you.” Gretel spread her hands. “You could walk through those thorns like they were weeds. You could find the moving tower by scent alone. You could scatter those dwarfs with a single growl if you had to. And when you wake the princesses, their magic will flow into a vessel that can actually hold their full potential, a vessel that’s already full of power. Think of what you’d become!”

“You want me to marry three women,” the wolf said slowly. “And essentially become a new god.”

“I want you to save the world. The marriages are just the mechanism.”

Goldilocks made a sound of pure disgust and slid down from the wolf’s back, landing elegantly on her bare, sexy feet. She stalked around to stand in front of him, putting herself directly between the wolf and Gretel.

“Absolutely not. I hate everything about this.” Her voice was sharp enough to cut glass. “Every single, individual part of it. You want my darling to go gallivanting off to rescue three princesses and make them his blushing brides while I do what, exactly? Wait at home like a good little wife and knit him socks?” She jabbed a finger at Gretel. “I ought to feed you your own tongue for suggesting it, you green-skinned bitch. Witch-Eater indeed.”

“I don’t care what you do on your own time,” Gretel said flatly, managing to keep her composure even in the face of how good Goldilocks smelled—which made no sense whatsoever. “I care about preventing the end of magic as we know it.”

“Well I don’t care about magic!” Goldilocks threw her hands up in exasperation. “Let it all end, I say! Let the whole world go gray and mundane! At least then I wouldn’t have to share him with three perfect princesses. Hrmph!”

Gretel stared at her, brows knitting as she realized that the girl was deliberately shielding herself from the full, already implied truth. “You do understand what happens to magical creatures when magic ends, don’t you?”

Goldilocks faltered. She bit her lip, then uncrossed her arms. “What do you mean?”

“I mean they cease to exist.” Gretel spoke slowly, as if explaining something to a very small child. “The Big Bad Wolf is not a natural animal. He is a creature of pure magic, born from a goddess of the wind and the most noble wolf in all the lands. When magic drains from this world, he will drain with it. He won’t die in any way you could mourn. He will simply stop being, as if he never existed at all.” She tilted her head. “Is that what you want? To watch your precious wolf fade away into nothing while you stand there helpless?”

The color drained from Goldilocks’s face as the truth settled on her shoulders. She turned to look at the wolf, her emerald eyes wide with sudden fear. “Is that true? Would you really...?”

The wolf’s expression was unreadable. “The witch speaks the truth. I am magic. If magic ends, then logically, so do I.”

Goldilocks looked like someone had just slapped her across the face. Her mouth opened and closed several times, but no sound came out. Finally she turned back to Gretel with something along the lines of respect in her eyes, though it was clearly grudging.

“Fine,” she said quietly. “Fine. But I’m coming along, too. What do we need to do?”

The wolf lifted his head. “Be quiet, girl.”

Goldilocks spun to face him. “But I was agreeing with—”

“I said be quiet. I’m thinking.”

There was something in his voice that made her stop. It wasn’t anger exactly, though there was an edge to it, certainly. His golden eyes were fixed on Gretel the whole time, and there was a gleam in them that had not been there before. For a moment, she wondered if he was deciding whether or not to eat her all over again.

“Three impossible quests,” he repeated slowly. “Three chances to do what no mortal prince has ever accomplished. To claim enough magic for myself to not only save the world but possibly reshape it to my whims.”

Gretel held her breath.

“And you say the Ice Queen’s princes are already on their way? Already racing toward the prizes?”

“Technically just one of them. Gallant set out a few days ago to delve into the wasteland searching for Rapunzel’s tower, which is the closest to us. His journey will be long, so we can still catch up. Stalwart will soon be headed to claim Briar Rose, and Charming is preparing to head for Snow White’s glass coffin.”

The wolf rose to his feet, and Goldilocks scrambled backward to avoid being knocked over. He stretched, his massive body rippling, and then he looked down at Gretel with a devious, toothy grin.

“You’re trying to manipulate me,” he observed with amusement. “Framing this as a game to appeal to my nature, promising me untold power should I succeed.”

Gretel kept her face neutral even as her stomach tightened. “Is it working?”

The wolf’s mouth curved into a smile that showed far too many teeth, and his tail began to wag slowly behind him like a metronome counting down to something terrible.

“Yes,” he said. “I do believe it is.”

Goldilocks let out a small, pained sound, but she did not protest again. The threat of losing the wolf entirely had apparently outweighed her jealousy, at least for the moment.

“There is one problem, however.” The wolf settled back onto his haunches and made a show of examining one of his massive paws. “Even if I were to reach these princesses, how exactly do you expect me to wake them? The curses require a kiss, do they not?” He looked at her with a cocked head. “I am many things, Witch-Eater. Magnificent. Terrifying. Impossibly handsome by lupine standards. But I am not equipped with lips. Unless you expect me to lick the princesses awake, which I suspect would not have quite the same effect.”

Gretel had been waiting for this question. She reached into her satchel and pulled out a piece of parchment covered in her own cramped handwriting, notes she had compiled over years of research.

“That brings us to the first quest,” she said. “Before you can wake any of the princesses, you need to be able to kiss them. Which means you need a human form.”

The wolf’s ears flattened. “I am not a shapeshifter. I can change my size, but my shape is my own.”

“I know. That’s why we need the Moonlight Tulip.”

She smoothed out the parchment and held it up so both the wolf and Goldilocks could see the illustration she had copied from an ancient codex. It depicted a flower with delicate petals that were drawn to imply that they were glowing.

“It grows in a meadow just beyond the eastern edge of the Darkwood, in a place called the Dreaming Glade. The flower is invisible during the day and can only be seen, smelled, and plucked under the light of the full moon.” She traced her finger along the notes beneath the illustration. “According to the texts I’ve studied, when the tulip is picked and preserved properly, it can grant a beast the form of a man. But there’s a catch.”

“There’s always a catch,” the wolf muttered.

“The transformation requires true love’s kiss, bestowed by a human upon the beast in question.” Gretel looked up from the parchment. “The beast must be kissed on the snout by someone who genuinely loves them.”

Goldilocks straightened up immediately, her earlier dejection vanishing as if it had never existed. “True love’s kiss, you say? How intriguing!”

“Yes. I’ll admit, when I first devised this plan, that requirement worried me considerably. Where was I supposed to find a human who truly loved the Big Bad Wolf in any way at all?” Gretel allowed herself a small, dry smile. “But it appears that particular piece of the puzzle has already been solved.”

The look on Goldilocks’s face went from intrigue to glee. She clasped her hands together and practically bounced on her heels as she turned to the wolf.

“I get to kiss you and turn you into a human! And then I’ll kiss you some more! And do other things, perhaps!”

“You will do no such thing,” the wolf growled.

“But she just said—”

“I heard what she said. That doesn’t mean I agreed to it yet.”

Goldilocks’s delight curdled into indignation. “You would rather let magic die and cease to exist than let me peck you on your wolfy snoot?”

The wolf opened his mouth to respond, then closed it again. His ears flattened against his head, and his tail wagged happily, though he seemed to be trying to wear an unhappy look that clashed with the rest of his body language. “I hate when you call it a snoot.”

“I will preserve the flower with my magic,” Gretel interjected before the argument could escalate in cuteness further. “That way the transformation can be reversed and repeated as needed. You won’t be trapped in human form forever. Consider it a disguise you can put on and take off at will.”

The wolf’s ears perked up slightly at that. “I would be able to return to my true form?”

“As many times as you like. The preserved tulip will allow you to shift between shapes whenever you choose, so long as the transformation is triggered by true love’s kiss each time.” Gretel tucked the parchment back into her satchel. “Think of it as a tool rather than a curse. You’ll need human hands to navigate certain obstacles and human lips to wake the princesses. But you’ll still be the Big Bad Wolf underneath. The form is just a shell.”

The wolf was quiet for a moment, and his golden eyes went distant and thoughtful. Goldilocks watched him with the most girlish look of adoration and hope on her face, keeping her hands clasped so tightly against her bosom that her knuckles had gone white.

“The Dreaming Glade,” the wolf said finally. “I know of it. There are creatures there that do not take kindly to visitors.”

“I assumed as much. That’s why I called it the first quest.” Gretel spread her hands. “Nothing worth having comes easily. Isn’t that what makes it interesting?”

The wolf’s mouth curved into that terrible smile again. “You really do know how to appeal to my nature, Witch-Eater.”

She let out an anxious laugh to dispel some of the tension. “I’ve been studying you for a while now. I am glad to find I’ve learned something usable in that time.”

Goldilocks could apparently contain herself no longer. She rushed forward and threw her arms around the wolf’s massive foreleg, pressing her face into his fur.

“This is going to be wonderful,” she said, her voice muffled. “I’m going to kiss you as a man very soon. I wonder what you’ll look like.”

“Probably pretty hairy if I were to guess,” Gretel imagined aloud. “The full moon is in three nights,” she went on. “We should leave for the Dreaming Glade tomorrow morning if we want to arrive in time. We could leave tonight if you prefer”

The wolf dipped his massive head. “We depart at dawn when Goldilocks is rested or she will be annoying the entire day.”

“Nonsense, darling, I would just sleep on your back,” she sighed.

Goldilocks was still joyfully clinging to his leg, having apparently forgotten entirely that she had wanted to let the world end rather than share him just a few minutes ago. The wolf looked down at her and snarled briefly, but let her grab him by the face and nuzzle him violently.

Who the hell was this damn girl?


Chapter eight
The Third-Wheeling Witch


And so it came to pass that Gretel Gruber walked for three straight hours while the Big Bad Wolf carried his bride on his back. Not for the last time, she was sure.

Her feet hurt. Not unbearably, since she’d walked farther on worse terrain with actual injuries, but enough to remind her that she was covering ground the hard way while Goldilocks lounged in a nest of black fur and occasionally fed the wolf berries she’d plucked from passing bushes. The girl did this with an absent tenderness that made Gretel’s stomach do something complicated, though she refused to examine what.

The smell of the wolf was overwhelming this close. The scent was something that made the predator in Gretel’s hindbrain want to either run or bow. She did neither. She just kept walking and pretending not to notice how the forest had gone quiet around them. There was no rustling in the underbrush, no birdsong… Even the insects had thought better of making noise. The Darkwood knew what was passing through it, and so the Darkwood was holding its breath.

“I can see you sulking down there, witch. Why don’t you just fly?” Goldilocks called down from her perch. “On your broomstick or whatever your kind use.”

Gretel didn’t look up. Looking up meant looking at those bare feet dangling against the wolf’s flank, and she’d already done that more than she probably should have. “I’m not that kind of witch.”

“There are kinds?”

“Many kinds. Flying witches typically practice wind magic, or they’ve made pacts with aerial spirits.” She stepped over a gnarled root. “I consume other things to steal their power—mainly other witches in my case. Different discipline entirely.”

Goldilocks wrinkled her nose. The expression should have made her less pretty. It didn’t. “That sounds disgusting.”

“It is.” Gretel allowed herself a thin smile. “I enjoy it anyway.”

The silence that followed had weight to it. Gretel kept her eyes on the path ahead and counted the wolf’s footfalls to give herself something to focus on besides the way Goldilocks had stretched one leg out along the wolf’s spine with her toes pointed like a dancer’s. Four months in the wilderness and her feet were still immaculate, her skin still porcelain. It wasn’t natural. Nothing about the girl was natural.

The wolf broke the quiet. “Tell me more about this quest. You mentioned trials.”

“I don’t know the specifics yet.” Gretel shifted her satchel where the strap was digging into her shoulder. “The Dreaming Glade is protected by old magic, older than the covens, older than most kingdoms. To learn what challenges wait for us, I’ll need access to the Great Library in the Frostlands.”

“The Ice Queen’s domain.”

“Yes.”

The wolf’s ears swiveled backward, then forward again. “I’ve heard of her. A sorceress of considerable power, supposedly.” His golden eyes narrowed. “If she’s as magical as the rumors claim, how are her princes so devoid of it? Wouldn’t magic breed true in her bloodline?”

Gretel had been waiting for this question.

“She’s not their blood mother. She’s their stepmother,” she said, then allowed pause to let that sink in. “More specifically, their evil stepmother.”

The wolf made a sound deep in his throat. “That is the worst kind of stepmother, so they say.”

Goldilocks tilted her head, curious what he meant by that, but Gretel was already preparing her explanation.

“The Evil Stepmother is one of the most common archetypes in the old stories. I’ve studied them extensively.” She’d actually killed three of them over the years, but she saw no reason to mention that. “There are three recognized variants. The first abuses her husband’s children for petty reasons, jealousy usually, or simple cruelty. Small women with small hearts. The second uses the children as tools to advance her own position. The third actively tries to destroy them.” She smiled without warmth. “I find the third kind the most honest. At least they commit.”

“And which kind is the Ice Queen?”

“The second, based on my research. When the king died under mysterious circumstances, none of the princes wanted his throne. They were too busy with their own quests and conquests, too focused on building individual legends. She used their reputations to consolidate her claim.”

Goldilocks leaned forward. The movement made her dress pull tight across her back, and Gretel looked away before she could notice anything else. “And the princesses? What does she want with them?”

“She believes that if the princes marry the Perfect Princesses, she can absorb the magic that flows into them through the marriage bonds. By what means, I don’t know. Perhaps she has some ritual in mind, or perhaps she intends to consume them the way I consume witches.” Gretel’s mouth twisted. “Either way, she expects to become the most powerful sorceress the world has ever seen.”

The wolf’s tail swished thoughtfully. “If she’s as powerful as you believe, it’s possible she knows something you don’t. Perhaps she’s found a way to contain the princesses’ magic without destroying everything.”

Gretel hesitated. She hated admitting uncertainty, but honesty was the only way to keep the wolf’s interest.

“There’s a chance. A very small chance. But I wouldn’t stake the fate of every magical creature on it.” She shook her head. “Even if the queen wins and becomes what she hopes, that’s hardly good news for the rest of us. Based on her magic’s nature, the world will likely freeze as she expands her reach. Winter eternal, from the Frostlands to the southern seas.”

The wolf’s ears flattened. “I do hate long winters.”

“Most living things do.”

He nodded. “Fewer people to eat.”

They traveled in silence after that. The forest remained unnaturally still around them, with no birdsong and no movement in the trees, just the soft thud of the wolf’s paws and the whisper of wind through branches that barely stirred. Gretel listened to the quiet and thought about what to say next. Her instinct was to push for more information, to probe until she’d extracted every useful piece of knowledge from her companions, but there was a limit to how much direct interrogation she could manage before the wolf grew bored with her.

She tried a different approach.

“What about you, Goldilocks? How did you come to be traveling with the Big Bad Wolf?”

The girl’s expression flickered with an angsty eyeroll that helped Gretel better guess her age. “He rescued me when I was six. I grew up in a convent, and when I turned nineteen, I came to find him so that we could be together forever.”

“And you’ve been together for how long now?”

“About five months,” she said sleepily, batting her pink lips with a yawn.

Gretel nodded. “That’s quite the level of devotion, seeking out a monster you hadn’t seen in thirteen years.”

“He’s not a monster.” Sharp, now. There she was. “Well, he is, technically, but not to me. He’s the first one who ever showed me real kindness.”

Gretel couldn’t help but notice that the wolf never stopped to correct the record. “And what about the nuns at the nunnery?” she asked, eager to keep the nubile beauty talking.

“They were fine.” Goldilocks examined her fingernails as she spoke. Perfect ovals, apparently painted pink. “Some of them taught me useful things. But it wasn’t the same. They took care of me because it was their duty to. He took care of me because he chose to.”

Gretel considered her next question carefully. The girl’s story was interesting, but something about it didn’t add up. Goldilocks was absurdly lovely, for one thing, with flawless skin and delicate features and golden curls that cascaded past her shoulders in ringlets that belonged on a princess rather than a runaway nun who hadn’t seen civilization in five months of roughing it in the Darkwood. Gretel had encountered beautiful women before. Hell, she was beautiful herself, if she was being honest. Beauty alone didn’t impress her. But Goldilocks was different somehow. Supernatural.

For another thing, how in all the kingdoms had this slip of a girl made the Big Bad Wolf adore her? The creature was infamous for his cruelty and his appetite. He didn’t keep pets or form attachments. He ate things. And yet here he was, carrying her like she was the most precious cargo in the world, and threatening to devour her with absolutely no conviction in his voice whatsoever. He was only trying to convince himself it seemed.

“Where were you born? Where were you from, before the nunnery?”

Goldilocks sounded like she was reciting information she’d given a hundred times. “A village at the edge of the Darkwood. I don’t remember the name. It burned down when I was six years old.”

“How did it burn?”

“A magical storm. Fire rained from the sky. Lightning struck everything in sight and set it aflame.” Her voice had gone distant as she seemed to recall it, but she didn’t shy away from the memory. “My parents died. Everyone died except me, I think.”

“And that’s when you wandered into the forest and met the wolf?”

“Eventually. I wandered for several days first. I nearly starved and probably should have bled out from all the cuts on my feet and legs. Then I stumbled into a cottage and ate some porridge that was sitting on the table. The three bears who lived there tried to kill me for trespassing.” A ghost of a smile appeared on her pretty lips. “That’s when he showed up.”

Gretel’s mind raced as she imagined it all. It was quite a tale indeed: A magical storm destroyed an entire village. A child survived when everyone else perished. A chance encounter with the most dangerous creature in the Darkwood led to an unlikely friendship turned romance—though the romance so far seemed rather one-sided. Still, none of this was coincidence. It couldn’t be.

“I know what you’re doing,” the wolf said with a grin in its voice.

Gretel’s hand twitched toward her knife before she could stop it. “Excuse me?”

Massive, golden eyes turned to look at her over one huge shoulder, and she felt the weight of his attention like something heavy pressing her against the forest floor. The smell of him intensified.

“You’re trying to figure out what Goldilocks is. What she means. Why she matters.” The wolf’s voice was mild, almost amused. “You may as well stop being subtle. I’ve been suspicious of her nature since I met her.”

“Is that so?”

“Goldilocks is… an enigma even to me, let’s say.” The wolf slowed his pace so Gretel could walk beside him rather than trailing behind. “I found her as a child and was unable to ignore her. She is a being of magic herself—perhaps an elf or fey of some kind, or a doll brought to life, I cannot be sure. But she has a purpose, whatever she is. And I know what it is.”

“Oh, what is it?” Gretel asked. Goldilocks perked up too, eyes going wide.

The wolf stared off into the distance for a moment before speaking again in a softer voice. “It is only a suspicion, and one that I would never utter aloud.”

Goldilocks was listening intently to this new information as well. “You sensed magic in me?”

“From the moment I caught your scent. It’s largely why I didn’t eat you.”

“You said it was because I was too scrawny.”

“That too.” The wolf’s tail swished warmly. “But mostly I was morbidly curious. I regret not consuming you more and more every day, however.”

Goldilocks went quiet for a moment. “So when you rescued me from the bears...”

“That was actually less about rescuing you and more about punishing an unsporting hunt. Three adult bears against one starving six-year-old? Hardly a fair contest.” The wolf’s lip curled with old disgust. “I ate their father for his lack of honor. The mother and cub fled before I could do the same to them.”

She pressed closer against his fur. “But you’d been watching me? Before that?”

“I’d been tracking your scent for a couple of days. That’s why you didn’t run into too much serious trouble. Most predators in that part of the forest knew I was following something, and they had the sense to stay away.”

Goldilocks pressed her face into his fur and wrapped her arms around his neck as far as they would go. “I didn’t know that. I thought I was just lucky.”

“You are lucky I let you live each day, though your luck is running out.”

If the wolf could have blushed, Gretel thought he would have. His ears had flattened slightly, and he was very deliberately not looking at the girl clinging to him. The mighty Big Bad Wolf, Prince of Beasts and terror of the Darkwood, embarrassed by his own protectiveness. Is that what this was?

She stored this away with all the other observations she’d made about them.

“What do you know about her magic’s nature?” Gretel asked.

“I couldn’t say. She doesn’t smell like a witch, and she doesn’t smell like a fairy, but I’ve been wrong about their kind before.” The wolf paused as he apparently searched for the right words, but he didn’t speak again after another minute of silence.

Gretel let the conversation lapse as she turned over everything she’d learned. The picture was coming together, though pieces were still missing. Goldilocks was marked by ancient magic. The storm that killed her family might have been a manifestation of it, or might have been drawn to her like lightning to a tall tree. Either way, the girl was not ordinary. She never had been.

But there were other questions nagging at Gretel.

“What about her clothes?”

The wolf’s ears twitched. “What about them?”

“Look at her.” Gretel gestured at Goldilocks, still draped across the wolf’s back in her cream-colored silk. “She’s dressed for a royal ball. Where did you find such finery in the middle of the Darkwood?”

“I acquire clothing for her when I can.” The wolf said this nonchalantly, but the notion that it was him dressing her up was immediately shocking. “Villages on the forest’s edge, mostly. Sometimes from noble travelers who don’t survive their journey. She prefers pretty things, and I’ve found that keeping her happy makes her marginally less insufferable.”

Goldilocks lifted her head to glare at him. “I’m never insufferable.”

“You are exclusively insufferable. But I tolerate it because someday you may become plump enough to make a proper meal.”

Goldilocks giggled. “Aww, darling. You say the sweetest things.”

Gretel pressed on before they could dissolve into bickering. “And her hair? How does she maintain it?”

Both of them looked at her with confusion.

“Maintain it?” Goldilocks reached up to touch one of her perfect golden curls. “What do you mean?”

“Curls like that require constant work. Hair that lustrous needs to be brushed and oiled and styled every day to keep such an appearance. Most noblewomen have dedicated servants just to manage it.” Gretel studied the girl’s perfect ringlets with furrowed brows, shaking her head. “You’ve been traveling through the wilderness for months. Your hair should be a tangled disaster by now, no room for negotiation. Instead it looks like you have a daily three-hour hair routine.”

Goldilocks shrugged. “It’s always been like this. I don’t do anything to it. Different girls have different hair. I’ve never had to touch them or brush them, personally.”

Gretel stopped walking with a skid in the grass.

“Never? You’re telling me those curls maintain themselves? Without any effort at all? Not even brushing?”

“Yes?”

“Was your mother’s hair like that? Or your father’s?”

“No, they had dark, straight hair. But that was so long ago, I can’t speak to their routines.”

Gretel pulled out her leather journal and began scribbling notes. Her handwriting was cramped and half-illegible, but she would decipher it later. Right now the important thing was getting her thoughts down before they slipped away.

“How long have you had that dress?”

Goldilocks had to think. “Two weeks? Maybe three?”

Gretel glanced at it. Pristine condition. No dirt, no stains, no tears. The cream-colored silk looked fresh as the day it was first worn, which should have been impossible after weeks in the wilderness.

“And your makeup?”

Goldilocks looked genuinely befuddled, mouth gaping like a pretty, pouty, barely legal fish. “I don’t wear makeup.”

“Unthinkable. None at all? No eyeliner, no blush, no lip color?”

“Nothing. The nuns didn’t allow it, and I never felt the need after I left.”

“Never felt the need indeed.” Gretel’s pen moved faster. The girl’s skin was flawless. Her cheeks carried a natural rosy glow, her lips were perfectly pink, her eyes were framed by impossibly long and thick lashes, and all of it without a single cosmetic touch. Her feet, too, still visible where they dangled against the wolf’s side, were as smooth and pretty as if she’d never walked a step in her life. No calluses. No blisters. Just soft skin and delicate arches and toes that looked like they belonged in a painting. The bottoms had hints of scars, but they were almost imperceptible to the naked eye.

Gretel made herself look away and focus on her notes.

“Destiny brought you to the wolf,” she said, closing the journal. “You’re as magical as he is, Goldilocks, even if neither of you understands how or why.”

The wolf groaned. “Keep things like that to yourself, witch. Don’t encourage her.”

But Goldilocks was beaming now. Her wariness of the witch had vanished entirely. “Did you hear that, darling? The wise witch thinks I’m magical! She thinks I’m special, made just for you!”

“You are insufferable. That’s what you are.”

“Perhaps, but I’m magically insufferable.”

The wolf muttered something under his breath, but his tail betrayed him with a pleased swish or three.

They traveled on, and Gretel found herself warming slightly to both of them even though she knew better. The wolf was exactly as dangerous and unpredictable as the stories claimed, but there was a strange honor and decency to him she hadn’t expected. And Goldilocks, for all her jealousy and sharp edges, loved the creature with a devotion that bordered on worship, and though the wolf would never admit it, she suspected he held quite a lot of affection for the girl as well. They were an odd pair, but a charming one.

It was late afternoon when they came upon the pond.

The water was crystal clear and perfectly still, reflecting the canopy above like a mirror. It was beautiful in the way that wild places could be beautiful, which meant Gretel immediately distrusted it. Places this inviting in the Darkwood were usually traps.

The wolf padded to the water’s edge and lowered his massive head to drink. His tongue lapped in great noisy slurps that sent ripples racing toward the far shore. Goldilocks slid off his back and stretched, arching her spine and raising her arms above her head in a way that made her dress pull tight across her magically perfect body. Gretel resisted the urge to sketch her.

“Oh, this is lovely.” Goldilocks was already reaching for the laces of her bodice, to make matters even wetter. “I’m going to have a swim.”

Gretel took a step backward, putting more distance between herself and the water. “I’ll, umm, stand watch. I typically avoid water this pure.”

Goldilocks paused in her unlacing. “Why?”

“Purity and witchcraft don’t mix well. Let’s leave it at that.”

Goldilocks shrugged and went back to removing her dress. She had the bodice half-undone when a tiny voice called out from somewhere near the water’s edge.

“Wait! Beautiful maiden, over here!”

All three of them looked toward the sound.

A frog was sitting on a lily pad near the shore. It was old and gray-green with rough, spotted skin, and its eyes were milky with blindness. It hopped closer to the bank and raised one webbed foot in a plea.

“Please, fair lady, I beg a favor of you,” it said. The frog’s voice was thin and reedy, almost pathetic. “I am old and blind and have waited here for so many years. All I ask is one kiss from a beautiful maiden. Just one kiss, and my curse will be broken, and I will be free at last.”

Goldilocks’s face twisted with disgust. “Ew. No.”

“But maiden...”

The wolf’s massive paw came down on top of the frog.

The sound was somewhere between a crunch and a squelch. When he lifted his paw, there was nothing left but a smear of blood and guts on the lily pad as green entrails mixed with red. He examined the bottom of his paw vacantly for a moment, then licked it clean.

Goldilocks wrinkled her nose. “Was that really necessary, darling?”

“Absolutely.” The wolf didn’t look at her. “I was silencing an annoying sound. Frogs are insufferable. The world is better off without this one.”

Gretel raised an eyebrow. “That seemed like rather possessive behavior for someone so mighty.”

“Watch yourself, witch.” The wolf was already turning back toward the water, but his ears had flattened in that way Gretel was learning to recognize as embarrassment. “You don’t know of what you speak.”

“Hmm.”

The wolf ignored her.

Then the air above the pond began to shimmer.

Light gathered and swirled into a shape that was unmistakably feminine. The figure that emerged was the same size as Goldilocks, with wings that buzzed like a dragonfly’s and skin that glittered as if dusted with diamonds. She was naked and beautiful—and very, very angry.

“Beast!” The fairy’s voice rang out like a bell struck too hard. “You have committed a terrible crime! That frog was an ancient prince, cursed two hundred years ago by a jealous sorceress! He waited all this time for his curse to be broken, and you murdered him without a thought!”

The wolf sat back on his haunches and regarded her with complete indifference.

“For your cruelty,” the fairy continued as she raised one glittering hand, “you will be cursed to...”

The wolf’s jaws opened, lunged forward, and snapped shut.

One moment the fairy was there, beautiful and glowing with power. The next moment she was gone, swallowed whole before she could finish her curse. A faint glow was visible through the wolf’s throat as she slid down, and then nothing.

He licked his lips, then belched.

“Delicious,” he pronounced. “A bit fizzy for my taste, but the texture was exquisite.”

Gretel nodded approvingly. “That’s an effective way to avoid being cursed.”

“I’ve found it works quite well in a pinch.”

“Does this happen to you often?”

“More than twice.”

Goldilocks covered her mouth demurely as she giggled. “Shall we enter the pond, darling?”

“I suppose.” Without any further ceremony, the wolf leaped into the water. The splash was enormous, sending waves crashing against the shore that almost reached Gretel’s boots. He surfaced a moment later with his ears slicked back and water streaming from his fur like an overgrown dog.

Honestly, he was pretty cute. Not in a… weird way. Exactly. Maybe.

She was much less confused about her reaction to the next thing that happened. Goldilocks laughed and finished stripping off her dress, leaving her utterly bare and perfect. She was completely unashamed of her nakedness, which shouldn’t have surprised Gretel since the girl had spent months far from other humans and alone with a creature who didn’t wear clothes at all.

She was as beautiful without her gown as she was with it. Slender and willowy, with narrow hips and a waist so small Gretel could probably span it with both hands. Her breasts were modest but perfectly shaped, and her stomach was flat and smooth, curving down to a neat triangle of golden curls that matched the hair on her head. Her legs were long for her height, shapely and toned, and her bare feet...

Gretel made herself look away.

She’d seen plenty of naked bodies over the years. She’d stripped plenty of corpses for useful items, bathed alongside other women while posing as human in towns as she traveled, and examined her own green flesh in the mirror whenever she had a chance. Bodies were just vessels, containers for magic and meat. But even she had to admit that Goldilocks’s vessel was exceptional. She had no moles, no obvious scars, no imperfections at all. Just smooth creamy skin and those impossible golden curls tumbling onto her shoulders. It wasn’t natural. No real woman looked like this without magic smoothing away all the little flaws that made a person human.

More evidence for her theory. She would add it to her notes later.

Maybe she needed to make that sketch after all.

Goldilocks jumped into the water with a shriek of delight, and the wolf dove under and resurfaced beneath her to lift her on his back so she rode above the surface. Gretel watched them cavort from the safety of the shore. It was an almost disturbingly adorable scene to catch the Big Bad Wolf at play.

But even as she watched, something prickled at the edge of her awareness. At first she wasn’t quite sure what she was feeling, but the more time wore on, the more certain she became.

They were being watched.


Chapter nine
The Road to the Dreaming Glade


They rested at night, and left again at dawn, as the wolf had decreed.

Goldilocks was not a morning person, as it turned out. She had climbed onto the wolf’s back before her eyes were fully open and immediately fallen back asleep with her cheek pressed against his fur, her golden curls fanning out down her back like a silk banner. She snored softly and occasionally murmured what sounded like endearments, though they were too slurred by sleep to make out properly. The wolf bore this with the long-suffering patience of a creature who had clearly endured it many times before.

The other thing Gretel noticed right away was that the wolf moved faster than he needed to. He wasn’t trying to lose her or anything so dramatic, but he kept his pace just brisk enough to make her work for every step. He was testing her, seeing how long she could maintain a march before she slowed or complained or asked to rest. She could respect the tactic. You learned a lot about a person by watching them suffer in small, mundane ways.

Gretel did not slow down or complain. She walked until her calves burned and her witch-green skin was damp with perspiration, and she kept her mouth shut about all of it.

The wolf noticed this, of course. She could tell from the way his ears occasionally swiveled in her direction, tracking her footsteps, measuring the intervals between them. When the pace didn’t change after three hours, he finally slowed to a friendlier, more forgiving pace.

“Tell me about the Dreaming Glade,” the wolf said as they crossed a shallow stream, the icy water barely reaching his ankles while Gretel had to wade up to her thighs, lifting her skirts. “I know the place by reputation, but I’ve never had cause to visit.”

Gretel wrung water from the hem of her cloak and caught up. “It’s one of the old sanctuaries. Predates the kingdoms, predates the covens, possibly predates language itself. The magic there isn’t crafted or cast, but grown organically, like a forest. The glade produces things that can’t exist anywhere else, and the Moonlight Tulip is the most famous of them.”

“And the most guarded?”

“Yes.” She pulled her journal from her satchel and flipped to a page covered in her cramped handwriting. She had to squint at some of it. Her notes from six years ago were written in a different cipher than the one she used now, and she really should have updated them before embarking on this journey, but there hadn’t been time. “The glade is protected by a creature called the Dream Stag, an ancient thing with white fur and antlers that branch like winter trees and eyes that shift through every color you can imagine. It doesn’t attack physically, at least not at first. It attacks the mind.”

The wolf’s ears pricked forward. “How?”

“Illusions. It reads your deepest desires and constructs a fantasy so perfect that you can’t distinguish it from reality. People who enter the glade see their dead loved ones alive again. They see themselves ruling kingdoms, or swimming in gold, or marrying the person they always wanted. And they just… stay. They wander the glade in a happy stupor, smiling at nothing, until they starve to death or their bodies simply give out.” She tucked the journal away. “There are supposed to be hundreds of skeletons in that meadow. Maybe thousands. All of them died with blissful expressions on their faces.”

“What a way to go,” Goldilocks murmured from the wolf’s back, apparently not as asleep as she’d seemed. She stretched and yawned, arching her back in a way that probably would have stopped foot traffic in a village square. “Dreaming yourself to death. That’s oddly poetic.”

“It’s pathetic,” the wolf corrected. “Dying because you couldn’t tell the difference between what you want and what’s real. Only a weak mind falls for such tricks.”

“Can you resist it?” Gretel asked. The question was pointed, and she knew it.

The wolf turned his golden eyes on her, and she got the distinct impression that he found the question insulting but was choosing to be amused by it instead. “I am the Big Bad Wolf. I do not fall prey to the fantasies of lesser creatures.”

That was fair enough, she supposed. Gretel moved on. “The way I see it, there are two paths through the stag’s defense. The first is to want nothing at all, to approach the glade with a completely empty heart so there’s no desire for the illusion to latch onto. That’s essentially impossible for anyone with a pulse, of course. The second is to want something so fiercely and so specifically that no illusion can substitute for the real thing. The stag can’t show you what you want if what you want is standing right next to you.”

Goldilocks sat up straighter on the wolf’s back. Her emerald eyes were sharp and bright, all traces of sleepiness gone. “Well, that’s easy then. Everything I want is right here.” She patted the wolf’s flank. “I’m immune.”

“Perhaps,” Gretel said carefully. “But the stag is old and clever. It might not try to show you the wolf. It might show you something you didn’t even know you wanted.”

“There’s nothing I want besides my darling.” Goldilocks spoke with the unshakable conviction of someone who had never seriously examined her own psyche. “Nothing. Not a kingdom, not a treasure, not beauty or fame or power. Just him and just this.”

Gretel shook her head. “You lack imagination. What if he could love you as much as you love him? What if you could somehow have children together once he has his human form? What if you’re merely tempted with a vision of what you already have, and you don’t even know it’s not real?”

Goldilocks still seemed unfazed, but the wolf made a low grumbling noise that the witch interpreted as concern. Was he worried that Goldilocks might not pass the test of the Dreaming Glade? Did that imply he genuinely worried about her?

Gretel said nothing to any of this, because she was too busy being terrified.

She had not shared her own vulnerability with them, and she didn’t intend to. But the truth was that she wanted too many things. She wanted revenge against every witch who had ever preyed on a child. She wanted a world where no little girl would ever have to eat a monster to survive. She wanted her brother back, alive and whole and cracking jokes and dropping breadcrumbs along forest paths. She wanted her father to have been brave enough to save them. She wanted, God help her, to not be what she had become.

Any one of those desires could be her undoing in the Dreaming Glade. The stag would have its pick of weapons to use against her, and she had no defense except her own willpower, which was considerable but not infinite. Willpower was a resource, and resources ran out. She’d seen it happen to witches far more powerful than herself.

She would have to find another way, some trick or spell or angle she hadn’t considered yet. She had two days before the full moon, and that would have to be enough.
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They traveled east through the deepest stretch of the Darkwood, following paths that only the wolf seemed to know. The trees here were enormously old, their trunks so thick that five people couldn’t have joined hands around them, their canopy so dense that the forest floor existed in permanent twilight. Moss grew on everything, including some creatures that Gretel was fairly certain were alive and choosing to be still. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and old magic, and the sounds of the forest were muted, as if the trees themselves were listening to the travelers pass.

Goldilocks spent most of the morning doing exercises on the wolf’s back. She did handstands, balanced on one foot, and at one point hung upside down from his neck by her knees while chatting about the nutritional benefits of various berries. The wolf tolerated this with the same weary resignation he seemed to apply to everything Goldilocks did, which was to say he complained constantly and made no effort to stop her.

“If you fall and break your neck, I will leave your body for the crows.”

“I won’t fall, darling. Sister Therese trained me on surfaces much less stable than you.” She swung herself back upright with a fluid motion that made Gretel think back to her naked tummy, now imagining the defined muscles there. “Besides, you’re enormous. Falling off you would be like falling off a tree. I’d have plenty of time to catch myself on the way down.”

“Trees don’t catch things that fall off them.”

“So you’re saying you’d catch me.”

“I most certainly would not.”

Goldilocks hugged herself and straddled the wolf’s neck, closing her eyes and writhing atop him. “You’d catch me and you’d hold me close and you’d growl about how I’m insufferable and annoying, but then I’d kiss your big black snoot, and that would be that.”

The wolf’s tail gave three betraying wags before he clamped it down against his haunches. “Stop saying snoot.”

Gretel walked behind them and took more notes. She told herself it was for research purposes, that understanding the dynamic between the wolf and his so-called pet was essential to the success of the mission. This was mostly true. It was also true that watching them argue was the closest thing to real entertainment she was going to have for a while. To be honest, it was good entertainment.

She was still scribbling in her journal when the prickling sensation returned.

It was fainter than last time, more distant, but still unmistakable. Someone was watching them from the trees. Gretel had first noticed it at the pond yesterday, a subtle awareness at the edge of her magical senses, like catching a whiff of perfume in an empty room. She had said nothing at the time, partly because she wanted to observe the watcher before alerting her companions.

“We have a follower,” she said.

The wolf didn’t break stride. “Oh, I know.”

Gretel’s eyebrows rose. “You know?”

“I’ve known since before you joined us. The huntress in the red cloak.” His tongue lolled briefly from his mouth in a wicked grin. “She masks her scent well, I’ll grant her that. The talisman she wears is a fine piece of magical work. But scent isn’t the only way to track a tracker, skilled though she may be.” He left it at that, but Gretel wished he’d elaborated a bit more.

“And you haven’t confronted her because…?”

“Because she’s no threat to me, and I find her persistence amusing. Between you, Goldilocks, and Scarlet, it seems I am entering my popular era.” He stepped over a fallen log without slowing. Gretel had to climb over it.

Goldilocks hissed at the girl’s name. “I’ll cut that slutty whore’s slutty whorish throat in her sleep.”

The wolf ignored the threat completely, but Gretel thought it sounded pretty sincere. “She shot me full of silver arrows and it amounted to nothing more than a minor inconvenience and a very fun afternoon. If she tries again, the result will be the same. In the meantime, she provides a certain suspense.” His golden eyes glanced back at Gretel with a glint of dark humor.

Goldilocks, who had been braiding a section of the wolf’s mane into an elaborate pattern while listening, looked up with narrowed eyes. “Do you like her more than me?”

“Who?” the wolf said, clearly pretending ignorance.

She scoffed and smacked the top of his head, which actually made Gretel gasp. “Scarlet, the fat, slutty whorish slut. The dead woman walking. Absurd that you remember her name even now.” Goldilocks’s voice had gone sharp in a way that made Gretel equal parts horny and scared. “Do you like her more than me?”

“I like a great many things more than you.”

Goldilocks sniffed, but put on a bit of smug smirk. “Name three.”

“I… Well—this is a waste of time.” The wolf quickly changed the subject. “Anyway, the young huntress tracked me for three years before anyone else managed to find me, and she landed a shot that would have killed any normal creature. I respect her abilities and find her tale of misguided revenge somewhat inspirational, if a bit tragic.”

“You respect her.” Goldilocks’s fingers tightened in his fur. “Wonderful. You respect the woman who tried to murder you. Meanwhile I’ve devoted my entire life to you and the best I ever get is ‘insufferable.’”

“In my defense, you are insufferable. She is merely competent. These are very different, entirely non-overlapping traits in this case.”

Goldilocks opened her mouth to respond, but whatever retort she was forming died on her lips as she thought better about continuing the argument. “Whatever, darling,” she said eventually. “But if she looks at you the way I look at you, I’ll gouge her eyes out.”

“Oh, that won’t be a problem. No one looks at me the way you look at me, girl. You may rest assured on that point.”

This seemed to satisfy her, Gretel noted. She went back to braiding his mane, humming something that sounded like a hymn from her years in the convent, and the wolf walked on with his tail held just a little higher than before.

Gretel, trailing behind, filed the exchange away and added a new line to her notes: The huntress could be useful. The wolf won’t admit it, but he already seems to have collected her in his mind. He doesn’t quickly discard things that interest him—and perhaps these things aren’t quick to discard him either.

She glanced over her shoulder at the forest behind them. Somewhere back there, a woman in a red cloak was matching their pace and pretending she wasn’t being discussed. Awkward. Gretel couldn’t see her and couldn’t smell her past the talisman’s magic, but she knew the huntress was there, and she was glad for it. They were going to need all the help they could get.
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They made camp that evening at the base of a massive stone outcrop that jutted from the forest floor like the prow of a ship. The rock face was sheer on two sides, which meant they only had to worry about approaches from the front—not that they were in much danger. A small spring trickled from a crack near the top, providing fresh water. It was a good position, which Gretel suspected was why the wolf had chosen it. He acted like nothing in the world could hurt him, but he picked his resting spots with care.

Maybe he wasn’t trying to protect himself.

The wolf settled onto his belly with a heavy thud that shook the ground, and Goldilocks immediately set about building a fire. She gathered kindling, arranged it in a neat cone, and struck sparks from her tinderbox like she’d done it a thousand times before. Within minutes, a small blaze was crackling away, casting warm orange light against the gray stone.

Gretel watched from across the fire, already deep in the spellbook she’d pulled from her satchel. The firelight made the old pages glow and the spidery handwriting hard to read. She was looking for anything that might help her resist the Dream Stag’s illusions, but the witch who had written this book had apparently never visited the Dreaming Glade, and her notes on mental defense were vague at best.

“You are worried about the Glade,” the wolf observed. His head was resting on his forepaws, and his golden eyes caught the firelight in a way that made them look like they were burning from the inside. “You think the stag will break you.”

Gretel considered lying, but decided against it. There was no point in deceiving a creature so old and powerful it could probably smell dishonesty. “I have a lot of desires. Too many for the Glade to ignore. The stag will have no trouble finding something to use against me.”

“Then don’t go in.” The wolf crossed its paws, looking very smug and self-serious for a beast whose head was currently being sat upon by a skinny, pretty blonde. Thankfully Goldilocks was more interested in bending forward and repeatedly kissing the wolf’s head than paying attention to their conversation.

“I have to go in. Someone needs to pick the tulip and preserve it, and that requires a witch.”

“Then don’t have desires.”

“That’s not how desires work.”

The wolf yawned, showing every single one of his sword-length teeth, careful not to move his neck too much and unbalance his so-called slave bride. “It’s exactly how they work for me. I want nothing I cannot take for myself, and what I can take for myself needs no fantasy to achieve. The stag has nothing to offer me that I cannot simply seize with my own jaws.”

Gretel stared at him. “That’s either the most arrogant thing I’ve ever heard or… rather enlightened.”

“I’ve been called many things, but enlightened? That could be a first, Witch-Eater.”

Gretel chuckled.

Goldilocks rolled off of the Wolf’s head and stretched, once again making Gretel stir in a pretty indecent place. “I’m going to fetch some water. Would you like some witch?” The offer was a surprise. The girl had been treating Gretel with open hostility for most of their brief acquaintance, so Gretel wasn’t entirely sure what to do with the gesture.

“Thank you,” Gretel said, surprised enough to mean it. “I suppose I’ll take some. I usually avoid water that’s too pure, but I should be alright. Why so kind all of the sudden?”

The wolf’s yellow eyes followed Goldilocks possessively as she walked off. The girl shrugged one slender shoulder. “You’re going to help my darling become a man so I can kiss him and do all sorts of things with him. That earns you water, at least. Don’t read too much into it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Good.” Goldilocks vanished for only a minute, then came back with two cups filled. She knelt beside the fire and fed it another branch. The light softened her disturbingly charming face, and for a moment she looked almost divine. “May I ask you a question?”

“If you must.”

“When he becomes a man, will he still be him?” She was staring into the flames, and her voice had gone quiet and small and nothing like itself. “I mean really him. Not just his mind in a different body, but actually him. His ferocity and his temper. His strength. The way he growls when I kiss his snoot. Will I still recognize him as my darling?”

The wolf perked up at the question, and Gretel got the sense that he hadn’t considered it until now.

Gretel set the spellbook down. They deserved an honest answer to that one.

“The Moonlight Tulip doesn’t change what or who you are, nor will it weaken the magic that makes up your core. It changes what you look like and feel like.” She chose her words with care. “He’ll still be the Big Bad Wolf underneath. His strength, his magic, his personality, all of it stays the same. The human form is a shell. A disguise and little more than that. He’ll be able to take it off whenever he wants and go right back to being the enormous terrifying beast you fell in love with.”

“I didn’t fall in love with a beast,” Goldilocks said quietly. “I fell in love with the first person in the world who ever chose to be kind to me when they didn’t have to. The beast is just the shape he happens to come in.”

Gretel had no response to that. She picked up her spellbook and went back to reading, and if her vision blurred for a moment, well, that was the smoke from the fire and nothing else.

The wolf was pretending to go to sleep, but his tail gave one slow, unmistakable wag.


Chapter ten
The Glade of Dreams


By the third day on the road, Gretel had developed her own little theory about why the Darkwood’s animals went silent whenever the wolf passed through. It wasn’t fear, exactly, or at least not only fear. It was respect. As she walked with the Wolf, she sensed the same instinctive hush everywhere they went that fell over a crowd when royalty appeared.

She shared this theory with no one. The Big Bad Wolf would have either been offended by the idea that the silence wasn’t inspired by terror, or he’d have been annoyingly smug. She didn’t know him well enough to be sure which way his reaction would lean. But she could guess that it would have ended with Goldilocks cooing and moaning “Darling!” at the top of her lungs.

Most things worked out that way.

In any case, the journey to the Dreaming Glade had taken three days of hard travel through the deepest stretch of the Darkwood, past groves where the trees grew so close together that the wolf had to shrink a little to squeeze through. They went across streams that ran with water so old it tasted like stone, too. Gretel’s feet had graduated from merely sore to actively hostile, with each step feeling like an act of rebellion by her lower extremities against the tyranny of her brain’s insistence on continuing forward.

Goldilocks, naturally, showed no signs of wear at all. She rode the wolf’s back like a queen on a living throne as golden curls bounced with each of the wolf’s massive strides. Her bare, sexy little feet dangled against his flank without a scratch or callus to show for three days of travel.

Must be nice.

Technically the wolf had never told Gretel she couldn’t ride his back, but she feared asking—both for the wolf’s mockery and Goldilocks’s… murdering.

Meanwhile, the golden-haired demi-goddess had spent most of the morning using a long stick to poke at interesting mushrooms as the wolf walked past them, narrating her findings to no one in particular.

“That one’s purple. Oh, and that one has yellow spots. Darling, do you think the spotted ones are poisonous?”

The wolf rumbled. “Everything in this forest is poisonous to something. That is the nature of the Darkwood.”

“But are they poisonous to me specifically?”

“I suggest you see for yourself.”

She kissed the back of his ear and called him awful. He growled, but the growl trailed off into something that was almost a purr, which he then disguised by snapping his jaws at a passing moth while his tail wagged like a happy puppy.

Gretel walked behind them and tried to focus on the path ahead rather than on the way Goldilocks’s dress kept riding up when she shifted positions. At one point, she had a full view of the girl’s creamy thighs and found herself growing warm in the core from the unobstructed view.

Goldilocks moved constantly, though, so the view never stayed for long. She was never content to simply sit still, always stretching or twisting or even dangling her torso upside down from the wolf’s neck to examine something on the ground.

“Our shadow is still with us,” the wolf said after a long stretch of quiet.

Gretel’s gaze swept the treeline behind them. She couldn’t see or sense anyone, but she certainly trusted the wolf’s awareness more than her own. “How far back?”

“A hundred yards, perhaps.” His eyes glanced sideways at Gretel. “She’s been maintaining that distance for three days without closing or falling behind.”

Gretel almost smiled at that. “Impressive. Following from that distance while staying mostly hidden isn’t easy, not for so long.”

“Not hidden enough.” The wolf’s tail gave a single contemplative swish. “She’ll follow us to the Glade, I think. The question is whether she’ll follow us into it.”

Goldilocks scoffed from her perch. “Let the bitch. The stag will show her whatever pathetic fantasy about mutilating you she’s been nursing and she’ll rot in the grass with all the other dead. Problem solved.”

“You seem very confident,” Gretel observed with a smirk.

“I am confident. I don’t care how good she is at sneaking around. She’s still just a regular girl with a grudge and a bow and a… stupid cape.”

“Cloak,” the wolf corrected her. “A hooded cloak, to be exact.”

“Whatever.”

The wolf made an amused snort. “The huntress is more than a regular girl, either way. She is a predator of exceptional talent and considerable willpower. Whether she follows us into the Glade is her own decision… but I suspect she will.”

Gretel let that observation sit for a moment. “Sounds like she’s in good company then,” she muttered at last, just loud enough for the wolf to hear.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Goldilocks demanded.

“Nothing at all.”

At about that moment, the wolf’s ears swiveled forward, and his pace slowed. “We’re close.”

Gretel felt it too. The magic in the air had changed over the last half mile, thickening gradually until it pressed against her skin like warm water. It wasn’t hostile. It was inviting, welcoming, even. Come in, it whispered against the hairs on her arms. Come in and rest. Come in and dream.

She gritted her teeth and walked faster.
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They arrived at the Glade’s threshold at sunset, and the sight of it stopped all three of them dead.

The meadow stretched out before them in a wide gentle bowl, perhaps a quarter mile across. The grass was silver—not gray, nor pale green, nor any color that could be explained by unusual soil or a trick of fading daylight. It was absolutely silver, swaying in a breeze so gentle that Gretel could not really feel it on her own skin.

And among the silver grass, of course, there were bones.

Hundreds of bones. Skeletons sitting upright in the grass, lying on their sides, curled into fetal positions with their arms wrapped around nothing. Some were ancient, yellowed and crumbling, their clothes rotted away to leave nothing but bare bone and dust. Others were newer, still wearing the remnants of armor or traveling cloaks or the simple homespun of farmers who had wandered too far from their fields. A knight in rusted plate mail sat cross-legged with his visor up. Through the gap Gretel could see the skull beneath, grinning with a grin that outlasted the man it belonged to by perhaps a decade or more.

That was the worst part, really, if she had to pinpoint such a thing. It wasn’t the number of dead, or the variety of their stations. It wasn’t even the pair that were small enough that they had to be children. Despite the skinless, meatless faces, she still felt like their skulls were… smiling. Row after row of lipless grins, frozen in expressions of pure and uncomplicated bliss. They had died happy in their delusions. They had sat down in this beautiful silver meadow and dreamed their perfect dreams and smiled while their bodies withered around them.

That could be their fate if they weren’t careful.

“Well,” the wolf said. “This is welcoming.”

Goldilocks had gone quiet, which was unusual enough to be noteworthy. She was staring at a skeleton near the edge of the meadow. It had been a young woman in a blue dress, and she was still sitting upright with her hands folded in her lap as though she’d been waiting politely for someone to bring her tea. A circlet of tarnished silver sat crooked on her skull.

“Those were people,” Goldilocks said quietly.

The wolf hummed deep in its throat. “Now they’re set dressing.”

Goldilocks pressed her face into the wolf’s fur and held on tighter. Gretel found herself surprised again by the girl’s solemnity. She figured the blonde beauty lacked all compassion for those other than the wolf himself. Then again, she might have been misreading her entirely.

Gretel studied the meadow and parsed the magic saturating every inch of it the best she could. The power here was old in a way that made even her spellbook feel like a child’s scribbling. It didn’t flow or pulse or radiate at all. It simply existed, as fundamental to the glade as trees were to a forest. Trying to counter it with her own magic would be like trying to redirect a river with a single oar.

“We wait for moonrise,” she said. “The tulip won’t be visible until then.”

The wolf settled onto his belly at the meadow’s edge with his forepaws crossed. Goldilocks slid down and sat against his side with her knees pulled up to her chest. The sun sank below the treeline and painted the silver grass in colors the dead couldn’t appreciate. They waited.

The moon rose fat and full above the eastern trees, turning the silver grass luminous, and there at the very center of the glade something began to glow.

The Moonlight Tulip was smaller than Gretel had imagined. It stood perhaps eight inches tall on a stem so thin it looked like it might snap in a strong breeze, with petals of pure translucent white that gave off their own soft radiance. It looked fragile and impossibly delicate, the kind of thing that existed only in illustrations and fever dreams. The fact that it was real and right in front of her made Gretel’s stomach clench with hot reverence.

And then, just like that, the Dream Stag appeared.

It didn’t walk into the clearing or emerge from the trees. One moment the space beside the tulip was empty, and the next moment it was occupied by the most beautiful animal Gretel had ever seen. The stag was enormous, easily as tall at the shoulder as the wolf in his resting form, with fur so white it hurt to look at and antlers that branched upward and outward in fractals of bone that caught the moonlight and held it. Its eyes shifted color as Gretel watched, cycling from blue to green to gold to violet, never settling, never still.

It did not speak. It did not move. It simply stood beside the tulip and watched them with those impossible, shifting eyes, and Gretel understood absolutely that it would not stop them from entering the meadow. It didn’t need to. The meadow would stop them all on its own.

“Together or not at all,” the wolf said as he rose to his feet. Goldilocks scrambled up after him. “If either of you falls behind, I am not coming back for you.”

“I’ll believe that when it happens,” Goldilocks said, but she was already climbing onto his back. Her voice had a slight tremor that Gretel had never heard from her before.

“A challenge for one is a challenge for all,” Gretel confirmed. “The stag can feel our connection. It knows we’re a party. Nobody passes free unless we go through together. All three of us were always going to be tested together.”

The wolf grunted and padded forward. His first paw crossed the threshold of the silver grass, and the air changed.
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Nothing happened to the wolf.

Gretel was watching his face when the illusion hit, and all she saw was a brief flicker across his golden eyes, there and gone in less than a heartbeat. His pupils dilated for an instant and then contracted. His ears twitched once. His stride didn’t falter, his pace didn’t change, and his expression stayed exactly as it had been: mildly bored and supremely confident.

He just walked through it. “Pathetic,” he muttered, and kept going.

Gretel tried to catch a glimpse of what the stag had shown him, squinting with her witch’s eyes to read the shape of the illusion the way she could sometimes read the shape of a spell. There was nothing to read. Either the wolf had dismissed the vision so quickly that it hadn’t fully formed, or his mind was so completely armored against desire that the stag’s magic couldn’t find purchase. Both explanations were terrifying in their own way.

Goldilocks, however, was not so lucky.

She froze on the wolf’s back as suddenly as if someone had grabbed her by the spine and squeezed. Her emerald eyes went wide and glassy, fixed on something only she could see, and her lips parted in a girly gasp. Her hands tightened in the wolf’s fur until her knuckles went white.

Gretel could see this one. The stag’s magic radiated outward from Goldilocks, and Gretel’s magical senses could parse the edges of it well enough to make out the shape. It showed a golden meadow bathed in warm light. Goldilocks was there, on the wolf’s back, but the wolf was surrounded by pups. Dozens of them, tumbling over each other in the tall grass, yipping and nipping and chasing their tails. They were golden, every last one. Golden fur with emerald eyes, cute and clumsy and falling over their own paws. Some of them had curly manes that stuck up in tufts.

Gretel looked away, nauseous from the implications. “What the hell is wrong with…”

Goldilocks was reaching forward suddenly, both arms extended, fingers grasping at empty air. “Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, look at them. Darling, look at our babies. Look how beautiful they are. Can I hold one? Please, let me hold one, I just want to—”

The wolf’s massive head swung sideways and slammed into her midsection.

It wasn’t a gentle nudge, either. He hit her hard enough to knock her clean off his back, and she tumbled through the silver grass and landed on her rear with a yelp that was more surprise than pain. The impact shattered the vision completely. One moment the golden pups were everywhere, and the next they were gone, leaving nothing but moonlight and bones.

Goldilocks sat in the grass and blinked a few times. Then her cheeks turned the approximate color of a rose.

“Don’t say anything,” she whimpered softly.

“Really?” the wolf said, shaking his massive head, “Why so many of them? We need to find you another nunnery.”

Gretel held up both hands. “I watched a witch cook my brother, and I have never been so disturbed.”

Goldilocks shoved past both of them and stomped through the silver grass with her fists balled at her sides. She stepped over a skeleton without looking at it. “I hate you,” she announced to the meadow at large. “I hate this place, I hate that stag, and I especially hate that I have to do this stupid quest just so three stupid princesses can slobber all over my darling’s stupid wolfy lips.”

“If that’s the only thing they slobber on, she’ll be lucky,” Gretel muttered under her breath. Then the silver grass shifted under her feet, and everything went white.

Her turn.
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Suddenly, Gretel Grubel was standing in a kitchen.

Sunlight poured through an open window, warm and bright, carrying the scent of fresh bread and rosemary. Flour dusted the wooden countertop. A fire crackled in the hearth, low and steady. Copper pots hung from hooks on the wall, and a rolling pin sat on the table next to a mound of dough that was patiently waiting to be shaped.

A man stood at the counter with his back to her.

He was tall. Broader than she remembered, but of course he would be. He’d been a boy the last time she saw him, so pale and stuffing his face with enchanted sweets while his mind dissolved behind glassy eyes.

He wasn’t a boy anymore, and his eyes weren’t glassy either. He was a man with his full wit, just a little older than her. He had thick arms like their father and flour-dusted hands, and he was humming to himself as he worked the dough. Pressing it flat with his palms and folding it over, pressing and folding, pressing and folding. The rhythm was hypnotic.

And then he turned around.

Hansel had their mother’s eyes. She had almost forgotten that, had buried it so deep that the sight of them now hit her like a knuckle to her sternum. They were big, brown eyes, warm and gentle, so kind they made you want to tell their owner everything you’d ever done wrong just so he could forgive you for it all. His face was handsome and open, with a strong jaw and a dusting of stubble. His smile started small and then broke wide open when he saw her.

“Gretel! There you are. I was starting to think you’d sleep all morning after your journey to come see me.”

She could barely breathe. Her lungs had stopped working right from the shock of it all. She went down hard on the clean kitchen floor.

“Hey, hey.” He was beside her in an instant, kneeling down with his floury hand on her shoulder. “What’s wrong? Did you have another nightmare? Here, sit down, I just finished the sourdough. Let me get you some with honey, just the way you like it.”

Black, witchy tears were streaming down her face and dripping onto the floor. She watched them fall and pool on the clean wood, thick like ink, and some distant part of her brain noted that the floor should be staining but it wasn’t, because this floor wasn’t real. None of this was real. But her brother’s voice was so warm, and the bread smelled so good, and some weak and treacherous part of her wanted nothing more than to just sit here and let him feed her and tell her everything was fine.

“Say my name again,” she whispered.

“Huh? Gretel, of course. My sister.” He squeezed her shoulder tight. His hand was warm and solid and it was the cruelest thing anyone had ever done to her, including the witch who had cooked him. “Gretel, you’re scaring me. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

Her hands came up on their own, reaching for his face, reaching for the proof that he was here and alive and baking bread in a sunlit kitchen instead of burned to a crisp on a witch’s table. Her fingers were an inch from his cheek when she stopped.

His skin was so, so clean. There were no scars, no burns, no marks of any kind. His arms were bare to the elbow, and they were the same way. Clean and whole and unmarked by anything worse than flour and a few freckles.

That was what reminded her of the truth.

If Hansel had survived, he would be different. His eyes would have carried something behind the warmth, some shadow of what he’d been through. Even if it had never happened, there would still be scars somewhere. He would be… flawed.

This man was not flawed. He was perfect, whole, and happy, and he was an insult to her brother’s memory.

That was what the stag was testing all along. Was she so weak that she would give up her life for a brief, illusory perfection that could not exist in the first place?

The anger came up hot and sudden, boiling through her green-skinned veins.

“You’re not him,” she said.

The vision of Hansel tilted his head. “What do you mean? Gretel, it’s me. It’s—”

“My name in your mouth is a curse.”

She walked past him through the counter and the copper pots and the sunlit window, and all of it dissolved into silver moonlight as the illusion shattered around her. The bread smell vanished. The warmth vanished. Everything vanished except the silver grass and the bones of people who had believed in perfection enough to die for it.

The Moonlight Tulip was right in front of her, glowing softly in the dark.

Gretel reached down and plucked it.

The stem came free with a faint snap, and the glow intensified for a moment, pulsing once in her green hand. She whispered a preservation spell, three words in the old tongue that bound the flower’s magic to its physical form and kept it alive and potent indefinitely. The petals stiffened slightly, holding their shape, and the glow settled into something steady.

She straightened up and turned around.

The Dream Stag was watching her. It stood just a few paces away, close enough that she could see the individual hairs of its white coat and the fractal complexity of its antlers. Its eyes had stopped cycling through colors and settled on a single shade: a deep, quiet amber that looked unsettlingly familiar.

It did not speak. But something in its gaze shifted as it looked at the tulip in her hand, and then at Gretel’s face. If Gretel had to put a word to the expression, it would have been acknowledgment. She had passed, and the stag had nothing more to say about it.

It turned and walked into the moonlight and was simply gone.

The wolf and Goldilocks were waiting at the far edge of the meadow where the silver grass gave way to dark earth and normal trees. Goldilocks was sitting on the ground with her arms wrapped around her knees, wiping her eyes. The wolf stood over her with his head turned toward Gretel’s approach, and his golden eyes dropped to the tulip in her hand.

“You’re alive,” he said. “Looks like we passed.”

“Apparently.” Gretel walked out of the silver grass and onto solid ground, and her legs promptly gave up all pretense of cooperation. She sat down hard on a rock. The adrenaline was leaving her body in phases, and she held the tulip in both hands and stared at it pointedly.

“I have to ask—what did it show you?” Goldilocks asked, wiping her own eyes.

“My brother.” The words came out hollow.

Neither of her companions pressed further.


Chapter eleven
The Kiss on the Snoot


The Wolf did not sleep that night.

He lay at the edge of camp with his chin on his forepaws and watched the witch work by moonlight. She had set up her ritual space on a flat stone perhaps twenty paces from where Goldilocks was curled against his flank, snoring softly into his fur with one arm thrown across his foreleg.

Gretel, meanwhile, was performing magic that smelled like burning iron.

She had arranged the Moonlight Tulip on a silver dish she’d produced from that bottomless pit she called a satchel. The dish threw moonlight back in strange patterns against the surrounding trees, painting the bark with shapes that almost looked like words in a language nobody had spoken for a very long time. Around the dish she had drawn a circle in her own blood. Witch blood ran black and oily, and it somehow glowed in the dark despite its blackness. It defied description to see.

She knelt beside it with her spellbook open on her lap, reading from pages so old the ink had faded significantly, and the syllables she mouthed made the Wolf’s ears twitch with each one.

He didn’t like magic, least of all witch magic. He was magic, sure, but that was rather different. Magic that existed inside you was natural, like the breath of life or a heartbeat. Magic that someone else performed upon you was an imposition, and the Wolf did not care for impositions.

But he would tolerate this one. He had to admit, this adventure was shaping up to be quite the interesting diversion indeed.

“I need something from you,” Gretel said without looking up.

The wolf decided not to growl. “I assumed you would eventually, witch. What will it be?”

“A fang.”

The Wolf’s lip curled. “No.”

Gretel seemed to fight a battle inside herself not to sigh at him, which made him chuckle. “The ritual requires a piece of the subject to anchor the transformation. Fur won’t work. It needs to be bone or bone-like. A tooth, a claw, something integral, given willingly so it won’t regrow.” She finally looked straight at him, and her eyes were steady. “Without it, the tulip is just a pretty flower on a plate, and we can’t do a damned thing with it.”

The Wolf’s tail twitched irritably. “Find another anchor. Use one of the stones from the clearing, or a piece of bark, or literally anything that isn’t attached to my body.”

“I assume you are wise and old enough to know it doesn’t work that way, O Prince,” Gretel said patiently. “The magic needs to know who it’s transforming. Your own fang carries your essence in a way nothing else really can.”

The Wolf grumbled low. It was a serious sound that made the nearby trees creak. Goldilocks stirred against his side, murmured something about “pretty golden puppies,” and went immediately back to sleep.

He stared at the witch for several seconds.

“A small one,” he said. “From the back. If you take anything visible, I’ll swallow you whole and digest you at my leisure.”

Gretel’s mouth twitched. “I wouldn’t dream of marring that handsome grin of yours.”

The Wolf opened his jaws enough to give her access. The whole thing was absurd, of course. He was lying here with his mouth open while a witch he’d known for less than a week reached into his maw with her dainty green fingers and poked around his back molars. He could have closed his jaws at any moment and bitten her arm off at the shoulder, and the fact that he didn’t said something about how seriously he was taking this whole endeavor.

He wasn’t sure just what it said, but it surely said something.

Gretel found a small fang near the back of his palm, barely the size of her hand, though that was still substantial by human standards. She gripped it with both hands, muttered something guttural and ancient, and twisted. Following a flash of light, he felt a sharp sting, then a pop as it came free. Metallic-tasting blood pooled in his gums immediately, but healed fast, shortly after he swallowed it down.

“Done.” Gretel held the tooth up to the moonlight. It was ivory-white and slightly curved, nearly the size of the witch’s hand including the root. “Thank you for not eating me.”

The wolf grimly smirked at her. “The night is still young.”

She shuddered briefly, then returned to her ritual. The fang went into the silver dish beside the tulip, and she drew more blood from her finger and let it drip over both. The dead language continued, each word sounding heavier than the last, even seeming to echo slightly the longer it went on. The Wolf watched as the tulip’s glow began to pulse in time with the words. Slow at first, then faster, building to a pace that nearly matched his own heartbeat.

The air tightened, and the moonlight bent. For one disorienting moment, the Wolf felt something reach into him and take hold of his essence, not painfully but firmly. He braced against it on instinct as every hair on his body stood on end.

Then the glow collapsed inward, drawing itself into a single point of light that settled over the tulip and the fang at the same time. There was a sound like a bell struck underwater, and when it faded, both the flower and the tooth were gone. In their place sat a crystal vial no larger than Gretel’s thumb, glowing from within. The Wolf could smell himself in it, his own magic and his own essence, bound to the preserved flower, and the whole arrangement made his fur prickle.

Gretel held it up and exhaled. She looked exhausted. The ritual had taken hours, and the circles under her eyes were dark enough to be bruises.

“It’s done,” she said. “The tulip is preserved and anchored to you. All that’s left is the kiss.”

The Wolf grumbled at the thought and laid his head back down on his forepaws to close his golden eyes.

Tomorrow, then. Tomorrow he would become a man, for better or worse.

The thought sat in his stomach like a hot lump of clay he’d swallowed on purpose until he fell into a dreamless sleep. But a scant few hours later, dawn came whether the Wolf wanted it to or not.

Goldilocks woke with the first hint of dawn, which was unusual. She normally clung to sleep the way she clung to him—stubbornly and possessively. But this morning she sat up before the sun had fully cleared the treetops, and her emerald eyes were bright and fixed on the crystal vial in Gretel’s hand.

“Is it ready?” she asked in a raspy, eager whisper, hands folded in front of her chest.

“Yes,” Gretel confirmed. She was sitting cross-legged by the dead fire with the vial resting in her open palm, and she looked like she hadn’t slept. “All we need now is your kiss.”

“My kiss.” Goldilocks was already on her feet, brushing leaves and debris from her cream-colored dress with quick, distracted movements. Her hands were visibly shaking. The Wolf could see the tremor of glee in her fingers from where he lay, and the adrenaline coming off her was so strong he could taste it in the air.

She turned to Gretel with her first question before the witch could even stand up. “Will he be wearing clothes?”

Gretel blinked. “What?”

“When he transforms, I mean. Will he have clothes on, or will he be… n-n-naked?”

“He’ll be naked. I have spare clothes in my bag I can enchant to fit him, but the magic of the tulip and your lips change his body only.”

Goldilocks considered this for half a second. Then she reached behind her neck and began unlacing her dress.

Gretel’s eyes went wide like she’d just been offered an unexpected treat. “What are you doing?” she asked, though the answer was rapidly becoming obvious.

“If he’s going to be naked, then so shall I.” The laces came apart with ease, and the cream-colored silk slid off her shoulders and pooled at her feet, leaving her instantly bare. “It’s only fair. I won’t have him feel exposed while I stand there bundled up like a nun.”

The Wolf lifted his head from the ground. “You were a nun.”

“Not a very devout one, clearly,” she pointed out, stepping out of the dress entirely. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath it today.

Gretel’s eyes bulged, and a flush of color darkened her cheeks. Her mouth opened, then closed, then opened again so blatantly that she looked like a parched trout. Her gaze traveled the length of the girl’s body, and she looked genuinely blindsided.

The Wolf could hardly blame her for her indecent thoughts. Goldilocks without clothes was something the world was simply not prepared for. Even he knew she was the picture of aesthetic perfection. Carrying her was like traveling with a portable sunrise that could enhance any scene you placed it in. Now, utterly naked, it was like her beauty had been fully unveiled.

“Well?” Goldilocks put her hands on her bare hips and looked at the Wolf. “Are you ready, darling?”

“I have never been less ready for anything in my entire existence,” the wolf grumbled.

“That’s the spirit.” She walked toward him, bare feet swishing through the grass, and each step was steadier than the last. Whatever nerves had been shaking her hands a minute ago, she’d shoved them somewhere deep. By the time she reached his massive head, only the faintest tremor remained.

She knelt in front of him and placed both hands on his muzzle. Her palms were warm against his fur, and he felt her thumbs trace the ridge of his snout. His tail, the treacherous appendage, began thumping against the ground.

“Don’t,” he warned.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t make this into something more than a mechanism.” He tried to sound bored and authoritative, but the tail kept going, and she glanced past him to watch it with a knowing smirk on her irritatingly gorgeous face. “Besides, I’ll probably be a brutish looking bastard.”

“My darling,” she whispered. “My wonderful, stubborn, impossible darling. I don’t care what you look like as a man. I don’t care if you’re ugly, rotund, or even covered in warts.” Her voice cracked, but she pushed through it. “Even if you look like a toad, I will love you with everything I have, and I will learn to please you.”

The wolf rolled his golden eyes as he reclaimed control of his tail. “Silence your needy mouth, girl.”

She pulled his muzzle against her bare chest and hugged it there, pressing her cheek against the top of his head. He could feel her heartbeat through her skin, and the warmth of her body seeped into his fur.

She smelled more wonderful than anything he could think of. She always had. It was part of the reason he kept her around, but now? It was impossible not to glory in it, to luxuriate.

“Raise your head a bit more for me?” she asked softly.

“No.”

She waited, and after a stubborn pause that impressed no one, he lowered his head.

She cupped his muzzle in both hands and tilted his snout so she could look him in the eyes. Gold met green. Tears were shining in hers, the kind that hadn’t fallen yet but would any second.

“I love you,” she said. “And I can’t wait to meet my prince.”

She kissed him, pressing her lips against the tip of his snout, soft and warm, and the crystal vial in Gretel’s hand detonated with light.

It wasn’t like anything the Wolf had ever felt before.

He’d been struck by lightning a few times after getting into a fight with his uncle, a Spirit of the Storm. This was nothing like that. Lightning was violence. This didn’t burn. It sang, pouring outward in a wave of crimson radiance that lifted him off the ground.

He heard Gretel say something, “Interesting. I imagined it would be more like a werewolf transformation,” but her voice sounded far away, muffled behind a wall of red light.

The crimson glow concentrated where Goldilocks’s lips had touched his snout, taking the shape of a perfect lip-print that blazed intensely. It faded and likewise spread from there, flowing across his body, and everywhere it touched, things began to change.

His bones shortened and rearranged themselves. His spine reformed at the same time, vertebrae clicking into configurations they had never known. His front legs became arms, with fingers emerging from what had been paws. His hind legs straightened, feet stretching toward the ground with arches, toes, and heels. His tail retracted into nothingness, and his fur thinned and retreated until it covered only the places where a man’s body hair could be, which in his case turned out to be quite a few places indeed.

Losing the shape he had worn for centuries was deeply disorienting, like having one language overwritten by another. He felt smaller and diminished, and it would have infuriated him if the magic hadn’t been singing so loudly in his blood that he could barely think at all.

The crimson light pulsed one final time and then faded, lowering him gently to the ground.

The man who had been a wolf lay naked on his back in the grass, breathing hard.

He looked at his hands first, because that was the most obvious place to look.

They were large by human standards, with broad palms, long fingers, sharp, black nails, and thick knuckles. The skin was sun-darkened bronze, and when he flexed them, watching the tendons move beneath, the strangeness of it nearly overwhelmed him. Wolf fur deadened touch, but human skin did the exact opposite, and everything was vivid now, from the texture of grass beneath him to the breeze on his bare chest. Even the warmth of sunlight on his shoulders was profoundly… new.

He sat up slowly, continuing his appraisal of himself. His torso was broad and deep-chested, covered in a thick mat of black hair that trailed down the center of his stomach. He touched his own abdomen and nearly flinched at how much he could feel through his fingertips. It was so hard, with six firm muscles visible just beneath the surface, even through the uncommonly thick body hair.

He touched his face and found a strong jaw, sharp cheekbones, a heavy brow, and coarse black stubble across all of it. His hair, when he reached up, was thick, wild, and black, hanging past his ears. He ran his tongue across his teeth, which were human teeth mostly, except for the canines, which were still too sharp and still too long to pass as mortal. At that realization, he grinned without meaning to, and even in a face he’d never worn before, the grin was familiar.

It was a good face. He could tell without seeing a reflection. He was, like Goldilocks, uncommonly superior. The bones were set right, the proportions were clean, and there was nothing soft about any of it. Good. The thought of waking up as some smooth-chinned pretty boy had genuinely been terrifying to consider.

Then he looked at Goldilocks, and his whole world rearranged itself at once.

She was standing several feet away, exactly where she’d been when she kissed him, with both hands pressed over her soft, pink lips. Still naked, still flawless beyond belief, still Goldilocks, but he had never seen her like this before, not really—not through human eyes that were built to appreciate her for what she was.

As a wolf, her beauty had been an abstract thing, something he appreciated the way he enjoyed a clear blue sky. Wolves didn’t desire human women. It simply wasn’t the way of things. But he was decidedly not a wolf right now.

He looked at her, seeing her in some ways for the very first time, and every thought in his new human brain went quiet at once. The sunlight turned her golden curls into a heavenly halo. Her porcelain skin was flawless. Her waist nipped inward so sharply it made his hands flex as he imagined ringing his fingers around her. But the small, pink nipples atop her pert breasts and the few golden curls between her thighs drew his gaze with an entirely alien pull so strong that his whole body responded in ways that were entirely new to him.

Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she looked at him, reacting in her own nearly religious way. She was crying openly, silently, and her emerald eyes were taking him in with an expression of such complete adoration that he suddenly felt it—mutual need. Mutual passion. In his own way, at least.

“Darling,” she whispered through her fingers.

Something snapped in him at the sound of her voice, and he was on his feet and crossing the distance between them before the word had finished leaving her mouth. His new legs moved with a predator’s power even in this diminished body.

He caught her by the throat, not hard enough to choke, just hard enough to pin her and let her know that she was his to claim. His large hand wrapped around the slender column of her neck and he drove her backward and down into the grass. She hit the ground with a gasp, and he was on top of her before she finished breathing back inward, his weight pressing her into the earth, and his knees on either side of her hips.

Somewhere behind him, Gretel made a little gasp of her own.

Goldilocks stared up at him from the grass, pinned beneath a man who outweighed her by at least a hundred and fifty pounds. Her golden curls fanned out around her head, her cheeks flushed and wet with tears. She was trembling, but not with fear. Not even a little. He was sure of that.

“More,” she breathed. “Kiss me. Please, darling...”

For some odd reason, he did as she asked. He kissed her, but it was not a gentle kiss. It was hard and hungry, his mouth crushing against hers, literally tasting her obsession as she gave back to him with as much as she got. She tasted like the berries she must have had before he awoke, but mostly, she tasted like a beautiful woman. Her lips parted for him eagerly with every foray, and whenever his tongue found hers, she whimpered into his mouth and arched her back to press her bare chest against his. “Mm!”

He pulled back just far enough to see her face. Her pupils were blown wide, her lips already swollen, panting in shallow little breaths that made her chest rise and fall in a way he could not stop watching.

“More kisses, darling!”

“I’ll do a lot better than kisses,” he said. His voice was different in this body, deeper and rougher than he expected, though not on par with his more bestial form. Still, he liked it. It suited him.

He bit her shoulder hard enough to leave marks. Goldilocks cried out and bit him back immediately, sinking her own teeth into the muscle where his neck met his shoulder. The pain was fucking good, and he growled against her skin.

She registered that he liked it, apparently, and so her nails raked down his back in ten lines of exquisite fire. Whatever the nuns had taught her about propriety, none of it had survived the Big Bad Wolf in human form pinning her naked body to the ground in front of a peeping witch. Goldilocks scratched and bit and pulled at him with a ferocity that matched his own, her slender body writhing needily beneath his, her legs wrapping around his waist on instinct.

“What are you doing?” she gasped when his hand slid down her stomach. Her voice was caught somewhere between breathless excitement and genuine bewilderment.

“Whatever I want.”

She shuddered and bit her lip, and something about that look had him feeling more feral than he’d ever been as a wolf. “Y-yes, darling. Do whatever you want,” she repeated softly, and the submissive quality in her voice went straight through him. Her legs tightened around his back and she pulled him closer. Her eyes found his. Gold met green with a look of total surrender. “Whatever you want, darling, I belong to you. Body and soul. Forever.”

He was still aware of Gretel somewhere behind him, watching. He could not have cared less if the witch had sold tickets to every other witch in a hundred mile radius at the moment—so long as no other man ever laid eyes on his perfect prize.

His hand found her cunt, and she was already soaking wet. “Guh-ha!” Goldilocks inhaled sharply when his fingers slid through her folds, and her hips bucked off the ground hard enough that he had to press her back down with his other hand.

“Oh God,” she whimpered. “Oh, darling, what is that, what are you doing to me?”

He hardly knew the answer himself, but he slipped a finger inside her and she clenched around it immediately, tight enough that he could feel her pulse through the walls of her. Her nails dug crescents into his shoulders as he worked her open, adding a second finger and watching her face the whole time, watching her eyes flutter and her mouth fall open and her brow furrow with sensations she had no name for. She’d spent her entire adult life in a nunnery. She didn’t know what any of this was. She only knew she was fucking dripping for more of it.

“That feels...” She trailed off into a moan that she tried to muffle against his shoulder and failed. “Keep going. Please don’t stop, darling!”

But when he positioned himself between her legs, she looked down and went very still.

“Oh,” she said. “I… think I see.”

He almost laughed. She was staring at his cock with wide-eyed concern that was comical, but now was no time for comedy.

“Is… That’s going to...”

He pushed into her.

She cried out, not quite a scream, more a sharp startled gasp that melted into a low groan as he sank deeper. Her cunt resisted him and then yielded, gripping every inch of him so tight it made his jaw clench. He felt the moment something gave way inside her, and she flinched and grabbed his arms hard enough to hurt.

Which seemed remarkable to him.

“Darling,” she gasped. “Darling, it’s so much. You’re so… mmmmuch!”

“Breathe,” he told her, rougher than he intended. “Endure it for me.”

“Of course!” She breathed in short, ragged little breaths, her fingers digging into his biceps. “It hurts,” she whispered, and then, almost immediately: “But don’t you dare give up, darling. I can do it for you—nyah!—better than anyone! Better than that green slut!” She pointed over his shoulder at what had to be a very confused Gretel.

“Hey,” the witch half-heartedly protested.

Then Goldilocks’s eyes went wide, and the pain in them was already gone, replaced by something stronger still.

“Move,” she whispered, and he did.

By all the spirits of the woods, she was utterly made for him. That was the only explanation that made any sense, and after centuries of living he trusted himself to know when something was right and when it wasn’t. Her cunt took every inch of him like she’d been built to challenge but endure his shape in the most impossible ways, wet and hot and squeezing him with each thrust until he could hear the obscene slick sounds of their bodies meeting. She took everything he gave her, every thrust and every rough grip and every growled demand, and answered it with her own ferocity—with love. When he grabbed her hips and pulled her harder against him, she arched into it. When he pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, she wrapped her legs tighter and urged him deeper, never blinking, never breaking eye contact—biting her lip, sometimes biting his lip.

“Yes,” she panted. “Yes, yes, yes, darling, darling, DARLING! Right there, just like that, right inside my—Oohh!”

When he bent down and took one of her nipples between his teeth, she tangled her free hand in his hair and pulled hard enough to sting. “That’s it, darling. Suck them. Nurse like your cubs will.”

Yes. His cubs. With her. The idea had an appeal to it. It was only natural to feel an urge to procreate, even for him, but he had never met his equal in the form of another wolf. Who would have thought his equal would be a human woman?

She was so deliciously vocal, too. He hadn’t expected that, though perhaps he should have. Goldilocks was vocal about everything, from her opinions to her undying love to her murderous jealousy, so of course she would be vocal about this too. She moaned and whimpered and at one point actually growled at him when he slowed down, baring her teeth in an expression that made him want her so badly that you would have thought he didn’t already possess her.

“Harder,” she demanded. He obliged with a snap of his hips that drove the breath from her lungs and made her slick, dripping cunt squeeze him so hard his vision blurred.

“Oh!” Her back arched off the ground and her nails raked fresh lines down his chest. “My... I think my vagina is doing something.”

He almost stopped. “What?”

“I don’t know! It feels like... like something is building, and I can’t... darling, I think I’m going to...”

She couldn’t finish the sentence because her whole body started shaking, her eyes rolled back, her mouth hung open, and she screamed out “Anghhhh!”

He shifted his angle, hitched one of her legs higher against his ribs, and drove deeper. She threw her head back again, even further, and screamed again, or tried to, but it came out as “Dar-LING!” in two broken syllables loud enough to scatter birds from the nearest trees. Then she came apart beneath him, her back arching off the ground, every muscle locked as her cunt spasmed around his cock in waves that pulled him over the edge right after her.

He buried himself as deep as he could go and came inside her with a groan that rumbled up from somewhere old and primitive, filling her in hot pulses while her body milked him for everything he had. His hips jerked against her twice more, and then he was still.

Goldilocks was still twitching beneath him in little aftershocks rolling through her body, and she was laughing and crying at the same time. “What was that?” she breathed. “What just happened to me? Is it always like that? Can we do it again? I want to do it again. Darling, I need to do it again immediately. Ten more times at least!”

“Give me a moment, you insatiable creature.”

“No. No moments. More! MORE!”

After the wolf had his first near death experience in ages over the course of the next two hours, he lay there in the grass, breathing hard, tangled with Goldilocks with a look of awe plastered on his face. She was lying atop him by then, her face pressed into his shoulder.

Gretel surely cleared her throat quite a few times, but no one ever acknowledged her.

He felt Goldilocks’s eyelashes tickle his cheeks as she pressed a hundred kisses into him, pausing only once in a while to speak. “Mua! Darling, I think I understand what we just did,” she murmured against his skin. “And if I’m right… it means I’m yours forever.”

“That’s right,” he said calmly, thankful he didn’t have a tail to betray him. “You are my possession now.”

She made a small, happy sound and pressed tighter against him. He could feel her heartbeat against his chest, and for one unguarded moment he allowed himself to simply hold her.

Then Gretel cleared her throat once again.

The Wolf lifted his head and looked at the witch, who was sitting exactly where she’d been when the transformation began, legs crossed, spellbook in her lap, the crystal vial tucked safely into her satchel. Her green skin had flushed a shade darker than normal, and her eyes were very bright.

“That,” she said carefully, “was by far the greatest thing I have ever witnessed. And I once watched a dragon’s egg hatch in the caldera of a volcano.”

The Wolf stared at her. “You could have walked off and given us some space at any moment, you know.”

Gretel blinked. “Honestly? The thought didn’t occur to me even once.”

“I ought to eat you.”

“Perhaps. But not right now. Right now, you need to put on the clothes I’ve prepared for you and find some water to hydrate because we have a great deal of ground to cover and I cannot think clearly with you both lying there exposed.”

He looked down at himself. Goldilocks was the most beautiful thing about him at the moment, and she was still on top of him. His own body was covered in sweat, scratch marks, and bite impressions, and there was grass in his hair and dirt on his knees. But he did still have a pretty impressive specimen between his legs, at least.

Steadily, he lifted Goldilocks off of him and rose to his feet. It was constraining, this business of standing upright on two legs, but the tulip’s magic was doing its work, and he could feel this human body becoming less foreign with each passing minute—and he’d just had quite the crash course in how it worked.

Gretel tossed him a bundle of clothing: dark trousers, a linen shirt, and a leather vest. All of it was a miraculously perfect fit, which meant that she probably cast her resizing spell on it sometime in the last couple of hours while he was attending to his most prized possession. He pulled the trousers on and left the shirt unlaced at the chest because, frankly, he didn’t know how to tie a knot.

It never came up before.

Anyway, he turned back to Goldilocks.

She was still on the ground. She was trying to stand, and it was not going great.

Her legs were shaking visibly, and her first attempt to rise ended with her sitting back down immediately, eyes wide with lingering pleasure and a delirious look on her face. She pressed her thighs together, winced, giggled, and winced again.

“I’m fine,” she announced. “Perfectly fine. Just give me a moment. My legs have... become jelly.”

The Wolf reached down and pulled her to her feet with one hand. She wobbled against him and grabbed his arm for balance, and when she looked up at him, her emerald eyes were so full of joy that it was almost painful to look at directly.

“You’re so tall,” she said. Her voice was dreamy and unfocused. “You’re so tall. And warm. And you smell even better like this, did you know that?” She pressed her nose against his chest and inhaled. “And your eyes are still gold, and your... and your...”

She gave up on words and just pressed her face against him, swaying on her feet.

“Clothes,” he reminded her.

“Mmm.”

“Goldilocks.”

“Hmm? Oh. Yes. Clothes. Right.”

She picked up her dress from where it lay crumpled in the grass and began the slow, shaky process of putting it back on. Her hands were trembling too much to manage the laces, and after watching her fumble for a solid minute, the Wolf stepped behind her and did them himself. His large fingers turned out to be surprisingly deft with small cords, though he tugged the bodice tighter than strictly necessary just to hear her gasp.

“A shame you can’t be naked all the time,” he said near her ear. “In this form, I can appreciate your many physical advantages far more than before.”

Goldilocks let out an airy squeak. She turned around, grinned, and replied, “I could be. Naked all the time. If you wanted. I would do that for you, darling.”

The Wolf considered this for approximately one second before the image of some merchant or farmer or wandering knight laying eyes on what was his made something in his chest go hot.

“No,” he said, and the growl in his voice surprised even him. “I would never risk letting a human male witness my possession in that way. It would dishonor me, and I would be forced to kill every man who saw you. We would never reach Rapunzel’s tower because I would be too busy burying corpses along the roadside.”

Goldilocks stared up at him with drunken delight on her face.

Gretel gave up on clearing her throat and just groaned openly. “If you two are quite finished...” The witch pulled a piece of folded parchment from her satchel, smoothing it open against a rock. “The journey to Rapunzel’s tower will take weeks. We need to cross the Shimmerwood, pass through at least one human settlement for supplies, traverse the Saltflats, and then locate the tower itself, which is said to drift across the wasteland like a ship without an anchor.”

The Wolf stepped closer to examine the map. “And Prince Gallant?” His voice came out as a growl.

“He set out days before us, but he travels with a full retinue. They move slowly. If we travel light and fast, we can overtake them before they reach the wasteland. But we can’t afford to waste time. Every day we linger is a day Gallant gains on us.”

The Wolf looked at Goldilocks. She caught his gaze and smiled so wide it crinkled her eyes, but when she tried to take a step forward, her knees buckled and she had to catch herself on a tree. He grinned wickedly as he recalled her nudity in his mind’s eye. “I believe Goldilocks and I will need to take many breaks along the way,” he said.

Goldilocks just giggled.

Gretel stared at the two of them for a long moment and started massaging her temples. “This is going to be a long trip.”

She didn’t sound too upset about it, though.


Chapter twelve
The Edge of the Woods


Scarlet Strauss had been following the Big Bad Wolf for quite a while now, and the strangest thing about it was how… boring it had become.

Not the tracking itself, mind you. Tracking was never boring. There was always so much to keep abreast of, even for something as massive and obvious as the Big Bad Wolf and his cautionless entourage.

But the subject of her tracking had become very predictable. The wolf, now in human form, walked, and the golden-haired girl hung off his arm, rode his shoulders, skipped ahead, or did cartwheels in clearings for no good reason. The pair of them had lots of steamy sex whenever they stopped to rest, which Scarlet found enthralling for reasons she wasn’t about to personally examine.

Then there was Gretel. She liked Gretel, though she did watch the wolf and the blonde’s unwholesome romance play out a bit too intently for decency. But even the witch wasn’t that exciting to observe anymore.

Sometimes when they walked, the witch would stop to scribble in her journal, or someone would pee, or the wolf would hunt and eat something. They bickered, they bantered, they made camp. The girl kissed the wolf and called him darling constantly. She also learned to do more with her lips aside from kissing, which was honestly educational for Scarlet as well, sheltered as she kept herself.

What was new was that while the wolf still threatened to eat her when he was in wolf form, in human form the threats came less often, even if he still shrugged off her romantic confessions without openly reciprocating. Oh, he reciprocated her lust, and he often reminded her of her status as his pet and property, but he never once admitted to his obvious romantic feelings.

Scarlet was actually starting to root for Goldilocks a little. Maybe one day she’d get some kind of spoken acknowledgment?

Today, however, Scarlet’s tracking journey was about to get interesting because the trees were thinning and she was running out of places to hide.

She noticed little by little how the ancient oaks gave way to younger growth, then to birches, and finally saplings that barely were taller than her. Sunlight was leaking through in wider patches, and the forest floor had shifted from moss and shadow to scrub grass and wildflowers. The air tasted different too, and though it was rather fresh, she didn’t care for it, because of what it meant.

The Darkwood was ending.

From her position about a hundred yards back and twenty feet up in a diminishing canopy, Scarlet watched the trio reach the treeline. The wolf stopped first. He was in his human form today, as he had mostly been since the transformation, and even from this distance she could see the way his body went still at the forest’s edge. He stood with one hand resting against the last oak and stared out at the rolling farmland beyond.

It wasn’t fear—Scarlet had seen enough predators to know what fear looked like, and this wasn’t it. He looked like a man standing at the edge of the only place he’d called home for a hundred years and realizing he was about to leave it.

Honestly, Scarlet was in a similar position.

Goldilocks had no such reaction. She took one look at the open horizon and squealed like a child, grabbed the wolf’s hand, and yanked him forward, earning some weak insults and a swat on her rear. Gretel watched them go with a smirk that Scarlet found relatable before ultimately following behind them.

Now she had a problem.

Scarlet lowered herself from the branch and crouched at the base of the tree, studying the terrain ahead. It was open grassland, rolling hills, low hedgerows, and even a dirt road winding between fields of barley and wheat. It was basically the worst possible terrain for shadowing someone without being seen.

In the Darkwood, she’d had everything she needed to stalk expertly. She could maintain a stealthy distance indefinitely in that kind of cover, and she had. Out here there was nothing but flat fields, short hedges, and a sky so starkly blue it felt almost nausea-inducing to look at after weeks of browns and greens.

In the end, she decided she could parallel their route along the nearest hedgerow. It ran roughly east and would keep her within sight of the road for at least a mile or two before it curved away. It wasn’t ideal, but it was the only cover available.

Scarlet moved quickly along the treeline until she found a gap that let her slip into the hedge without exposing herself to the road. The hedge was thick enough to block casual observation but not thick enough to block a witch’s magical senses. She knew that, and she was counting on Gretel keeping her mouth shut about it, or rather the party simply not caring about her presence, which she tried very hard not to think about.

She made it forty minutes before the witch looked directly at her through a gap in the hedge.

Gretel didn’t say anything. She just turned her amber, slit-pupilled eyes toward the hedge, found Scarlet’s position easily, and held her gaze for three full seconds before looking away again.

Message received.

Scarlet’s jaw tightened and she adjusted her bow across her shoulder and kept moving.

Another twenty minutes of this absolute farce brought them to a river, a proper one, wide and fast-moving, with white-capped rapids that churned over mossy stones. A wooden bridge spanned the narrowest point, sturdy enough to handle a loaded wagon but weathered by rain and heavy use. Standing in the middle of it, thick arms folded across a barrel chest, was a troll.

An ugly specimen. Most trolls were, admittedly, but this one had really committed to the bit. Its mottled gray-green skin stretched over a body shaped like a jagged boulder, with half-rotted tusks jutting from its lower jaw and small beady eyes. It wore a leather vest and nothing else, which was certainly a choice, and when the wolf’s party approached the bridge, it raised one massive hand.

“Three gold per traveler,” the troll announced in a gravelly voice and a disarmingly folksy accent. “Bridge toll. No exceptions.”

Scarlet unslung her bow and settled into a crouch to watch from a distance.

The wolf stepped forward. Even in human form he was imposing, broad-shouldered and tall, and he looked straight at the troll with golden eyes that belonged on no human ever.

“Move,” the wolf said.

The troll didn’t move, and Scarlet was already starting to feel bad for him in advance. “Three gold per traveler. That’s three of you, so that’s nine gold total. Bridge rules. I don’t make ‘em, I just enforce ‘em.”

“You absolutely make them,” Gretel said from behind the wolf.

“I didn’t say I didn’t make ‘em,” the troll grunted.

“You… But you did,” Goldilocks murmured, struggling to keep up with the apparent stupidity of their new acquaintance.

“Aye, that I did.”

Maybe he was actually a genius?

“I could kill you,” the wolf said conversationally. “I could rip you apart and scatter the pieces across both banks of this river. But I’m told that bridge trolls are magically bound to their structures, and killing you might destroy the bridge as well.”

“That’s right.” The troll puffed its chest out. “Kill me and the bridge falls. And good luck pulling that off, mind ya. I’m a tough bugger. I eat humans like you for breakfast.”

“Not like me,” the wolf chuckled. “Either way, if I kill you, I could simply jump the river, could I not?”

The troll blinked. “But… it’s wide.”

Gretel looked at the churning rapids and then at the wolf. “You could do it, I have no doubt. But can you make that jump carrying both Goldilocks and myself?”

The wolf studied the distance and stroked his chin. “I would never carry you, witch. I could easily manage Goldilocks.”

“I’m very dainty after all,” the blonde cooed as she carelessly nuzzled the wolf from behind.

Gretel’s mouth fell open in shock. “You carried me on your back just last week! With Goldilocks!”

“My whims are fickle and often intentionally cruel.” He grinned at her, flashing his sharp canines, and Scarlet watched as the witch’s legs betrayed her with an obvious wobble. The green-skinned woman caught herself and straightened, but the damage to her pride was done.

The troll scratched its rocky head. “Wait. She rode your back? But you’re a man. How’d two women ride a man’s back at the same time?”

The wolf looked at the troll, then at Goldilocks, and finally at Gretel. He stroked his chin again, theatrically thoughtful. “You know, it’s funny you should bring that up,” he said. “In some ways, it’s actually more possible now for two women to ride me at once than it was not long ago.”

Goldilocks giggled while Gretel turned a darker shade of green. “True, darling, but if you ever let her ride you like I do when the moon comes out, I’ll cut her head off and beg you to eat it.”

“And I would, but not to please you.”

“Whatever you say, my love.”

While the poor witch attempted to restart negotiations with the troll, offering various magical services in lieu of gold, Scarlet made her decision. She’d been watching from the hedge long enough. The tracking game was over—it had been over since they left the Darkwood, if she was honest with herself—and right now, these three idiots needed to cross a bridge and didn’t have nine gold pieces between them.

She nocked an arrow, drew, and released.

The silver-tipped shaft thudded into the bridge post two inches from the troll’s left ear. The creature flinched sideways with a yelp, and every head turned toward the hedgerow.

Scarlet stepped out of the shadows, revealing herself formally for the first time since she attacked the wolf.

She walked toward the bridge with a second arrow already nocked, the red hood up and her cloak billowing behind her. The wolf was watching her with an annoyingly handsome grin, but Goldilocks looked quite unhappy to see her again. Gretel, on the other hand, looked relieved.

She did not acknowledge any of them right away.

“Here’s the thing,” Scarlet said as she reached the foot of the bridge. “Unlike them, I don’t need to cross. I have no business on the other side of this river. So I have absolutely no problem putting an arrow through your skull and watching your bridge crumble into the rapids. And that arrow next to you, I’m sure you noticed, is tipped with blessed silver—which will kill even you and damn your soul to perdition forever.”

The troll’s eyes darted between the silver arrowhead and Scarlet’s face, trying to determine if she was bluffing. She wasn’t, and the troll could tell.

The wolf grinned. “I wouldn’t test her, troll. And for the record, I certainly haven’t given up on crueler alternatives myself.”

“More importantly,” Goldilocks added, still hugging the wolf from the back “We’ve come a long way and we don’t have money, even if we did want to give it to you. So it all comes down to whether or not this is worth your life.”

They turned on the troll together, and the creature looked from one to the other and did the math.

She put the second arrow into the bridge post on the other side of the troll’s head.

“The third goes between your eyes,” she told it. “Let them pass.”

The troll retreated to the far side of the bridge so quickly it nearly tripped over its own feet. Once there, it pressed itself against the railing and waved them through with both hands, all bluster gone.

Goldilocks went first, walking primly past the cowering troll with her nose in the air. “Thank you,” she said politely as she passed. Gretel followed and thanked the troll as well, adding a nod that was almost courteous. Scarlet pulled her two arrows free from the bridge posts as she crossed, sliding them back into her quiver. She gave the troll a curt nod of her own.

The wolf crossed last. He walked casually up to the troll, and the creature flinched back against the railing at his approach. The wolf studied it for a moment with his head tilted like he was trying to make an important decision. Then, almost faster than Scarlet’s eyes could follow, he grabbed the troll’s head in both hands and twisted.

The crunch and crack of its neck breaking echoed off the water. The wolf tore the head clean off and hurled it into the river, where it splashed and bobbed in the current before vanishing downstream. The troll’s headless body stood frozen for two full seconds before it let out a gurgling shriek from its open neck, turned, and sprinted after its own head, stumbling down the riverbank and crashing into the rapids in pursuit.

They stood on the far side of the bridge and watched it go.

“Damn,” the wolf said, wiping his hands on his trousers. “I thought that would kill him.”

“To be fair, that would kill a lot of things, darling.”

Scarlet rounded on him. “Why the hell did you do that?”

“Because he was a nuisance. And why do you care? He was also a monster who probably ate little goats and children who tried to cross all the time.”

Scarlet frowned at him. “Even so, that was needlessly cruel.”

His golden eyes settled on her, and she felt her feet root to the dirt road. “It’s unimportant either way, Scarlet Strauss. The huntress in the red hood.” He crossed his arms. “You’ve been following us for quite some time. I think it’s well past time you explained what it is you still want from me.”

Goldilocks appeared at the wolf’s side with her hands on her hips, glaring at Scarlet. Gretel was hanging back a few steps with her journal already half-open.

Scarlet lowered her bow and took in a deep breath. She’d rehearsed this conversation a hundred times over the past two weeks. True, none of those rehearsals had started with her shooting arrows at a bridge troll, but one worked with the moment one was given.

“After our… encounter,” she began, “I lost sight of my purpose. You told me the truth about my grandmother, and everything I’d built my life around turned out to be a lie. Or at least a misunderstanding.” She swallowed hard. “I didn’t know what to do with that. Was it still worth throwing my life away to hunt you for such a reason? Or did I have some other purpose? So, with nothing else, I followed you, looking for some kind of answer to my questions. I thought if I watched you long enough, I could figure out whether you were really the monster everyone claims, and worthy of death, or if the truth was more complicated than the stories.”

The wolf watched her and said nothing. She continued a moment later, after finding her thoughts.

“I heard enough of the witch’s pitch to understand what you’re all after now.” She glanced at Gretel. “Rescuing the Perfect Princesses of legend and saving the world from the end of all magic is indeed a worthy quest. I stayed because I wanted to see if you actually intended to go through with it, if the Big Bad Wolf was genuinely going to try to save the world.”

“And?” the wolf asked. “What have you determined, huntress?”

“Boring,” Goldilocks muttered. “Can I watch you eat her now, darling? For me?”

The wolf grumbled and seemed to be actively avoiding looking her in the eyes when she made that plea, as if seeing her face might have some sway over him. Scarlet was grateful for that, she supposed.

Scarlet went on. “I’m mostly convinced. But I don’t trust your cohesion as a group. You’ve got a witch, a former nun with some acrobatic training, and yourself. Gretel is powerful, probably, and committed to the mission, but Goldilocks… she’s feisty, but that’s about the best I can assuredly say. She might be more burden than asset.”

“Bitch!” Goldilocks released the wolf’s arm and made a lunge forward, and Scarlet’s hand twitched toward her quiver before she could stop it. The girl was fast—she’d seen that firsthand when Goldilocks had plucked silver arrows out of the wolf’s hide with her bare hands.

The wolf placed a large hand on Goldilocks’s shoulder without looking at her. “She is more pet than burden, however.”

Gretel’s eyebrows rose. “That may unironically be the sweetest thing you’ve ever said about her.”

Goldilocks blinked and turned the words over in her head, then quickly started fanning herself. “Oh, darling!”.

“I’m a pragmatist,” Scarlet continued. “If you’re going to save the world, and you’ve already shown you’re willing to travel with companions to do it, then I want to be a part of it to make sure it actually happens. I’m the best tracker and the best shot in the Darkwood, and I can track as well as you.” She held his gaze. “And I’ll be insurance for the mission, too. If you don’t go through with it, if you decide to abandon this quest, I’ll put an arrow in you.”

The wolf’s grin disarmed her completely. “Silver-tipped, I presume.”

“Obviously,” she said, feigning confidence.

He laughed, a short rough sound that wasn’t as human as she would have liked.

“You’re welcome to join us, huntress,” he said. “On two conditions. First, you don’t shoot me without warning. It was mildly annoying the last time, and I would hate to have to punish such a talented predator for a repeated offense.”

“Agreed.”

“Second.” He uncrossed his arms and let his gaze move from Scarlet to Goldilocks to Gretel and back again. “We should be open about the fact that I will eventually possess you the way I possess everyone else who travels with me. You will belong to me, body and soul, in the same way Goldilocks and the witch already do.”

Gretel’s head snapped up from her journal. “I beg your pardon? Since when do I belong to you?”

The wolf swatted a hand in her direction without really looking at her. “You travel under my protection. That makes you mine.”

“Goldilocks and I receive markedly different treatment for two women who are supposedly both your property,” the witch huffed, and Scarlet noticed her gaze flick briefly to Goldilocks before returning to the wolf. “She sleeps curled against you every night while I sleep on cold ground twenty feet away. She rides on your shoulders or is carried like a princess in your arms while I walk until my shoes fall apart and my feet bleed. If I’m a possession, I’d like to know why I’m the one gathering dust on a shelf.”

The wolf shrugged one muscular shoulder. “I am allowed my favorites. Perhaps I will ravage you soon if it bothers you so immensely.”

“Th-that’s not what I was saying!” Gretel squawked.

“You will do no such thing!” Goldilocks shrieked, fists at her sides. “Unless you want me wearing her skin as a dress!”

Scarlet pulled the strap of her bow tighter across her shoulder and fell into step beside the witch as the conversation concluded for now. It was very awkward walking in the open after so many days of shadowing. She kept catching herself drifting toward the edge of the road where the hedge could provide cover, and she had to consciously course-correct each time.

Goldilocks moved to the wolf’s other side and immediately took his hand in both of hers, pressing herself against his arm hard enough that Scarlet wondered if the girl was trying to physically merge with him.

“You don’t need to fuck that whorish witch,” she whispered. “You can fuck me all you want, whenever you want, anywhere you want, anytime you want. My pussy is yours, darling.”

The wolf laughed. “The world is mine to ravage, and that goes doubly for you, the witch, the huntress, and any princesses I likewise enslave the way.”

The women all reacted visibly to that, but Goldilocks pouted. “But then I’ll kill them.”

“We shall see. You wouldn’t want to disappoint me, would you?”

Goldilocks whimpered and shook her head. She hadn’t really stopped glaring since Scarlet emerged from the hedge, and Scarlet suspected she wouldn’t stop anytime soon.

The road wound through fields of grass under a sky that went on forever, and somewhere behind them a headless troll was fishing its own skull out of a river. Scarlet kept her eyes forward and her hand near her quiver and tried very hard not to think about the fact that she’d just missed her opportunity to reject the wolf’s claim that she was his property.

Part of her knew that she had not protested on purpose.

Oh well. She’d made worse decisions. Probably.


Chapter thirteen
The Shimmerwood Crossing


The trees in the Shimmerwood were nothing like the Darkwood’s gnarled old giants. They were slender and pale-barked, and the canopy wasn’t nearly so gloomy. In fact, wildflowers carpeted the forest floor in colors so vivid they looked painted on, and the air reminded her of the smell of candy.

The sweet stench was revolting to Gretel, but admittedly she had her reasons for feeling that way.

“How charming.” Goldilocks walked at the human wolf’s side with her hand in his and her emerald eyes wide. Her bare feet didn’t seem to mind the change in terrain one bit. “Look at the little houses!”

Gretel squinted. The pretty blonde probable demigoddess was pointing at a cluster of tiny structures nestled in the roots of a nearby oak. They were proper houses in miniature, with thatched roofs, tiny shuttered windows, and a little cobblestone path connecting them. Smoke curled from the chimneys and everything. There was even a little hedgehog in a waistcoat that was sweeping its front step with a broom the size of a matchstick.

The hedgehog looked up from its sweeping, and its tiny eyes traveled from the wolf’s boots to his face. Whatever it saw there made it drop its broom and scurry inside, slamming its miniature door hard enough to rattle the shutters.

“Charming indeed,” the wolf repeated flatly. His jaw was tight for some reason, and Gretel noted he looked tenser here than he had in the Dreaming Glade. “We’d best move through quickly. I don’t want to spend a minute longer in this place than absolutely necessary.”

Gretel watched him carefully. She’d studied every one of his moods over the past few weeks, and this was new. What was it about a tiny hedgehog sweeping a tiny doorstep that had him so spooked?

“You’ve been here before,” Gretel observed.

His golden eyes cut sideways to her. “I’ve been everywhere at least once.”

“And?”

“On my last visit, I had a bad experience.”

Gretel waited for elaboration. None came. She pressed anyway, which in retrospect was pretty bold of her. “What kind of bad experience?”

The wolf’s lip curled. “A curse.” He was walking faster all of a sudden. Goldilocks had to jog to keep pace, and Gretel wasn’t managing much better. He cast a sideways glance at Goldilocks’s rising and falling breasts before snorting and said, “I suspect it still haunts me to this day.”

“What does the curse do, if I may inquire?” Gretel asked. “Witches can deal with some curses, you know. We dole them out pretty frequently.”

The wolf stopped walking when he heard that. He looked at her, scanning her up and down, then snorted as though in disgust. He’d decided in a moment that she was most certainly not strong enough to help him.

Ouch.

“Sew those inquisitive lips shut, witch,” he said bitterly. “Do us all a favor.”

Goldilocks’s lips parted briefly, and she turned her head to share an uncommonly worried look with Gretel. She was wiser than the witch in that she said nothing at all on the topic for now.

They walked on.

Scarlet, who had been trailing the rest of the group at about fifteen feet, closed the gap to walk beside Gretel. She moved quietly, keeping her red cloak pulled back to stop it from snagging on branches. She was beautiful in a harsher way than Goldilocks was. Both were conventionally easy on the eyes and had some degree of athleticism, but the red hooded woman looked the part, with taut muscles and a respectable tan along her arms, legs, and midriff. Her facial features were sharp and striking, and she bore slight scars here and there—the witch was just noticing one along her neck now. Her piercing blue predatory eyes reminded Gretel a little of a wolf herself.

“Can I ask you both some questions?” Scarlet pitched her voice low enough that the wolf, walking ten paces ahead of them all, would have to strain to hear. “I’ve been following you for weeks, but I only caught fragments here and there, as you might imagine. I’d like to fill in some gaps and you seem like the girls to fill them in.”

Gretel blinked, taking the phrase as a bit of a pickup line for a moment, but her senses caught up to her. “Alright.”

Goldilocks sighed, sounding performatively bored. “Very well.”

“You grew up in a convent, Goldilocks, did you not?”

“Yes, I did. It was boring. And strict, as you’d imagine. There was lots of praying, chores, and being told not to run in the halls.” Goldilocks kicked a pebble off the path. “The nuns weren’t all bad. They sensed I was destined for great things, and they taught me their unique skills. Useful skills, too.”

“Did you have friends there?”

Goldilocks was quiet for several steps as her bare feet padded softly on the mossy path.

“Not really,” she said eventually. Her voice had lost its edge. “The other girls were nice enough to me, I suppose. Everyone was always nice to me my whole life. The nuns doted on me, the village children brought me flowers when they visited, the older girls braided my hair and fought over who got to sit next to me at meals and prayer.” She shrugged one slender shoulder.

Gretel was intrigued by that new detail. People gravitated toward Goldilocks without understanding why? That was consistent with her theory about the girl’s magical nature.

“It’s the Privilege of the Prettiest,” Gretel offered quietly. “It’s a gift shared by many firstborn princesses and heroines in lore. Their unnatural beauty draws people in whether they intend to come closer or not, and they are often given special treatment. I wonder if you might be some princess abandoned on adoptive parents’ doorsteps or something.”

Scarlet shook her head slowly. “I’m not sure that’s what it is. From everything I’ve overheard, and what you’ve told me about her magic, it sounds more like she was directed into the wolf’s life by fate.”

The wolf’s shoulders stiffened. He’d heard that, then, even at this distance.

“Fate? You think so?” Goldilocks gushed, doing a little spin that kicked up her skirts. She turned the idea over for a few paces, her brow furrowed. “But that would mean the storm…”

“It would mean a lot of things,” Scarlet said carefully. “I’m just speculating, but there is something odd about your connection to our wolfy… friend.”

Goldilocks went quiet again.

They passed through a stretch of forest where the trees grew in neat rows like someone had once planted them that way. A family of rabbits in matching blue vests waved at them from a burrow entrance. The wolf growled low at the sight of them, and the rabbits vanished underground, squeaking in unison.

Goldilocks nudged him in the ribs. “Darling, stop that. You’re frightening the locals. And you’re not even a wolf right now, so growling is more than a little odd.”

The wolf looked down at her, then back at the burrow where the rabbits had disappeared. “I can’t help it. Even in this form, I look at them and all I see is a particularly annoying dinner.”

Goldilocks patted his arm. “Well, keep it to yourself. We need these people to not work against us as we travel through here.”

“Maybe you do,” the wolf snorted. “I’ve never much been concerned with how locals take to me.”

Gretel arched a brow. “And yet you seem a little on edge here.”

“Which brings me to another problem,” Goldilocks continued, sensing that her lover was about to say something nasty or defensive. “We can’t keep calling you the Big Bad Wolf. Or even ‘the wolf.’ Not here.” She gestured at the Shimmerwood around them. “These animals talk and they gossip, and if word gets around that the Big Bad Wolf is stomping through their pretty little forest, we’ll have a much harder time. We need help to navigate through, and nobody’s going to help a party led by you.”

The wolf considered this. “A valid point,” he admitted. Gretel was surprised he conceded so quickly—he must have really wanted to get through the Shimmerwood without incident. “Very well. I will take a common, unassuming human name. Something plain and forgettable.” He paused for exactly one second. “I dub myself ‘Biggs Badley.’”

Gretel and the two other women stopped walking at the exact same time. “There is no one in all of the land with that name.”

“Perhaps not that exact combination of names,” the wolf said, not slowing down. “But there are surely men named Biggs. And there are surely men named Badley.”

Goldilocks made a face as she and the women started to jog back to the wolf’s side. “Bradley is a given name, darling. Not Badley. And Biggs is a surname, not a first name. You’ve got them flipped.”

“I have spoken,” he said. All three women made awkward eye contact and either shrugged or sighed.

Biggs Badley it was, then.
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They smelled the smoke before they saw the village.

It wasn’t the pleasant smoke of cooking fires. Something was burning that wasn’t meant to burn, and it carried on the breeze with it came sounds that Gretel’s ears needed a moment to process.

Was that… very high pitched screaming?

They came around a bend in the path and found a mouse village in crisis.

The village was built around the base of an elm tree, with perhaps two dozen tiny houses arranged in concentric circles connected by cobblestone paths no wider than Gretel’s hand. Some of the houses were damaged, with caved in walls and collapsed roofs. A miniature barn near the edge of the settlement had been completely flattened, and the wreckage was smeared with something dark. Mice in little clothes ran everywhere in a squeaky panic.

The source of the destruction was obvious. There was a snake, about four feet long, not particularly large by human standards but absolutely enormous in relation to the mouse village. It was coiled around the base of the elm tree. It did not seem to be a talking snake that could be reasoned with.

“We keep moving,” the wolf said simply.

“Why?” Scarlet said. “Those poor mice need help, and it won’t take much time at all to do so.”

“Those mice are not my concern.”

Gretel wasn’t as good-natured as Scarlet but she saw an opportunity. “Think about this practically. Goodwill among the Shimmerwood’s smallfolk could mean useful information about the route ahead. Word travels fast between these communities. Help them here, and every mouse village from here to the Saltflats knows we’re allies. That’s scouts and informants along our entire path.”

The wolf’s jaw tightened as he thought it over.

“Also,” Goldilocks added, “it’s a snake. You eat things bigger than that before breakfast. It won’t take much time to deal with. Normally I’d agree not to bother with the plight of random creatures, darling, but when it’s no spent sweat at all, why not?”

The wolf sighed. It was a very human sigh for a creature who had been human for less than a week.

He walked toward the snake and seized it behind the head. Gretel was absolutely floored how efficient and fearless that was. With three quick, efficient twists he wrenched the creature from the elm tree and broke its spine. Then he tossed the dead snake aside, wiped his hands on his trousers, and looked less like a hero and more like a man who had just finished tossing a load onto a heap of manure.

Scarlet’s lips parted before she pressed them shut again. She looked away, but not before Gretel caught the faint flush creeping up the huntress’s neck. Oh, that was interesting.

Join the sisterhood, Gretel thought. There’s room.

The mice swarmed out of their hiding places in a chattering wave of gratitude. A mouse in a tiny mayor’s sash climbed onto a rock to address them, and Gretel knelt to hear him properly while the wolf stood behind her looking visibly impatient—and even a bit on edge.

He really must hate this forest.

“Bless you, travelers, bless you! That beast has been terrorizing our village all day!” The mouse mayor clutched his tiny sash with both paws. “We’ve lost six houses, the granary, and poor Skizzy Biscuitson, rest his sweet soul.”

“We’re glad to help,” Gretel said, taking the initiative. “We’re passing through on our way east, toward the Saltflats. Any information about the path ahead would be appreciated.”

The mouse mayor’s tiny eyes went wide. “The Saltflats! Oh my. Well, you’re not the first to head that way recently. A prince came through about a week ago. Human fellow, very tall, shiny armor. Had fifty soldiers with him, at least, and three big wagons full of supplies, and a man with maps who kept stopping to draw things.”

“Prince Gallant,” Scarlet said quietly.

“Damn,” the wolf, or Biggs Badley, grunted quietly.

“That’s the one! He took the southern road around the Shimmerwood. Safer route, but longer.” The mouse mayor scratched behind one round ear. “If you’re trying to beat him there, you could cut northeast through the Thornback Ridge. It’s rougher terrain with no proper road, but it shaves off days. A week, maybe more, depending on how fast you travel, so you could potentially catch up.”

“And the risks?” Gretel asked.

“Bandits, mostly. Some trolls in the hill passes, though fewer than there used to be. The biggest problem is the Saltflats themselves. There’s no water, nor shade, and the ground plays tricks on your eyes. People walk in circles out there until they drop.” The mouse mayor shuddered. “But you’ve got a big strong fellow with you, so maybe you’ll manage.”

The big strong fellow had his arms crossed and was staring into the middle distance. Gretel couldn’t believe that she actually felt embarrassed by his standoffishness, like she was responsible for him.

“Thank you,” the witch said. “We’ll take the northeast route.”

“Bless you again! And if you pass through Willowmere or Bramblewood, tell them Mayor Smiggles sent you. The mice of Oakhollow always remember a kindness.”

Gretel nodded and stood, and they departed without uttering another word of farewell, ignoring the cheers of squeaky-voiced mice behind them..

Scarlet drifted to Gretel’s side at the edge of the clearing, when Goldilocks and the wolf had ventured far enough ahead.

“Can I ask you something?”

“I don’t suppose I can stop you.”

“Why do you trust the wolf?”

Gretel almost laughed at that. “Obviously I don’t. I don’t even trust him not to eat me when this is all over.”

Scarlet’s dark eyes narrowed. “You’ve traveled with him for weeks. You performed magic on him. You helped him take human form. That requires a certain amount of trust.”

“No, it requires a certain amount of necessity.” Gretel watched Goldilocks pepper constant kisses on the wolf’s nape as he carried her piggyback. “I trust that the wolf is exactly what he appears to be: a selfish predator who happens to be the only creature alive that can prevent the end of all magic. I don’t trust his goodness, because he doesn’t have any. Not in the way you or I would define it, certainly.” She let that sit. “But I trust his nature. He does what amuses him, what challenges him, and what serves his interests. Right now, this quest does all three.”

Scarlet was quiet, watching the same scene. “That’s a better answer than I expected. Do you think he’d ever harm Goldilocks?”

Gretel immediately shook her head. “Never.”

“That is very interesting to me. He seems capable of more complex feelings and impulses than hunger and rage. He spared me on purpose twice, you know. At first I thought he was toying with me, but now I think it’s because he has a sort of code.”

“I believe that. He is capable of love, I am sure of that much.”

Scarlet scoffed. “I don’t think he loves me.”

“No, but he might have pegged you for something special the way he did Goldilocks. I’m not saying that makes him virtuous and heroic just because he can develop a selfish interest in others.”

“I think he’s made the same determination about you,” Scarlet said.

Gretel looked at her with an arched eyebrow. “I think there is an ocean of difference between his feelings for Goldilocks and myself.

Scarlet shrugged. “For now. Watch yourself, witch… I should tell you something.”

“Oh?”

She looked straight ahead, her voice flat and direct, her face scrunching up like she was ripping off a bandage. “I saw him with Goldilocks, you know. Obviously, with all the rutting they’ve done, you must be aware that I’ve seen some of it.”

Gretel needed a second to prepare herself for the abrupt shift in tone. Her eyebrows climbed high up her forehead as she processed this. “You watched them have sex? Multiple times, I assume?”

“I was always tracking you. They happened to... it happened. Repeatedly. And violently.” Scarlet swallowed hard but her voice stayed level. “I couldn’t exactly look away without changing position, and moving would have given me away.”

“That’s quite the justification.”

“Isn’t it though?”

Gretel chuckled. “Well, you should prepare yourself. You’re likely to see it again in short order, and this time it’ll be much closer up. They’ve been going at it nightly for the better part of a week, and neither of them shows any sign of the novelty wearing off. If anything, Goldilocks is getting more enthusiastic.” She considered her next words. “And louder.”

Scarlet took that in and nodded solemnly. Then she asked the inevitable question, “Forgive me, but I have to know… Do you plan to eventually... partake?”

Gretel was ready for it. “If the wolf decides to claim me, there’s very little I can do to stop him. He’s stronger than me in every way that matters, and I have no illusions about my ability to resist him if he applies real pressure. But I intend to avoid putting myself in that situation for as long as possible. I don’t want to become emotionally compromised.”

“That’s a very careful answer.”

“And you? You don’t exactly look at him in a very chaste way. Even before he took his current form, your obsession with him always felt borderline devotional—from a distance, maybe, but I still felt something to that effect.”

Scarlet looked offended for a brief moment before schooling her expression and rapidly changing the subject. “And you look at Goldilocks as much as you look at the wolf. Maybe more.”

Heat lit up Gretel’s green cheeks before she could stop it. “Oh, like anyone can blame me,” Gretel said way too quickly, gesturing ahead at the golden-haired figure currently skipping along the path with her stupid sexy feet. “Look at her! It’s insane. She’s insane. That body, that face, those absurd golden curls that never tangle no matter what she does. She spent her morning doing acrobatic stretches in a dress so thin I could see every line of her and I’m supposed to just... not look?” She pulled back. “She’s literally magically beautiful. It’s like appreciating a sunset is all.”

“I’ve never tried to secretly sketch a sunset naked.”

Gretel whipped her head toward the huntress, and Scarlet’s expression was completely deadpan.

The witch covered her face and groaned.

“In any case,” Scarlet said, mercifully moving on, “I’m asking because we should probably discuss this honestly. The wolf made it clear he considers all three of us his property. I assume that extends to a certain sexual license. His actions with Goldilocks make it clear what lies in our futures. You and I are next, presumably, unless we take certain precautions.”

“And what precautions does the great huntress suggest?”

Scarlet looked her up and down. “What’s your type? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“My type?”

“Romantically. Sexually. What draws you in?”

Gretel opened her mouth, closed it, and then said, “Honestly? I haven’t had the luxury of a type. My life has been killing witches and studying prophecy and sleeping in ditches. The occasional attraction hits me without much regard for pattern.” She glanced toward Goldilocks, then toward the wolf. “But I’ve noticed that I’m drawn to beauty. And power.”

Scarlet snickered impishly and nudged Gretel in a surprisingly familiar way. “That’s a very dangerous combination of interests given our present company.”

Gretel growled, and for a moment she sounded like a girly version of the wolf. “You think I don’t know that?”

Scarlet adjusted her bow across her shoulder and stepped aside to let a family of chipmunks in Sunday clothes cross the path. “For me, it’s always been men, but a rare few, and always the same kind. Big, strong, hairy. It’s a rare man that could best me in a fight, but that’s the sort I like.” A faint, rueful twist of her lips. “It’s never seriously come up because I spent my entire life chasing a wolf and there aren’t many men in the deep Darkwood. I’ve never so much as been courted, let alone bedded.”

Gretel felt a pang of sympathy she hadn’t expected. “And now?”

“And now I’m traveling with a man who is all of those things multiplied by a thousand, and who apparently considers me his property. So yes. The situation is a bit sensitive right now.” Her fingers had tightened on her bowstring.

Gretel slowed her pace, letting the gap between them and the wolf grow wider. “You must realize that the man you just described—big, strong, hairy, could outmatch you… That is exactly ‘Mr. Badley’ himself.”

“My head denies I could ever be attracted to that beast.” Scarlet said with a frown. “But certain other parts of my body are well aware of the predicament.”

“And you think you can resist?”

“I’m no creature of wild lust.” The huntress sounded absolutely certain of this, though Gretel noted she’d never been truly tested on the point. “I’ve spent thirteen years mastering my impulses. Self-control is the one thing I’ve never lacked.”

“Self-control may not be enough. Not with him.” Gretel lowered her voice. “The wolf in human form is reactive. To visual stimulus especially. I watched what happened the day of his first transformation—one look at Goldilocks without her clothes and every rational thought in his head disappeared. He went from standing upright to pinning her to the ground in about two seconds.” She held Scarlet’s gaze. “If he sees you in a state of undress, even partially, I cannot predict what he’ll do. And one thing I am sure of: he is considerably less likely to boast about his self control than you are.”

Scarlet looked down at herself. The close-fitting hunting leathers followed every line of her athletic frame, leaving her midriff and legs mostly exposed to the point that there wasn’t much left to wonder about. After a moment, she drew her red hooded cloak tighter across her chest, tying the front cord that she usually left loose.

“I’ll be more cautious,” she said.

“Probably wise.”

“You should do the same. You’re quite fair yourself, and that dress isn’t exactly modest.”

Gretel looked down at her own outfit. The dress was practical traveling wear, black lace and linen, and while it wasn’t too revealing, she supposed it did fit closely enough through the bodice to make certain things apparent.

“I’m less of a concern,” she said. “I don’t change my clothes often or bathe in the traditional sense. I use a cleansing charm, so there’s no risk of him stumbling onto me naked by a stream. And while I’m not going to pretend I’m ugly, I think the green skin and the witchy herbal scent I give off throws him off. Witches are not his favorite creatures, and looking a bit like one keeps a certain distance in place.” A pause. “For now. I’m not sure how long that’ll last. Or how I feel about it not lasting.”

Scarlet raised an eyebrow at that subtle admission.

“Watching them go at it every night for hours on end can be pretty hard on a person,” Gretel muttered in explanation.

The red-hooded woman nodded, clearly understanding. “So what do we do?”

“We look out for one another. We keep each other in check.” Gretel’s voice was firm. “It is best for both of us for the time being if we don’t fall in love with the wolf, or fall into whatever complicated entanglement he has planned for us. We stay focused on the quest, we watch each other’s backs, and we remember that Goldilocks is an eerily sexy former nun who will cut our throats in our sleep if she thinks we’re stealing her darling.”

“You think she’d actually do it?”

Gretel looked at the girl up ahead, currently laughing and trying to drape the dead snake around the wolf’s neck like a scarf while he batted her hands away.

“She would do it and not lose an ounce of sleep,” Gretel said. “And we both know whose side the wolf would take if we ever quarreled with her.”

Scarlet nodded once. “Then we have an understanding.”

“We have an understanding.”

They naturally paired off from then on and walked side-by-side through the bright, colorful Shimmerwood. Soon Gretel found herself stealing glances at the huntress beside her. Scarlet was sharp, forthright, and didn’t flinch from uncomfortable truths. Those were rare qualities in anyone, let alone someone willing to march into the unknown alongside a monster she’d spent half her life trying to kill. Gretel respected that more than she probably should have.

Not in a romantic way. Obviously. She had enough complications.

She just... noticed.

Oh, she was in so much trouble.


Chapter fourteen
The Culling of a Coven


Scarlet had been traveling with the wolf’s party for several days now, and in that time she had seen the wolf kill all sorts of things.

Half the time it wasn’t even for food.

On their second day out of the Shimmerwood he slipped back into wolf form and snapped a stag’s neck so cleanly that the body kept running for three seconds before it decided it was dead. A day after that, a pair of loggers made the mistake of catching Goldilocks alone for a moment and trying to pin her to a tree. She had been picking wildflowers, and “Biggs Badley” had been fifty yards away and crossed that distance in the time it took Scarlet to realize what was going on from her place in the branches.

Honestly, Scarlet almost abandoned the mission right then and there. He killed two human men in the blink of an eye—and terribly, too. He’d ripped one’s throat out and bashed the other’s skull into a tree half a dozen times. Then he crucified their remains on nearby trees.

That had been too much, but in the end, the wolf had been more than justified in his own way. Those men certainly had indecent intentions for his most precious possession. Would any man capable of violence let such a transgression go unpunished where his bride was concerned?

And there was something else about that instance that made it a bit easier for Scarlet to forgive the wolf…

He didn’t seem to enjoy killing when it was for Goldilocks.

In fact, she was the one who took pleasure. She assaulted him with aggressive kisses while he was still covered in peasant blood, grabbing his hand and forcing it beneath her dress. What happened after that was… well, it was both disgustingly immodest and simultaneously educational for Scarlet.

Gretel had been quiet during that whole sordid affair, which meant, Scarlet assumed, that she was more or less numb to this madness by now. After the sex was all over, she just walked behind the wolf and his bride, took notes in that little book of hers, and spoke only when she had something useful to say.

Scarlet liked Gretel. She had the makings of a good ally. She was clever, observant, and clearly powerful, but she kept all of her power close to the chest. From what Scarlet had gathered, Gretel was from some order of witches that ate others to absorb their magic, and judging by the satchel on her hip, Gretel seemed to have eaten quite a few of her fellow witches. That could only mean she was hiding a lot of power.

And yet, in all the time Scarlet had spent watching this group, first from the shadows and now from a few paces behind, she had not once seen the witch so much as cast a single offensive spell.

That changed at the crossroads.

The road forked where the Shimmerwood’s last pale trees transitioned to a stretch of wild country that belonged to no kingdom of men. Rocky hills were everywhere along the horizon, and the only structure for miles was a ruined watchtower squatting at the junction like a rotten tooth in a dead dog’s mouth.

The wolf stopped walking. He tested the air with flared nostrils, and for a moment the human mask slipped away. His whole body went rigid, and that was so unlike him that her own nerves sharpened in response. Her hand went to her quiver on instinct.

“Something wicked lies ahead,” the wolf said. “Witches. Seven or eight of them, probably, perhaps as many as ten. They’re nesting in that tower.”

Goldilocks had been skipping alongside him like a child on her way to a village fair. She stopped and looked up at him with those absurdly beautiful green eyes. “Can’t you just eat them, darling?”

“A single witch is easy enough prey. A coven is a different matter entirely.” The wolf’s lip curled back and exposed teeth that were still too sharp and too long for a human mouth. “I’ve tangled with covens before. I could take them on, but I might come out the other side of the battle permanently marked with a curse or poison.” He turned his head toward the tower, and his golden eyes narrowed. “We’d better think this through.”

“We could go around,” Goldilocks offered.

“There is no easy way around.” Gretel said, as she had been studying a map she kept folded in her spellbook. She looked up, and the scholar Scarlet knew was suddenly gone. “The northern fork takes us off course, which adds four days and puts us behind Prince Gallant’s pace. The southern fork leads into the Bleakwood Ridge, which is crawling with bandits and not much else. That tower represents the only viable path as it controls the crossroads.”

“Then we wait for them to leave,” Scarlet said.

“Covens don’t just leave their nests. They feed on the ley lines beneath them. That tower is sitting on an intersection of at least three, which is why they chose it. They’ll stay until the magic runs dry or something drives them out.” Gretel closed the map and tucked it away. Her amber eyes had gone to slits. “Against something like you, Prince of Beasts, I have my limits. I’ve been honest about that. But against other witches?” She rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck, making the joints pop. “This is what I live for.” She paused, and the corner of her mouth turned upward. “It’s literally a buffet.”

The wolf studied her with a devious grin. “You have my attention, witch.”

Gretel didn’t hesitate. She handed the spellbook to Goldilocks, who looked baffled and a little alarmed to be holding it, and started walking toward the watchtower without so much as another blink.

“Like I’m letting you go alone,” Scarlet muttered to herself as she unslung her bow and fell into step about forty paces behind, angling to the right to keep a clear line of sight past Gretel’s shoulder. The wolf arched an eyebrow at her but said nothing in disapproval. Goldilocks, on the other hand, just clutched the spellbook tighter to her chest and watched them both go.

“Where are you going, huntress?” Gretel asked without turning around.

“Covering you, witch.”

Gretel’s stride didn’t falter. “I don’t need covering for this one, my friend.”

“Then I’ll just enjoy the show.”

Gretel snorted a bit but didn’t tell Scarlet to go back as she approached the tower, which seemed as close to an invitation as the witch was ever likely to offer.

It wasn’t long before the screaming started.
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The first spell hit Gretel the moment she crossed the threshold. Scarlet saw the flash through the gaps in the stonework, a sickly green light that burst outward and then snapped back toward the tower’s interior like a fishing line being reeled in. Two more flashes followed right after, one red and one an ugly purplish black, and both met the same fate. Whatever the coven was throwing at Gretel, she was eating it as sure as she intended to eat the witches belonging to it.

Scarlet had seen magic before—many kinds, in fact. Growing up on the edge of the Darkwood guaranteed that much. But she had never seen it used like this, as a weapon in active combat, and Gretel wielded it like she’d been doing it her whole life.

A section of the tower wall blew outward, and stones the size of barrels tumbled down the hillside. Through the new hole Scarlet caught her first real glimpse of the fight.

Nine witches in black robes were spread across the tower’s interior in a loose semicircle, all weaving something out of the air between them with hands that moved in sweepy, swishy unison. The spell was visible even to Scarlet’s mundane eyes, a writhing mass of dark energy that pulsed and shifted, growing larger with each gesture.

Gretel stood in the center of the semicircle, and she was smiling.

The first witch died before the cooperative spell was finished. Gretel closed the gap in two quick steps and put her bare hand through the woman’s chest, clawed fingers through ribcage and cloth. She came out the other side holding a pulsing black heart, and the witch crumpled as Gretel shoved it into her own mouth, chewed twice, and swallowed.

The semicircle broke. The remaining eight witches scattered, every one of them scrambling to save her own skin. The fight was already decided, and they knew it, so now it was all about how many could escape with their lives.

The second and third died almost simultaneously. One tried to hit Gretel with a bolt of raw force, and Gretel opened her mouth and inhaled it. The bolt vanished down her throat like smoke sucked through a chimney, and the witch who had cast it staggered backward with eyes gone wide. Gretel was on her before she could recover and opened the woman’s throat in a single stroke.

The third witch made a break for the hole in the wall, and Gretel spoke a single word that Scarlet couldn’t hear. The fleeing witch’s legs locked together mid-stride and she pitched forward, cracking her skull on the stone floor. Gretel was there in a puff of black smoke, dragging her back by the hair.

The fourth tried to flee through the tower’s upper floor. Scarlet tracked her movement through the arrow slit on the second level and watched the witch fumble with a window shutter. She drew full tension and lined up the shot through the narrow gap, an easy kill at this range, but she held.

Gretel caught the fourth witch on the stairs. Scarlet heard the scream cut short and the wet sound that followed.

The fifth was the most dangerous. It was an older witch with gray hair and wild eyes who summoned something from the floor of the tower. It was a creature made of fire that unfolded itself from a crack in the stones. Scarlet could feel the heat of it from two hundred yards away. She’d heard of fire elementals but never seen one, and the sight made her grip her bow considerably tighter—though it probably wouldn’t do much good against something like that..

Watching Gretel’s lips from a distance, she appeared to speak another magic word, and the elemental stopped roaring. It turned its burning head toward the witch who had summoned it, and Scarlet could have sworn the expression on its molten face was confused. But it did what she sensed it was about to do—it lunged for its creator.

The gray-haired witch screamed and tried to banish her own summon, but the elemental was no longer hers to command. It engulfed her in a column of flame that consumed her quickly. When the fire died, there was nothing left but a charred outline on the stone floor and the stink of burned hair drifting through the hole in the wall.

She hoped there was something left for Gretel to eat, though.

Six, seven, and eight fell one after another. One managed to score a hit on Gretel, a jagged curse that left a smoking wound across her left forearm, and Scarlet’s fingers tightened on the bowstring as she picked the caster’s position through the gap in the stonework. But Gretel didn’t even seem to register the damage. She killed the one who’d cursed her with one hand while the other arm still smoked, pausing just long enough to lick the wound before moving on. The cursemark fizzled out before it managed to even fully take root.

Scarlet eased the tension on her bow and let out the breath she’d been holding.

The ninth witch was the smartest. She had not joined the initial attack, cast a single spell, or drawn any attention to herself at all. She had simply hidden behind a pillar and waited for Gretel to finish with the others, and then she tried to slip out through the dark curtain that served as a door.

Following a telltale puff of black smoke, Gretel was waiting for her on the other side.

Scarlet watched as the last witch stumbled into the open air and found Gretel standing right there, green-skinned and black-blooded, with slitted amber eyes and a smile that reminded Scarlet uncomfortably of the wolf’s. In that moment, more so than ever before, the comparison seemed oddly apt.

The ninth witch raised her hands to cast a spell, but Gretel caught both wrists and squeezed until Scarlet heard the bones crack from a hundred yards away. The witch’s spell died unfinished, and so did she moments later. Scarlet looked away for the next part.

The whole thing had taken less than three minutes.

Scarlet lowered her bow and sat there on the ridge for a while.

She had known Gretel was powerful. The title of Witch-Eater wasn’t one you earned lightly. But knowing it and seeing it were two very different things.

Against witches, Gretel was something beyond dangerous. She absorbed their spells, stole their power, and turned their own magic against them. Silver arrows couldn’t do that, and Scarlet respected the difference. The woman who walked into that tower and the woman who walked out were the same person, but Scarlet knew she would never look at her quite the same way again.

She slung her bow across her shoulder and picked her way down from the ridge toward the road.

Gretel emerged from the watchtower’s shadow and walked back toward the wolf and Goldilocks at that same unhurried pace. Her scalping knife was in one hand and her satchel in the other, both of them black with blood. Her left arm still had traces of a blackened wound across it and her robes were torn in two places, but she moved like she was coming back from running an errand in the local marketplace.

Scarlet fell in beside her as they walked back toward the others.

“You were up on that ridge the whole time, then,” Gretel said.

“I was.”

“Did I look sexy?”

Scarlet chuckled, and Gretel joined her, shaking her head as she flexed her clawed fingers. “I told you I wouldn’t need covering.”

“You certainly did at that.” Scarlet adjusted the strap on her quiver.

Gretel glanced sideways at her. She didn’t preen like the wolf did, but she looked pleased that Scarlet had bothered to follow her at all.

“If one of them had gotten past me,” Gretel said after a few steps, “would you have taken the shot?”

“I had the fourth one lined up through the arrow slit at full draw. I held off only because you clearly had it handled.”

Gretel nodded. Her shoulders dropped a little. “Good to know. It’s nice to have someone… looking out for me.”

They reached the wolf and Goldilocks together. The wolf was standing exactly where he had been when Gretel left, arms folded across his broad chest and smiling almost like he was proud of his daughter or son. Scarlet was learning to read his faces by now, and this one was definitely admiration and pride that he tried to hide behind a veneer of amusement.

“You are more useful than I calculated, witch.”

Gretel wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing the black blood across her cheek. “I have my uses.”

The wolf looked her up and down in a whole new way. “And now I’m wondering if you may have other uses as well.”

Scarlet sympathetically gulped for her friend.


Chapter fifteen
The Ruined Kingdom


They found a dead kingdom on the third day past the crossroads.

Scarlet saw it from the ridge before the others did, or at least before they reacted to it. The land ahead had been getting worse for hours, with the grass thinning to scrub and the scrub giving way to bare soil, but she had assumed it was just abandoned farmland that had fallen into disuse. There was plenty of that between the Shimmerwood and the eastern wastes. Then the road crested a hill and the valley below opened up, and she understood that this was something else.

A city had stood here once. She could see the skeleton of it spread across the valley floor in the shape of crumbling walls, collapsed towers, and streets so overgrown with dead ivy that they looked like veins in a dried-out corpse. Whatever had happened here had been… thorough. Even the trees that had grown up through the ruins were lifeless, bare branches reaching for heavens they could never touch.

She had never even heard of this place, which sent a shiver up her spine to reflect upon. Whatever this kingdom had been called, the name had been scrubbed from the record along with everything else.

Down on the road, the wolf had stopped. He was in human form still, and Goldilocks was clinging to his back the way she loved best, with her smooth, slender legs wrapped around his waist and her arms looped over his broad shoulders like a little girl getting a piggyback ride from her father. If only their relationship was so wholesome.

Neither of them was talking, which was unusual enough on its own since Goldilocks could fill any silence within three seconds if left unchecked. But what caught Scarlet’s attention between the two of them was the wolf’s rugged face. She had been studying him for weeks now, memorizing each of his expressions, and she had never seen this one before.

He knew this place, or at least knew of it. She was certain.

Scarlet watched as Gretel walked up beside him and followed his gaze down into the valley. She watched the witch study the wolf’s profile for a while. But Gretel didn’t ask any questions. She just waited for the answers.

“A sorcerer did this,” the wolf said finally. His voice was unusually dispassionate when he said that. “A long time ago, it seems. He must be dead now. Strange to think the consequences of a man’s life can outlive him so grimly.”

“I’m sure your deeds will outlive you, should you ever die,” Scarlet dared to say, though she was not sure which part of her heart she was speaking with.

The wolf nodded and smiled subtly, deciding apparently to take it as a compliment. “I can only hope. But I don’t plan on dying.”

He started walking again. His silence after that made it clear enough that the conversation was over for now.

Goldilocks pressed her cheek against the back of his neck and wrapped her arms a little tighter around him. She didn’t say anything either. It was apparently awe inspiring to see the wolf wax existential even to her.

Gretel slowed her pace and caught Scarlet’s eyes for a quick but intentional moment. Scarlet fell back to walk beside her and found the witch emptily staring out at the ruins.

“You know what this place is,” Scarlet said quietly. “So does he.”

Gretel didn’t answer right away. She was sucking on her bottom lip, a habit Scarlet had noticed she fell into when she was deciding how much to say.

“I know it, yes,” Gretel said. “Or I have a strong suspicion. There are stories in certain covens about a kingdom called Moloch that was wiped from every map and every history book in a single night. The sorcerer who did it was called the Crooked Man, cursed with a broken body. He sought the secrets of magic to cure his many afflictions, but eventually his research drove him mad, and he dragged an entire nation into the grave with him.”

Scarlet listened but did not speak. The wolf was walking faster now.

“He had something to do with it, didn’t he?”

Gretel pulled her journal from her satchel and began scribbling without breaking stride, which told Scarlet the witch had already been thinking about this for a while. “It is not a story anyone tells about the Big Bad Wolf. But witches know things mere mortals do not, and I have reason to believe that much of the devastation you see here was not the sorcerer’s doing.”

Scarlet considered this. “It was a long time ago. He has changed since then. I don’t think him to be a creature of pure evil now.”

Gretel’s eyebrow arched with curiosity. “You’d forgive him a genocide?”

Scarlet shrugged. “I don’t know by which metric I’m meant to judge an immortal for actions committed in centuries past. After traveling with him for weeks, and watching him for much longer, I do not see him as a force of evil so much as I do a force of nature. And I think his heart is… malleable. Much more sensitive than I would have ever guessed.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” the witch asked.

Scarlet shook her head. “I’ll let you know when I know. But I believe that, if it’s not possible to kill him, then it’s prudent to tame him.”

“Taming a force of nature?” Gretel questioned with a smirk.

“Taming a man. And a wolf. Directing the force of nature to less objectionable impulses, the way a dam directs a mighty river. Does it not make some sort of sense?”

Gretel’s head wobbled from side to side as she considered it. “You may be right. Goldilocks has more than shown he is capable of change—and more tender emotions, even if he’d never admit it.”

“Exactly.”

“So… are we supposed to slip into the same role as her after all? Brides of the wolf, to make him grow attached, so that we might be the dam to his river, directing him toward more noble impulses?”

Scarlet pulled her red hood tight over her shoulders as she shuddered at the implications, but it wasn’t a shudder of disgust, exactly. “I don’t know if I would say any impulses he might have will be noble, but surely we can guide him toward less reprehensible ones.”

“That does sound like a more plausible compromise.”

Rejoining the others, they eventually made camp in the ruins of what must have been a great hall.

The walls were still mostly standing, which was more than could be said for much of the rest of the city, and enough of the roof remained to provide shelter from the wind that had picked up as the sun went down. Goldilocks slid off the wolf’s back for the first time all day and busied herself gathering wood from the collapsed buildings nearby, humming one of her nunnery hymns as she worked. Scarlet helped Gretel clear rubble from the floor while the wolf sat in the doorway and stared out at the dead city, still saying nothing.

The fire took some coaxing. The wood was old and dry but somehow resistant, as if even the dead timber in this place had forgotten how to burn. Gretel finally got it going with a muttered word and a flick of her fingers, and the flames that sprang up were an unsettling shade of blue before they settled into a normal orange.

“Bad magic soaked into everything here,” Gretel said, noticing Scarlet’s look. “Even the wood itself remembers.”

“The Crooked Man’s magic,” Scarlet said, testing the name. “If this really is Moloch.”

Gretel’s mouth thinned. She glanced toward the wolf in the doorway, but he gave no sign of having heard. “Magic like that doesn’t fade cleanly. It rots. It seeps into the stone, the soil, the water, and it poisons everything it touches for generations. This whole valley is probably saturated with it.” She poked at the fire with a stick. “It’s the kind of corruption that witches study when they want to understand what happens when power goes wrong. I’ve read accounts of places like this. They’re supposed to be dead zones, lifeless and inert. But in practice, dead magic has a way of waking up when living magic passes through.” She looked at Scarlet meaningfully. “We have a great deal of living magic in our party. You’re the one mundane human in the group, and even you are armed to the tits with blessed arrows and the devil knows what else.”

That was a deeply unpleasant thought, and Scarlet decided not to follow it any further. She sat down against the far wall and pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders.

She was cold. She had been cold all day, and she was only getting colder. The fire helped, but she was too far from it, and she was too stubborn to move closer because moving closer meant sitting next to the others, and sitting next to the others meant admitting that these were truly her companions.

The wolf shifted forms after the sun went down completely. He did it without warning or fanfare, his human body rippling and expanding until the enormous black wolf filled half the great hall. Goldilocks scrambled to reposition herself against his belly, nestling into the thick fur the way she always did, and within minutes she was settled in with his tail draped over her legs and her face buried in his chest.

Scarlet watched them from across the room and tried not to think about how warm that looked. Warm on several levels. She had let her hatred and hunting of the wolf rule her life for so long, she’d never once considered what it might be like to be loved and protected—least of all by him.

Gretel was sitting by the fire with her spellbook open on her knees, reading by the flickering light. She looked from Scarlet to the wolf to Scarlet again, and Scarlet caught her eye on the second pass. The witch held her gaze a moment longer, and the look on her face was hard to pin down. A look of solidarity perhaps. She understood exactly what Scarlet was thinking.

Scarlet looked away first. Gretel returned to her book. Neither of them moved.

An hour passed. The temperature dropped further. Scarlet’s teeth were chattering now, and she had her arms wrapped around her knees and her hood pulled up over her head. She was miserable but she would sooner die than say so out loud.

“Get over here before you freeze to death, you stubborn cow.”

Goldilocks’s voice sliced through the silence so abruptly that Scarlet flinched. The blonde was propped up on one elbow, glaring at Scarlet from across the wolf’s massive body. Her golden curls were mussed from the fur, but still almost absurdly lovely.

“I’m fine,” Scarlet said through her chattering teeth. “Thanks but no thanks.”

“You are not fine. You’re shaking so hard I can hear your teeth rattling from over here, and it’s keeping me awake.” Goldilocks pointed at the wolf’s other side, where a stretch of warm black fur lay unoccupied. “There’s room. Don’t get any funny ideas about what this means, but you have my permission to sleep against him before you catch your death.”

The wolf said nothing about any of this.

Scarlet’s teeth ground together. “I don’t need—”

“Shut up, whore.” Goldilocks’s green eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me come over there and drag you. If you die, we’re down a huntress, and I think we might need you at some point on this long quest, so swallow your slutty pride at once.”

Scarlet looked at the wolf to try and get a read on his feelings about this. His golden eyes were open and watching her, but his expression gave nothing away. He was still in a solemn mood, apparently, but he did not rebuke Goldilocks for offering on his behalf, and he did not seem unwilling.

She could feel Gretel watching too. This time the witch wasn’t pretending to read. Her spellbook had closed on her lap, and she was looking at Scarlet with more interest than before.

Scarlet’s pride put up a fight, but her pride was not the one freezing to death. She stood up, walked across the hall, and lowered herself stiffly against the wolf’s other side. His fur was exactly as warm as it looked, thick and soft, radiating a heat that seeped through her cloak and her leathers and all the way down to her aching bones. She let out a cool breath and felt her whole body unclench.

He smelled so good up close.

The wolf adjusted his position without a word. He shifted his bulk slightly so that the curve of his body invited her the same way it cradled Goldilocks on the other side. It was a simple thing, but it only added to her impression that the wolf was more complex a creature than she’d originally thought.

She was almost asleep when she heard the soft footsteps.

Gretel crossed the hall quickly, almost furtively, nothing like the careful way she normally moved. She stopped at the wolf’s side, a few feet from Scarlet, and stood there for a moment looking down at the narrow stretch of fur between the huntress and the wolf’s haunch.

Scarlet opened one eye. Their gazes met in the dim firelight. Scarlet said nothing. She just shifted over an inch, opening a sliver of space for the witch.

Gretel let out a short breath through her nose, then lowered herself onto the fur beside Scarlet. She lay on her back with her arms crossed over her chest, rigid as a plank, staring up at the broken ceiling like she was trying to memorize the stonework. “Damn, this is cozy. To think I’ve been avoiding this for so long for no reason.”

“The reason was I would have killed you for trying until today,” Goldilocks reminded her.

“Ah. Yes,” Gretel noted. “And what changed today, exactly?”

Goldilocks didn’t answer.
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They spent the next morning exploring the ruins while Gretel jotted down anything that might be useful. Most of what they found was worthless, just the expected debris of a kingdom that had been dead for decades or longer: broken pottery, rusted weapons, the occasional skeleton slumped against a wall or curled in a doorway. Some were even frozen in lewd acts, or sitting on a chamberpot.

Gretel found the chest around midday.

It was in what had once been a library or a records hall, buried under a collapsed shelf and a thick layer of dust and rubble. The chest itself was remarkable, carved from a single block of dark stone and sealed with iron bands that had not rusted even after their obvious age. There were runes cut into the lid that Gretel spent ten minutes studying before she touched anything.

“Preservation ward,” she said. “Whatever’s inside was meant to survive. This was sealed on purpose by someone who expected everything around it to be destroyed.”

She broke the ward with a word and a drop of her black blood, and the lid swung open. Inside was a map.

It was drawn on animal hide rather than paper, the lines still crisp and the colors still vivid after centuries. Gretel unrolled it across the floor and knelt over it, and her amber eyes went wide.

“This is the eastern wasteland,” she said. “In detail I’ve never seen. My maps of that region are practically blank past the Saltflats, but this one shows everything.” Her finger traced a path across the hide and stopped at a mark near the eastern edge. “And this. Look at this.”

Scarlet knelt beside her. The mark Gretel was pointing to was a small illustration of a garden. It showed tiny flowers, a winding path, and a tower rising from the center. Above it, in a cramped but elegant script, someone had written “The Witch’s Garden.”

“Rapunzel’s tower?” Scarlet asked.

“Not the current one. This map predates Rapunzel’s imprisonment by at least a century, probably more.” Gretel sat back on her heels, and Scarlet could see the excitement building behind her careful expression. “If the second tower follows the same principles as the first, this map could tell us how it’s laid out, where the entrances are, and where the wards are weakest.”

“That’s a lot of ifs.”

“It is. But it’s also the best lead we’ve had since we left the Darkwood.” Gretel rolled the map up carefully and tucked it into her pack.

The wolf appeared in the doorway. He had been somewhere else in the ruins while they searched, doing whatever it was he did when he went quiet, and his face was as unreadable as it had been since they arrived. He looked at the map in Gretel’s pack and said nothing about it.

“We should move on,” he said simply.

Nobody argued with him.


Chapter sixteen
The Saltflats


The world turned white on the morning of the sixth day, and it stayed white for a very long time after that.

Goldilocks had never seen anything so empty in her life. The Saltflats stretched out in every direction with no end in sight like a vast cracked plain of bleached earth that hurt her eyes just to look at. There were no trees, no hills, no streams, no landmarks of any kind. Just white ground, white sky, and the sun beating down on all of it. The air tasted like chalk.

The wolf traveled in beast form because his enormous paws spread his weight across the brittle salt crust better than boots could, and because his body threw enough shade that the three women could walk beneath him without being cooked alive. Goldilocks rode on his back as she always did, but she was slumped forward against his fur rather than sitting upright, her cheek pressed against the black fur that was almost too hot to touch where the sun hit it directly. She didn’t have the energy for cartwheels or acrobatics those days.

Scarlet took charge of the water without anyone asking her to. Goldilocks was begrudgingly grateful the whore could do at least that much to justify her presence. She was strict with the canteens, too, which Goldilocks didn’t love, but she didn’t need water as much as the others anyway, for whatever reason.

“I’ll admit it,” Gretel said on the second day, trudging along in the wolf’s shadow with her robes hiked up past her knees and sweat darkening the fabric at her back. “Having her along has been more useful than I thought it might be.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that,” Goldilocks mumbled from the wolf’s back. “She’ll get a big head that’ll rival even her huge ass.”

“She is far from fat, if that’s what you’re implying. Scarlet’s ass is round only due to musculature.” Gretel wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. “You should remember that she’s on our side, Goldilocks, and she’s been an asset at that. Out here, our wolf’s nose is compromised, and he’s locked down to a trudging pace to shelter us. She’s our pathfinder now.”

Goldilocks watched Scarlet walking ahead of them, scouting the route, and a feeling hit her that she didn’t expect. It wasn’t jealousy, or at least not the hot possessive kind that usually flared up when another woman proved herself useful to the wolf. It was closer to gratitude, and it caught her so off guard that she had to look away before anyone noticed her blushing.

The Saltflats were not as empty as they first appeared.

On the first day they encountered a cluster of salt-crusted lizards sunning themselves on a flat rock. The lizards were the same bleached white as everything else out here, and Goldilocks would have missed them entirely if one hadn’t spoken.

“Travelers, travelers, three and one,” it said in a voice like dry paper tearing. “Answer our riddle or be undone.”

The wolf kept walking in silence, but the lizard scrambled after them on stubby legs.

“Wait! You have to answer the riddle! It’s tradition!”

“I don’t care about your traditions,” the wolf said without slowing down. “Get out from under my feet or I’ll step on you.”

“Just one riddle! One! What has teeth but cannot bite, has a bed but cannot sleep, has a mouth but cannot—”

The wolf stepped on it.

The other lizards watched their companion get ground into the salt with horror, and then they scattered in every direction. Goldilocks leaned over the side of the wolf’s body and looked down at the flat smear on the ground.

“I think the answer was a river,” she said.

“I don’t care.”

Scarlet and Gretel might have sighed and shrugged at each other, but neither offered a spoken comment.

She scratched behind his ear and cooed like he was the one who’d had some injustice done to him. “You’re very grumpy today, aren’t you, my darling?”

On the second day they spotted a caravan approaching from the east with a line of camels laden with goods and led by figures in bright silk robes. Goldilocks felt her spirits lift at the sight of other travelers until they got closer and she noticed that the merchants’ faces were strange. Their features were too long and angular, and their eyes were too close together. Worst of all, when they smiled they showed much too many teeth.

Gretel figured it out first. “Jackals,” she said quietly. “They’re wearing enchanted robes.”

The lead jackal, still wearing its human face, approached with arms spread wide. “Welcome, welcome, fellow travelers! You look parched! We have water, fresh and cold, only ten gold pieces per—”

The wolf growled the kind of growl that vibrated in her nethers and made the hair on her arms stand straight up. The jackal’s enchantment flickered, and for a second Goldilocks could see the mangy canine face underneath the human mask, snarling in submission at their natural superior.

“The Big Bad Wolf!” one hissed, and immediately after that, the caravan turned around and left at an impressive speed.

“Could have bought water from them first,” Scarlet observed with a sigh.

“Jackal water would have been jackal piss in a fancy bottle,” Gretel said. “At best.”

“I would almost settle for some piss at the moment,” the red-hooded woman rasped.

Goldilocks snickered. “Then I might have an offer for you, whore.”

The only thing that happened on the third day was the sand wyrm. To be fair, that was a pretty big event.

Goldilocks felt the ground trembling long before she saw anything. The wolf stopped walking and spread his paws wide, dropping low into the stance she recognized as preparation for a fight. Scarlet already had her bow drawn and was scanning the horizon for something that wasn’t there—because it was coming from below.

The salt crust exploded thirty yards to their left. A creature burst out of the ground that made Goldilocks grab fistfuls of the wolf’s fur and hold on for dear life. That was the correct impulse.

It was a wyrm, a segmented thing of pale scaled flesh as wide around as the wolf himself, with a mouth that was nothing but rings of inward-curving teeth designed to pull prey down into digestive darkness. It lunged at the wolf with impossible speed.

The collision shook the ground hard enough to crack the crust of the earth beneath their feet in a wide circle around them. Goldilocks pressed herself flat against the wolf’s back and hung on while he caught the wyrm behind its head, just past the first ring of teeth, and bit down with all the force his massive jaws could produce. There was a crack loud enough to echo across the empty flats, and the wyrm’s body went limp.

The wolf spat it out and made a face that was so thoroughly disgusted it looked almost human.

“That bad?” Goldilocks asked, patting his neck sympathetically. “You’re not one to say no to a meal.”

The wolf retched, then shook off its coat, almost shaking the blonde off, too. “Imagine eating a dried up scrotum coated in slug guts.”

“Oh. Yuck.”

He shook himself again, spraying more flecks of pale wyrm blood across the salt, and kept walking. The wyrm’s body lay behind them, already starting to sink back into the hole it had made. Within an hour the Saltflats had swallowed it completely, and there was nothing to show it had ever been there at all.

The real danger of the Saltflats wasn’t the wildlife but the emptiness. There was nothing to look at, nothing to listen to, nor anything to occupy the mind except its own contents. Worse still, it was all so oppressive that no one wanted to talk much.

The white expanse stretched on and on without any variety, and after a while Goldilocks found the blankness opening up her mind to the worst sort of thoughts.

She thought about the nunnery. About Sister Margaret and Sister Therese and all the others who had burned when the storm came. She had never mourned them properly, never really cared to, and never really been bothered about the fact. But she saw their faces in the whiteness ahead somehow, and a creeping guilt festered inside her. There was Sister Agatha, who had sung her to sleep when she was small, and Sister Catherine, who had taught her to shoot and never once lost patience with her. They had been good to her, all of them, and she had run away from their burning home without looking back.

All she cared about then was finding the wolf and embracing a destiny she felt in her bones. And deep down, that’s all she cared about even now. But their ghostly faces in the salt-crusted ground held up a mirror to her cruel selfishness.

She had never really let the nuns into her heart because she always knew their destinies were separate. Now that she was in the company of other women once again, women who very well may share her destiny with the wolf, a part of her knew she could not afford to become so callous again.

She took the opportunity to watch her sister-wives for the first time—all property of the wolf in the same way she was, if not to the same degree of devotion. He had made that much clear. It was time she accepted it too.

Gretel walked in silence for long stretches without touching her spellbook, eyes fixed on nothing in particular. Once, during a rest stop, Goldilocks caught the witch staring south toward the distant horizon. Her face was hard to read. It took Goldilocks a moment to realize that south was the direction they had come from, the direction of the ruined kingdom, and beyond that the Darkwood, and beyond that the little cottage where Gretel’s father lived or maybe didn’t live anymore. She wondered which of those things Gretel was looking back upon.

Scarlet was harder to read, but she had moments of unintended transparency. Goldilocks watched her sitting alone during one of their stops under the shadow of a massive boulder, turning a single arrow over in her hands again and again. She spent a lot of her time trying not to look at the wolf the same way some of the young nuns used to try not to look at the handsome priest that occasionally visited her nunnery.

They had their uses. As party members, sure, but also as sister-wives, as her sorority of fellow wolf-brides. If she was honest with herself, they were both beautiful, and the fact that the wolf scarcely acknowledged it so far she suspected was for her benefit. But was it just of her to deprive him? He was like a god, after all. Her god, if nothing else. And she lived to worship him. Should a god be confined to only one lover?

Furthermore, could she keep up with the wolf’s appetites forever? If it were up to him, he’d have her every night, a dozen times a night. She tried her best to impress him with her own endurance and keep up with his ever-impressive appetites, but she was so tired and so sore. Having two other women, plus the Perfect Princesses, to share the load of the sexual burden of being with her darling was starting to sound logical.

So long as she remained his truest love.

That night, around the fire, Goldilocks noticed the change in her mind gradually taking place in her heart as well. She found herself looking at her companions more softly than before, and she resolved to stop calling them bitches, sluts, and whores from then on.

Gradually. Unless the situation called for it.


Chapter seventeen
Wastelanding


Gretel knew they had found the right place before anyone said a word because its magic hit her like she was walking into a wall.

It wasn’t visible magic. This magic you felt in your pores, old and deep, woven into the bones of the earth itself. She could taste it in the back of her throat, coppery, something that reminded her of the first witch she had ever eaten and the way her blood and bones had tasted going down.

The compound sat at the edge of the wasteland where the Saltflats gave way to something worse. Crumbling walls enclosed a space perhaps fifty yards across. A rusted iron gate hung from one hinge, and the garden beyond it had been dead so long the soil itself had turned to something at the halfway point between sand and powder.

Whatever had grown here once had been extraordinary, though. Gretel could see the ghosts of it all through her witch-sight—spectral vines climbing spectral trellises, some phantom flowers blooming in colors that didn’t exist anymore, that sort of thing. The garden had been the witch’s masterwork, and even centuries dead it was the most impressive piece of botanical magic Gretel had ever encountered.

But the garden wasn’t why they were here.

In the center of the courtyard, visible through the gaps in the dead vegetation, a perfect circle of stones sat flush with the ground. Each stone was about the size of a man’s head, pale gray, carved with runes that Gretel recognized from her studies but had never seen in person. The circle was perhaps thirty feet across, and the ground inside it looked smoother than the ground outside.

“The foundation,” she said, and her voice came out quieter than she meant for it to. “This is where the first tower stood.”

The wolf padded past her in beast form, reading the compound through scent alone. He had been in beast form since they entered the Saltflats, and Gretel suspected he would stay that way until they found what they were looking for. The intensity in his golden eyes told her he was getting more information from his nose than she was getting from her magic.

Goldilocks slid off his back and walked to the edge of the foundation circle, then squatted down to study the runes. “What do these say?”

“They’re not words. They’re anchors.” Gretel knelt beside the circle and laid her palm flat against one of the stones. The magic pulsed against her skin like a weak heartbeat. “The tower wasn’t built on this spot. It was tethered to it. The foundation is a fixed point, a compass needle that the tower could always orient itself to, no matter how far it traveled.”

She closed her eyes and opened her witch-sight all the way, dropping the filters she normally kept in place to avoid being overwhelmed. The world behind her eyelids exploded into light. She could see the ley lines running beneath the foundation, and three of them were intersecting at the circle’s center in a knot of raw power. She could see the residue of the tower’s presence like a spectral column of energy rising from the foundation and reaching into the sky like a lighthouse. And she could see, barely, the thread that connected this anchor point to something far to the east.

“The second tower was built on the same principles,” she said, opening her eyes. “It’s tethered to this foundation the way the first one was, but with a modification. The first tower could be relocated at will, moved from place to place by the witch who built it. The second tower was designed to drift, to keep moving through the wasteland on its own, never settling or staying in one location long enough to be found.” She sat back on her heels and wiped her palms on her robes. “That’s why no one has found Rapunzel in all these years. The tower has always been on the move.”

“We already knew that. What we need to know now is ‘Can you find it?’” Goldilocks asked.

Gretel nodded hesitantly. “I think so. The drift isn’t random. If I can map the drift from this anchor point, I can calculate where the tower should be.” She paused and looked down at the rune stones beneath her hands. “But the magic required to do it is the same kind of magic that built the tower in the first place.”

Scarlet appeared at the compound’s gate while Gretel was still working things out. The huntress had been scouting the perimeter, and her face looked tense, with eyes narrowed to slits.

“Someone’s been here,” Scarlet said. “Recently, too. It was a large party, at least twenty men, with horses and supply wagons.” She held up a scrap of blue fabric caught on a nail. “Prince Gallant’s colors.”

Goldilocks’s brows drew together. “He’s already navigating the wasteland? How? He doesn’t have a witch.”

“He doesn’t need one to search,” Gretel said. “It’s a terrible strategy, but he has the men and the supplies to sustain it.” She turned the scrap of fabric over in her fingers. “If he was here and is already gone, we’d better believe he’s confident in his ability to find the tower by whatever means he does have available.”

Scarlet tucked the fabric into her belt. “But it means the wasteland has been walked recently. There may be landmarks, campsites, water sources that his scouts have already mapped. If I can find their trail, I can use it.”

Gretel nodded and returned her attention to the foundation. The tracking spell took the rest of the day.

Gretel worked in silence, seated cross-legged in the center of the foundation circle with her palms pressed flat against the stone and her eyes closed. The magic flowed through her in unfamiliar ways. She had never had to use magic of this particular scale, but she was more than powerful enough.

She traced the ley lines east, following them through the earth. The lines branched, converged, and doubled back on themselves, and the tower’s drift pattern wove through them in a tightening spiral as it moved deeper into the wasteland.

While she worked, she was distantly aware of the others moving around the compound. Goldilocks sat on the wolf’s back brushing sections of his fur with her fingers, pressing quiet kisses on the back of his neck, and he tolerated it without complaint. Scarlet circled the perimeter again and again, mapping Prince Gallant’s campsite the way Gretel mapped ley lines.

At some point during the afternoon, the wolf stopped in front of a section of the compound wall and went very still.

Gretel opened one eye. The wall was covered in deep claw marks, dozens of them, marked into the stone in long parallel grooves. They came from the inside, probably dug by something that had been trying to get out. Something big.

The wolf stared at the marks for a long time. Then he lifted his head and tested the air, and the sound that came out of him was so quiet that Gretel almost missed it. It was like a sigh, she supposed.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Her scent. The princess, I mean.” His voice was low and rough. “It’s over a century old, but still here.” He breathed in again, slow and deep.

Goldilocks slid off his back and pressed herself against his side, one small hand resting on the massive muscle of his shoulder. “She doesn’t smell better than me, does she?” she asked, pouting performatively.

“Quiet, girl,” the wolf growled. It was actually hilarious to Gretel how differently he still treated Goldilocks while in beast form.

Gretel closed her eye and returned to the tracking spell, but the wolf’s words stayed with her. Sunshine, growing things, desperate loneliness. A princess locked in a walking tower for centuries, waiting for a rescue that had never come.

Until now.

She finished the spell as the sun was going down. The thread she had been following pulled taut in her mind and pointed east like an arrow, into the deepest part of the wasteland where the map showed nothing and the ley lines converged into something she didn’t have a name for.

“East,” she said, standing up and brushing the dust from her knees. She looked at the wolf, then at Scarlet, then at Goldilocks. “I should warn you. The deeper you go into the wasteland, the less the normal rules apply. Reality frays at the edges out there. The things that live in the frayed places are not friendly.”

The wolf grinned a predatory grin. “Finally. Something interesting.”

The wasteland’s shenanigans began on the second day.

Scarlet noticed it first, and what she noticed was that the ridge they had crossed an hour ago was now ahead of them once more.

“Gretel,” she said.

Gretel was walking beside the wolf now rather than riding, her spellbook open in her hands and her amber eyes flicking between the pages and the horizon. “I see it. The terrain is shifting.”

Scarlet turned back to the ridge. “But… That’s not possible.”

“It is what it is.” Gretel looked up from her book. “My compass is useless here, too. It’s been spinning since we crossed the threshold.”

They pressed on because there was nothing else to do. Gretel’s tracking spell held, at least. She followed the faint pull like a hound on a scent, but it flickered and jumped in ways that made Scarlet nervous. Twice in the first hour it reversed direction entirely before snapping back, and each time Gretel went pale and muttered something under her breath that Scarlet couldn’t catch.

After enduring constant sensory assaults and shifting landscapes with no reprieve, they stopped to rest on the third day while Gretel recalibrated her tracking spell and the wolf slept with one eye open at the edge of camp.

Scarlet was checking her arrows when Goldilocks sat down beside her without invitation. The blonde pulled her knees up to her chest and watched Scarlet work.

“Your arrows are boring,” Goldilocks said. “They’re all silver. Get something more interesting.”

“They kill things. They don’t need to be interesting.”

The wolf chuckled. “Ah. but I disagree. Blessed silver is practical, but tales are spun only about the most interesting things. If you want to be remembered, my little red hood, you must stand out in the mind.”

Scarlet held up an arrow with a cracked shaft. “This one is very interesting. It’s broken, and if I fire it, it’ll shatter and take my hand with it. Interesting enough for you?”

Goldilocks wrinkled her nose. “That’s actually just sad.” She picked up one of the good arrows and turned it over in her fingers. “How many of these do you have left?”

“Enough. I use them sparingly, and so far I’ve only failed to collect a couple.”

“Maybe one is still lodged in my shoulder,” the wolf playfully mused.

“What if you’re attacked up close? Like, something gets the drop on you?”

Scarlet scoffed at the idea. “It would never happen. But I’d use my knife if I had to.”

“And when you lose the knife?”

Scarlet set the arrow down and looked at her. “Then I use my hands.”

“And if—”

“What do you want, Goldilocks?”

The blonde was quiet for a moment, her pretty green eyes narrowing on Scarlet’s icy blues. She set the arrow down carefully, point facing away from both of them, and when she spoke again, all hints of mockery were gone from her voice.

“I want to know why you’re still here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you came here to kill the wolf. You found out you were wrong about him, so that mission is over. You don’t owe us anything, and we’d be doing fine without you.” Goldilocks tilted her head. “You could leave any time you wanted. Go back to the Darkwood, take up hunting again, live your life. But you’re still here, walking through an impossible wasteland toward a cursed tower.” Her green gaze was steady and serious. “Why?”

Scarlet didn’t answer right away. She picked up another arrow, checked the shaft for cracks, found none, and set it in the good pile. Then she picked up another and did the same thing.

“I don’t know who I am without the mission,” she said finally. The words came out rough, more like a confession than she was comfortable with. “I spent thirteen years training to kill the wolf. That was my identity. When that fell apart, I didn’t have anything to replace it with.” She set the arrow down. “I’m still here because if I leave, I have to figure out who I am without him. And the truth is… I don’t even know if I want to know the answer to that.”

“Afraid of who you might turn out to be?” Gretel asked, inserting herself for the first time in a while.

Scarlet shook her head. “Not that. It’s… I’m half-convinced I’ve built so much of my life around being worthy of facing him that everything else in this world feels below me.”

The wolf chuckled. “Cocky girl.”

The blonde laughed, soft and warm.

“You know what’s funny? Your story is almost the same as mine. I also spent many years waiting to see the wolf again. You were the girl who was going to find the Big Bad Wolf and kill him, but I was the one who would love him. Everything I did, every skill I learned, every flip and tumble and impossible climb, it was all to one day keep up with him, to be worthy.” She pulled at a strand of her curly hair and wound it around her finger. “In the end we both found him, and I got everything I wanted, but you’re still unhappy and lost. And you know what I realized?”

“What?”

“Maybe deep down, the same thing I have would satisfy you, too.” She unwound the hair from her finger and let it fall.

Scarlet pointedly avoided looking at the wolf. “I have no idea what you mean.”


Chapter eighteen
The Tower


On the ninth day in the wasteland, Goldilocks finally saw the tower.

She had been drifting in and out of a miserable half-sleep on the wolf’s back for the better part of the morning, her cheek pressed against his fur, her throat so dry it hurt to swallow. They had gone a full day without water to conserve what little remained in their skins. The ground out here was cracked and gray, utterly lifeless, stretching to the horizon in every direction like the world had simply given up. No trees, no grass, no birdsong. Just flat dead earth under a sky the color of old bone. It was the Saltflats all over again, but worse.

Then Gretel said, “There,” and pointed. Goldilocks sat up and squinted into the distance and forgot all about her thirst.

The tower rose from the cracked earth like a needle stuck into the hide of the world. It was pale stone, impossibly tall, far taller than any structure Goldilocks had ever seen or imagined. It didn’t look like something men had built. It looked like something that had grown all by itself.

Golden hair cascaded down one side of it.

That was the wrong word for it, actually. “Cascaded” implied beauty, motion, life, and what hung from the tower’s single high window was none of those things. After a century of growth with no one to brush it or braid it or even acknowledge its existence, Rapunzel’s legendary hair had become a massive tangled curtain matted against the stone wall. Sun-bleached in places and knotted beyond salvation, it had fused to the tower like ivy that had gone feral and forgotten it was ever anything else. From a distance, it looked like part of the architecture. You could have mistaken it for a very ugly tapestry, or a geological feature, or the world’s most ambitious bird’s nest.

It did not look like something you’d climb.

“We made it,” Goldilocks croaked, scrambling off her perch on the wolf’s back and immediately reaching for the waterskin at her hip. She drank deeply, and the warm, stale water tasted better than anything she’d ever put in her mouth except possibly Biggs. Gretel and Scarlet did the same, all three of them guzzling desperately because they had genuinely started to wonder if they were going to die out here.

The wolf didn’t drink. He could go weeks without water before losing any real power. He just got crankier, which was saying something, because his baseline mood was already grim.

“It’s bigger than I expected,” Gretel said, shielding her eyes with one green hand as she studied the tower.

Scarlet pulled down her red hood and squinted. “Everything in these stories is bigger than expected. The wolf was bigger than expected. The Darkwood was bigger than expected.”

“Nobody asked you, Little Red,” Goldilocks snapped before turning to kiss the Wolf on the snout.

Scarlet’s tone didn’t change. “Just making an observation.” It suggested she’d make it again if given the chance.

“Well, observe yourself off a cliff.”

The wolf rumbled a sound as he completed his transformation that was possibly a warning, and both women fell silent. Even in human form, the Big Bad Wolf commanded attention the way a thunderstorm commanded it.

He was in human form now, which meant he was Biggs Badley, the name he’d chosen for himself and clearly loved saying aloud. Lord Biggs Badley, Prince of Wanderers, thank you very much. He was still enormous in this shape, tall and broad, covered in enough black body hair to upholster a small sofa, with golden eyes that no one would buy as normal.

Goldilocks loved every single inch of him.

“We have a problem,” Scarlet said. She had the best eyes in the group, a fact that Goldilocks resented. “There’s a camp at the base. There’s a couple dozen soldiers, maybe more. Supply wagons, too. They are organized.”

The wolf’s golden eyes narrowed. “Wonderful news,” he said. Goldilocks shifted her weight from one bare foot to the other, both of them burning on the cracked earth.

Gretel pulled a collapsible spyglass from her bottomless satchel and peered through it. “Yep, it’s definitely Prince Gallant,” she confirmed. “He’s already here. I can see his banner.”

The wolf’s lips pulled back from his sharp teeth. “To think,” he said. “I was worried this would be boring.”

Prince Gallant’s camp was even more impressive up close.

There were tents in neat rows, a perimeter of watchfires, and supply wagons arranged to double as defensive barriers just to name a few things. Soldiers in chainmail and colorful tabards moved about like men who had trained together for years and wanted you to know it. There was even a cartographer hunched over a worktable near the command tent, sketching the tower from multiple angles so intensely that Goldilocks wanted to knock his inkwell over.

The evidence of failed attempts was everywhere. Abandoned scaffolding leaned against the tower’s base at useless angles. Broken grappling arrows littered the ground. A soldier near the medical tent had his hand wrapped in heavy bandages, and Goldilocks overheard him telling another man about how the hair had gone completely slack the moment he’d put his weight on it, dropping him thirty feet onto hard ground.

“That far and the bastard only broke his wrist,” the soldier was saying. “Fell flat on my arse and the hair just hung there like it was laughing at me.”

Goldilocks filed that away for later.

The prince himself was at the base of the tower, running a length of the golden hair through his fingers. He had the look of a man who had had all the confidence in the world until very recently. He was younger than she’d expected, early twenties at most, with a lean build and sandy hair that fell across his forehead. His blue eyes seemed kind enough, but she knew better than to trust any prince but her own.

In fact, Goldilocks hated him on sight. He was here to steal something that belonged to her wolf, after all. He deserved the fires of Hell for such an intended crime.

The wolf, however, did not seem to feel the same. He strode into the camp like he owned it. Soldiers had not been expecting him, and immediately drew their weapons on sight. He ignored all of them.

“Prince Gallant, I presume,” the wolf called out, and his voice reverberated through the camp the way his growl always thrummed through Goldilocks’s gushy nethers. Even now the sound of his voice made her sick with love, but she tried to keep her face neutral, befitting of the situation.

The prince looked up from the clump of hair he’d been inspecting. His eyes took in the wolf’s massive frame and the three women arranged behind him like a very unconventional entourage.

“You presume correctly.” Gallant let go of the hair and straightened. “I’m glad my reputation precedes me. Sadly, sir, I can’t honor you the same way. Might I ask who you are?”

“But of course. The name is Lord Biggs Badley.” The wolf executed a bow that attempted to be in-character but really seemed more mocking to Goldilocks. “Prince of Wanderers. I’ve come to wake Princess Rapunzel, same as you.”

Gallant’s eyebrows rose just slightly. “Prince of Wanderers. I can’t say I’m familiar with the title.”

“Ah, you will be.” The wolf straightened up and gestured behind him. “Allow me to introduce my companions. Goldilocks, my betrothed and the most beautiful maiden in all the land.”

Goldilocks felt a rush of heat and moisture leave her body at the notion that she was his betrothed. She managed a curtsy somehow. “Thank you for the kind introduction, darling,” she said.

Prince Gallant’s eyes went wide at the sight of her, his eyes raking up and down her body several times before settling. “It is an honor to see such beauty in the flesh.” He bowed deeply, so deeply in fact that Goldilocks found herself rolling her eyes.

The wolf continued without missing a beat. “Gretel, my Court Sorceress and Chief Advisor.”

Gretel inclined her head slightly, but that was it. She had applied her illusion to make her skin appear human-colored, though it was a shade too smooth and perfect to pass close scrutiny.

“And this is Scarlet, my Mistress of the Hunt.”

Scarlet crossed her arms over her chain-mail-lined red cloak and nodded once. She somehow looked less friendly than Goldilocks was sure she looked.

Gallant studied each of them in turn, and a small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Forgive me for saying so, but it almost looks like it’s their first time hearing their titles.”

Gretel coughed into her fist, but no one else gave anything away.

The wolf just laughed. “First time in a long time being introduced with them, perhaps. But the titles are earned, I assure you.” He stopped laughing and let the silence settle. “My advisor has something she’d like to share with you, Prince Gallant. I suggest you listen.”

Gretel’s eyes bulged. “I do? Oh, yes! I do.” She explained the prophecy. She spared no details as she explained the predicament created by their shared quest.

She told Gallant about the three Perfect Princesses and the cursed star that had bound their fates together. She explained how their magic was too vast for mortal vessels to contain, how the curses that put them to sleep were not random misfortunes but expressions of a deeper design. She laid out the prophecy itself, the verses about three fair maids and mortal blood and fairy tales becoming lies, and she described what would happen if three mundane princes claimed three magical princesses as their brides. She did not explain exactly how Lord Biggs Badley fit into things.

Gallant politely listened to it all, but Goldilocks could tell he was unimpressed. He stood with his arms crossed and his blue eyes attentive, taking in the details one at a time. He was not stupid. She had to give him that much.

When Gretel finished, he was quiet for a moment. Then he nodded slowly.

“I’ve heard doomsday prophecies before,” he said. “There was one in my mother’s court just about a year ago. There was a comet that was supposed to destroy one of our provinces—in the end it just took out a nunnery somewhere else. About six months ago, in fact.”

Goldilocks blinked a bit too much, but no one else reacted.

His gaze shifted from Gretel to the wolf. “I respect your hustle, but I’m not going to abandon an innocent princess to eternal sleep on the word of a witch pretending to be a court sorceress.”

Gretel stiffened. “You can see through—”

“The disguise? Your skin is flawless, madam. Too flawless. Human skin has pores, you know.” Gallant’s tone was apologetic but firm. “And then there’s the telltale herbal essences you wear. I mean no offense. I’m simply observant. I’ve met—and slain—plenty of witches in my time.”

“We have that in common then.”

The prince’s brow arched. Goldilocks felt a flicker of grudging respect for the prince, but it was quickly replaced by irrational hate once again.

“The Perfect Princesses need rescuing,” Gallant continued. “That’s a fact. Three women have been trapped in cursed sleep for a hundred years, and my brothers and I intend to free them and wed them once we do. If there are consequences, we’ll deal with those as they come.”

Goldilocks could see the amusement building behind the wolf’s golden eyes.

“A noble sentiment,” the wolf said. “Truly. You’re a credit to the crown, Prince Gallant. But you can’t reach her.” He nodded toward the tower. “I’ve seen the evidence myself. You’ve been here for days and you haven’t gotten any closer to that window.”

Gallant’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, but I will succeed. Given enough time, I will find a way, mark my words.”

“As will I, given much less time. So here’s what I propose: Let’s make it a friendly competition. Each side attempts to reach Rapunzel’s chamber. Whoever enters first claims the right to wake her. No bloodshed, no war, and no getting in each other’s way. Just two fellow princes testing their worth against a magical obstacle. Sporting, wouldn’t you say?”

Gallant’s regal brow arched at the offer. “And if I refuse?”

The wolf shrugged. “Then I attempt the tower anyway, and we see who gets there first without the pleasantries of agreed-upon rules and truces. Anything goes out here in lands so far from home, you know.”

Gallant looked at the tower, then back at the wolf’s human form, appraising him again.

“I’ll agree to your competition,” he said. “But I want to raise the stakes.”

The wolf’s smile widened. His tail would have been wagging if he’d had one at the moment, Goldilocks was sure. “Go on.”

“I wager my title and my lands. My claim to whatever kingdom I stand to inherit through my mother’s line. All of it, wagered against yours.” Gallant’s chin lifted. “If Lord Biggs Badley is truly a prince, then surely he has something of equal value to put on the table.”

The wolf didn’t even hesitate. “Done. And my witch can verify that I am a legitimate prince.”

“I know you are,” Gallant said. “You wouldn’t be wasting your time attempting this quest if you weren’t absolutely sure. But I also know that I will win this challenge, and in the end, I’ll have your titles for myself.”

Gallant extended his hand. The wolf took it, and they shook once, firmly, and the deal was made.

Prince Gallant’s men got started first.

They tried the scaffolding again, reinforced this time with ropes and counterweights.

The tower let them build for a while. Then it drifted. A slow lateral slide that pulled the tower out from under the scaffolding like a tablecloth trick. The scaffolding wobbled, groaned, and toppled sideways in a crash of splintering wood and shouting soldiers. No one was hurt, but the cursing was unlike anything Goldilocks had ever heard.

“What on Earth is a taintsucking motherfucker?” she gasped, hand to her breast.

Gallant tried a different approach next. He was definitely an archer, and his reputation for never missing was apparently well earned. He nocked a specially designed arrow with a grappling hook for a head, drew his bow, and put it through the open window so smoothly that even Scarlet looked impressed for a moment.

The arrow passed through the window and vanished. The rope trailed after it until the entire length was gone. Gallant tugged on what remained. Nothing.

“The interior must exist in a separate magical space,” Gretel murmured. “The window isn’t a physical opening. It’s a portal. Mundane tools won’t work. I see.”

They tried a few more times until the wolf got bored.

“My turn,” he said.

He walked to a spot about a hundred yards from the tower’s base, rolled his shoulders, and kissed Goldilocks full on the mouth, causing her to stain her dress unexpectedly. The transformation happened so fast that Gallant’s soldiers barely had time to scream before the man was gone and the wolf was there. He was so beautiful.

Soldiers scattered. Swords were drawn. Bows were raised. Gretel and Scarlet struck defensive postures just in case.

Prince Gallant stood his ground, however, and Goldilocks had to admit that the man had courage, because the wolf at full size was not the kind of thing that anyone stood their ground against lightly. The prince went white as a cloud, but his feet didn’t move and his hand stayed steady on his bow.

The wolf gathered himself and leaped.

It was magnificently sexy. His massive body launched upward hard enough to crater the ground beneath him, and for one breathtaking moment he was airborne with claws extended, jaws open, and golden eyes locked on the window high above.

The tower rose. The window stayed just out of reach, always a few feet higher than his claws could stretch. He landed with a snarl that shook the ground and tried again. The tower rose once more. He tried a third time, putting everything he had into the leap, and the tower simply kept pace, lifting itself higher, almost lazily. It was clearly pissing him off.

On the fourth attempt he didn’t even jump. He just stood there glaring at the window with his ears flat against his skull and his lips peeled back from every one of his sword-length fangs.

The wolf made a sound that could have curdled blood at fifty paces and shrank back down to his normal resting size. He padded back to where his companions waited and lay down with a heavy thud, his tail lashing the ground.

Scarlet looked from the wolf to the tower and back again. “Any other bright ideas?”

Both camps went quiet with frustration. Gallant’s men regrouped and began arguing with each other, though they had no new ideas. The wolf lay on his belly and glared at the tower scornfully, looking so cute Goldilocks couldn’t stop herself from falling in love with him all over again. Meanwhile, Gretel sat cross-legged on the ground and began flipping through her spellbook, muttering something. Scarlet sharpened her arrows.

Goldilocks sat against the wolf’s warm flank and looked at the tower.

Nobody asked her opinion, and she didn’t blame them. She wasn’t the advisor. She was the bride. She was the pretty girl who rode the wolf’s back, kissed him when he needed to change shapes, and made love to him every chance she got.

She looked at the hair.

It was sad. That was her first thought. A century of growth with no one to brush it. Meanwhile, the girl was frozen in time, wasting away in a tower determined to keep her imprisoned all alone for all of time.

Goldilocks knew what it felt like to be alone. She had wandered alone in the Darkwood for days as a starving six-year-old, calling for help until her voice gave out. Even in the convent, surrounded by kind people, she always felt apart from them somehow.

She stood up.

“Where are you going?” the wolf asked.

“To look at the hair.”

He grumbled sexily but didn’t stop her.

She walked to the base of the tower alone, stepping over broken grappling arrows and around fallen scaffolding, until she was standing directly beneath the massive curtain of tangled gold.

There was still gold in there underneath the neglect. Goldilocks reached out and touched it. She just stroked it, gently, the way you’d comfort a child who’d been crying for so long they’d forgotten what started it.

“You’ve been alone for such a long time,” she whispered. “Haven’t you?”

She kept stroking it, working the knots loose where she could and leaving them where she couldn’t.

“I know what that’s like,” she said. “Being locked away where nobody can reach you. Where nobody even tries anymore. It’s the worst feeling in the world, and I’m sorry nobody came sooner.”

Something shifted under her fingers. There was a slight warmth all of a sudden, and the tangles loosened where she was touching them. A shimmer of gold crept back into the strands, pushing out the bleached color.

Goldilocks’s breath caught.

She kept stroking, kept murmuring. “That’s it. That’s right. I’m not going to pull you or climb you or use you for anything. I just wanted to say hello to my future sister-wife.”

The hair coiled around her wrist. The strands wrapped gently around her forearm, so warm and soft, and Goldilocks felt tears sting her eyes.

“I’m here,” she whispered. “I’m not going anywhere.”

The hair lifted her. Her feet left the ground. The cracked earth fell away beneath her, and she rose along the tower wall in a golden embrace that had been waiting a hundred years for someone to approach it with a shred of real kindness.

Behind her, she heard Gallant call out, “What in the name of—”

She heard Gretel say, “How in the...”

She heard the wolf laugh a sexy, dress-soaking laugh.

She kept her hands gentle and her voice soft as the hair carried her higher.

The window was close now. Ten feet. Five. Two.

Goldilocks reached the sill and pulled herself through.


Chapter nineteen
The Princess


The inside of the tower was nothing like the outside.

The room was enormous, far larger than the tower’s narrow exterior should have allowed, and Goldilocks understood immediately what Gretel had meant about different magical spaces. The air in here tasted like dust and old flowers.

Golden hair filled the room, coiled across the floor in great loops, draped over furniture, and pooled in corners. A century of magical growth that had run out of places to go.

And at the center of all that hair, on a simple wooden bed with a carved headboard, Princess Rapunzel slept, dreaming sweetly.

She was beautiful, of course. Irritatingly so. But Goldilocks had been bracing for jealousy, and what she felt instead surprised her.

Recognition.

Rapunzel might technically be well over a century old, but she was so, so small. She was even more petite than Goldilocks, with none of the muscle that came from living a normal life on her feet. The princess had a delicate frame and slender wrists and a face that looked like it had never been touched by anything rougher than a feather. Despite all that doll-like, girlish beauty, she seemed lonely and deprived even in sleep.

Goldilocks knew that loneliness and deprivation. She had lived it wide awake for thirteen years.

“I’m sorry nobody came sooner,” she whispered. “But he’s here now.”

She crossed to the window and leaned out.

“I found her!” she called down. “She’s asleep. The room is bigger on the inside.”

The wolf’s voice carried back up to her even from that distance. “Can I reach the window?”

“The hair carried me up. I think it’ll take you too, but you’ll need to be in human form. I don’t think it can hold all of you as a wolf.”

“Fine,” he growled. “Come down and transform me.”

She smiled at the opportunity. She stroked the hair again, murmuring her thanks, and it lowered her back to the ground.

Gallant was standing twenty feet away, watching her.

“How did you do that?” he asked.

Goldilocks just ignored him.

She walked past him to the wolf, who had already shrunk down to his normal resting size. She placed both hands on his muzzle, stood on her toes, and kissed him. The tulip’s magic blazed through them both, crimson light pouring over his body, and when it faded, the man was there instead of the beast. He was, once again, golden-eyed, sharp-toothed, and dressed in the dark trousers and unlaced linen shirt that Gretel had enchanted for him.

Gallant’s soldiers stared. The prince himself went very still.

“That,” Gallant said slowly, “is not something I’ve seen before.”

“You’ve seen nothing yet.” The wolf took Goldilocks’s hand and walked toward the tower.

The hair accepted him, but only barely. When Goldilocks touched the strands and whispered to them again, they responded to her as warmly as before, but when the wolf gripped the hair beside her, the strands went taut. They trembled, as if deciding whether to bear him or drop him. Goldilocks squeezed his hand, and the hair relaxed. It tolerated him for her sake.

They reached the window together and climbed through into the frozen room.

The wolf looked at Rapunzel.

He studied the sleeping princess with a fairly vacant expression.

“She’s too small,” he said.

“She’s been asleep for a hundred years. She hasn’t exactly been doing pushups.”

The wolf snorted and rolled his eyes. “I am somewhat disappointed. She is beautiful and flawless to a degree only magic can explain, but she doesn’t compare to you on any level.”

“W-what?!” Goldilocks gasped, shocked at the unexpected praise and not sure how to take it.

He shook his head. “Even Scarlet and Gretel have more comely figures. She has wasted away in this tower. She will be a burden on me.”

Goldilocks couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “So—what? What are you saying? You don’t want her? But this is the quest! It’s not even a quest I particularly like, but we’ve come this far, and she needs help!”

He looked at Goldilocks, and his face was uncertain in a way she had never seen on him. “Prince Gallant could…” But then he stopped himself. “No, then we’d fail the quest. I suppose it is what it is.”

Goldilocks moved to stand beside him. “Darling, as much as I hated the idea of sharing you before, this is what we’re here for,” she told him with a subtle crack of her voice. “I know what this means. I agreed to it. I need you to do it before I lose my nerve and hurl her out the tower window.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “That’s my girl.”

Rolling his shoulders, he bent down over the sleeping princess. His dark hair fell forward, and Goldilocks saw his hand come up to brace against the headboard. His face hovered over Rapunzel’s for a moment that stretched painfully long, and then he kissed her.

Color filled back into the room as the curse broke in an instant. The stale air rushed outward in a gust that blew Goldilocks’s curls back from her face. The golden hair across the floor shimmered and contracted, pulling itself inward as if Rapunzel’s magic was waking alongside her body and calling its excess back home.

Princess Rapunzel’s eyes opened.

They were violet gems, lovelier open than they were closed. Aside from being pretty, they were also confused. Those eyes blinked once, twice, and focused on the face hovering above her.

The confusion vanished so fast Goldilocks found herself whiplashed.

Rapunzel’s hand came up and touched the wolf’s face gently. Her fingers were trembling as they traced the line of his jaw, the sharp cheekbones, the golden eyes that were staring back at her in open shock.

“My prince,” she whispered. “You’ve come to rescue me!”

Her voice was barely there, so breathy and soft, like she was remembering how words worked.

Goldilocks had never seen the Big Bad Wolf utterly speechless in such a significant moment. He just knelt there beside the bed while the most beautiful violet eyes in the world looked up at him adoringly, and he didn’t say a damn thing.

“Darling,” Goldilocks said through gritted teeth. “Say something to her.”

The wolf’s golden eyes darted to Goldilocks and back to Rapunzel. “Welcome back to the waking world, Princess Rapunzel. We will have such fun.”

Rapunzel’s face broke into a smile that was so bright that it actually emitted light, physically brightening the room, and she sat up in bed and threw her arms around his neck before he could react.

She was so tiny against him. Her head barely reached his chest, being five feet to his six and a half, and her arms couldn’t quite make it all the way around his back, but she held on so fiercely. Rapunzel buried her face in the wolf’s chest and breathed him in.

The wolf looked at Goldilocks over Rapunzel’s head. His face was clearly unsure how to handle such a wholesome interaction. Goldilocks felt a pang of jealousy that was only slightly buried by the cuteness of his befuddled face.

At about that point, the tower began to descend.

The descent was thankfully slow enough to allow for introductions, which was fortunate because Rapunzel needed quite a few things explained to her in a short amount of time.

“Hello,” Goldilocks said, sitting on the edge of the bed while the wolf stood by the window looking extremely cornered. “My name is Goldilocks. I’m... well. This is complicated.”

Rapunzel turned those violet eyes on her, and Goldilocks was struck by how innocent she looked, with her eyes so big and cheeks so rosy.

“Where am I?” Rapunzel asked. Her voice was still airy, still catching on consonants like a bird learning to fly. “What happened? I remember the woman who kept me. My mother. She was so angry, and then everything went dark, and I couldn’t wake up. I tried and tried, but the darkness was so heavy, and...” She trailed off and looked at the wolf again. “And then my prince kissed me, and the darkness lifted at last.”

“Right. That part. So here’s the thing.” Goldilocks took a breath. “The man who kissed you is actually the Big Bad Wolf.”

Rapunzel blinked. “The Big Bad... Wolf? But—he’s so… not a wolf.”

“I’m afraid it’s true.” Goldilocks squeezed her own knees to keep herself steady. “I love him with every fiber of my being, and he’s technically sort of my husband, except not legally because you can’t marry a wolf in most jurisdictions. But he can be human when I kiss him, so there’s that!”

Rapunzel blinked again. Goldilocks pressed on before the princess could derail her.

“Also, he’s going to marry you. And two other powerful princesses. Because of a prophecy, actually, it’s a whole thing. The important part is that I’m the first wife, and there is a hierarchy, and I expect it to be respected.”

Rapunzel absorbed none of this. She was looking past Goldilocks at the wolf again, her violet eyes full of wonder. “Well, no one said marriage is perfect,” she said softly, planting her hands on the wolf’s muscular chest. “But he’s my prince, and so I’ll bear his harem if it’s my destiny!”

The jealousy was hot inside her. Goldilocks could feel it coiling in her chest, telling her to do terrible things. This girl was a princess, she was not. This girl was tied to him through a prophecy, but Goldilocks was just some snot-nosed orphan who got caught stealing porridge and was rescued out of pity.

But Rapunzel hadn’t done anything wrong yet. She had been locked in a tower her entire life. Before the sleep, she’d known nothing of the world except what her captor chose to show her. She’d had no friends, no family, no one who loved her except a witch who called captivity affection. Then she’d been cursed to sleep for a hundred years on top of all of that, dreaming in the dark, waiting for someone to wake her.

Goldilocks knew the pain of waiting. She’d done it herself for thirteen years in a convent, dreaming of a wolf who had saved her when she was six, counting the days until she could find him again.

She couldn’t hate Rapunzel for instantly loving the man she also loved. She understood it too well. After all, this was precisely why they were here.

Oh, but how easy it’d be to cut her skinny throat.

“He is the best prince,” Goldilocks said quietly. She reached out and took Rapunzel’s hand. “And he will take care of you. All his wives will.”

Rapunzel looked at their joined hands, then up at Goldilocks’s face. The violet eyes glistened. “You’re very kind.”

“I’m famously not.”

“You are,” Rapunzel insisted, and her grip tightened. “My hair chose you. It wouldn’t have fallen for someone unkind.”

“It what?” She swallowed hard and looked at the wolf. His face seemed softer and softer these days. With every new woman in his care, he was becoming gentler by nature. She was sure of it.

He looked away before she could examine it further.

The tower touched the ground with a gentle shudder, and the room around them began to change. The walls thinned and became translucent, and through them Goldilocks could see the wasteland outside, along with the camp and the soldiers all staring at the settling tower. Then the walls dissolved entirely, and they were standing on a stone platform at ground level. The tower was fully vanished.

Rapunzel stepped off the platform onto the cracked earth, and she gasped.

“The sky,” she breathed. Her head tilted back, and her violet eyes went wide. “It’s so... so much. I’ve only ever seen it through a window.” She turned in a slow circle, her shortened hair drifting around her shoulders. “And the wind. I can feel it everywhere. On my face and my arms and...” She laughed, and the sound was so cute that Goldilocks found herself grinning too. “It touches everything!”

The wolf stepped off the platform behind her, and Rapunzel immediately latched onto his arm with both hands and pressed herself against his side. She stared up at the sky and then at the cracked ground. Finally, she turned her attention to a stunned soldier who happened to be standing nearby.

She pointed at a supply wagon. “What is that?”

“A wagon,” the wolf said.

She pointed at something else. “And that?”

“A horse.” He was already trying to extract his arm and failing.

Rapunzel’s eyes went enormous. “I knew it! It’s enormous! Is it friendly?”

“Conditionally, I’m sure.” He tried again to pry her fingers off his bicep. “Stop grabbing my arm like that.”

She did not stop grabbing his arm. If anything, she held on tighter, and the wolf bore it.

Goldilocks watched the wolf formally claim the wager, and she tried to be happy about it, but she was still so overwhelmed by her emotions.

“The terms were clear,” the wolf said, standing before Gallant. “I reached the princess first. By your own wager, your title, your lands, and your claim to your kingdom are mine.”

Gallant stood very still. His jaw was tight and his blue eyes were hard, but to his credit, he didn’t argue.

He turned to his captain. “Draw up the documents. Everything I hold and everything I stand to inherit, transferred to Lord Biggs Badley, Prince of Wanderers.”

His captain looked like he wanted to argue, but a single glance from Gallant silenced him. The documents were produced. Gretel had written most of the language.

Gallant’s knights witnessed the signing. The captain affixed his seal. Gallant signed his name with a steady hand and a face carved from stone.

He set the quill down. “It’s done.”

The prince looked at the camp around him, the tents and wagons and men who had followed him into the wasteland. “Pack up. We’re leaving.”

The camp began to disassemble around him, the soldiers leaving behind some of the extra supplies now that they no longer had to remain in the wasteland for an undetermined length of time.

Goldilocks was watching Gallant leave when she noticed Scarlet.

The huntress was standing at the edge of their group with one hand resting on her bow. She was watching Gallant too, and her ice-blue eyes had a look Goldilocks had never seen in them before. One predator recognizing another.

Gallant turned his head and looked directly at Scarlet across the distance between them. Then he turned away and led his retinue toward the horizon.

Scarlet watched him go.

The wasteland was already changing.

Gretel noticed it first, but within the hour it was obvious enough for everyone to see. Color was bleeding back into the landscape. The cracked gray earth was darkening to brown. Tiny green shoots were pushing up through the fractures.

“The magic that contained the curse is spreading,” Gretel murmured. She was crouched on the ground, pressing her palm flat against the earth.

“I remember what these lands were like before,” the wolf said. “Long, long ago.”

Gretel looked up sharply. “You remember?”

“I remember everything. These plains were grasslands once. I think Rapunzel herself is as responsible for the sudden change as the curse breaking, though.”

Rapunzel heard this and looked up at him. “I’m doing that?”

The wolf’s mouth twitched. “I think so.”

Her face broke into a smile that made the nearest shoot grow two inches. “That’s wonderful! Can I do more? Can I make flowers?”

“You’re asking the wrong person.” He tipped his head toward Gretel. “Ask the witch.”

Gretel straightened up. “We can explore the extent of your abilities as we travel, Your Highness. For now, just know that your magic is powerful and very much awake.”

Rapunzel beamed. She had the innocence of a girl who had never had to learn to be cynical, and it made Goldilocks feel much older than she actually was.

The wolf was arranging camp, directing Gretel to set wards, and checking the supplies they’d taken from Gallant’s abandoned stores. Rapunzel floated beside him through all of it, asking questions about everything she saw and touching everything she could reach, most often rubbing things against her cheeks. Everything was new to her. Everything was a miracle. And the wolf, who had eaten grandmothers and terrorized villages and blown down houses, answered each of her breathless questions so patiently that Goldilocks barely recognized him.

Rapunzel tilted her head suddenly. “What’s that sound?”

“Crickets,” the wolf said.

Her whole face lit up. “They’re singing!”

The wolf considered this. “They’re making noise, yes. I wouldn’t call that singing.”

Rapunzel squeezed his arm. “Everything sings,” she corrected him sweetly.

Goldilocks watched all of this from the edge of camp, and she could not find a comfortable place to put herself.

She wasn’t angry. She was jealous, but not in the murderous way she was used to. She had helped make this happen, and she had done it well. This was as much her doing as anyone else’s, and she agreed to this quest, knowing this would happen.

But now her part was over, at least for tonight, and the wolf’s attention was somewhere else.

Gretel was crouched over a patch of newly grown clover, scribbling notes. Scarlet had taken a perimeter position on the camp’s north side, scanning the horizon with her bow in hand.

Nobody was watching Goldilocks.

She drifted toward the edge of camp, feeling restless and in need of a walk. Her bare feet carried her past the last of the supply wagons and up a low ridge that overlooked the wasteland to the east.

She sat down on the ridge and pulled her knees to her chest and looked up at the stars.

The wolf loved her. She knew that. He had never said the words, but she felt it in every threat he didn’t mean, every growl that trailed off into a purr, and every night he curled around her body.

He had let her love him.

But love was one thing, and attention was another, and tonight she felt neither.

She thought about the hair. The way it had reached for her, chosen her, lifted her when it had rejected everyone else.

She thought about the wolf looking at both of them with that expression she still didn’t have a word for.

A sound behind her made her turn.

Nothing. She turned back to the sky.

She did not see Prince Gallant step out from behind a supply wagon at the base of the ridge, fifty yards behind her. His retinue had left hours ago. The prince had doubled back alone, even dodging Scarlet’s watchful eye, and he stood in the gathering dark and said nothing at all.


Chapter twenty
The Not-So-Gallant Prince


“You should be proud of what you did today.”

Goldilocks was on her feet before the voice finished its sentence, her heart thumping against her ribs. She hadn’t heard him approach at all. She hadn’t heard anything at all until he spoke, and that fact alone scared the hell out of her.

Prince Gallant stood ten feet below her on the slope, half-lit by the stars. He had shed his armor and was wearing only his traveling cloak over a dark tunic, and without the polished steel he looked younger. He looked more like the kind of man who could move through rough terrain without making a sound—which explained the present moment, at least.

“Your retinue left hours ago,” she said.

“I told my captain I needed time alone to think.” He climbed toward her, picking his way over the loose rocks with an archer’s easy balance. “He’ll make camp a few miles east and wait for me.”

Goldilocks sat back down slowly. “So you came back here to… think?”

“I came back here to talk to you.” He stopped and sat down on a flat rock across from her, settling himself in for what seemed like it might be a long conversation. “About what you did today. I’ve been turning it over in my head, and I can’t let it go. That tower defeated every tool and tactic I brought against it. My best climbers fell. My finest arrows vanished into nothing. I spent four days throwing everything I had at that problem, and you solved it in an afternoon.” He paused. “Not the Big Bad Wolf, or even his witch. You—the most beautiful maiden in all the lands, as you were introduced.”

She scratched an itch on her palm. “I just talked to the hair. I’m not the mastermind you might think I am, Your Highness.”

Gallant repeated it back to her with a half-smile. “You just talked to the hair. You walked up to a magical obstacle that had humiliated a prince and his entire company, and you were kind to it, and it carried you to the top. Do you think that wasn’t the first thing we tried?”

Goldilocks shrugged her shoulders.

“I underestimated you in many ways,” Gallant said. “When Lord Badley introduced you as his betrothed, I thought you were decoration. A pretty girl that a powerful man keeps around for the obvious reasons.” His blue eyes held hers. “I was wrong.”

It wasn’t what he said that made the back of her neck prickle. The words were flattering enough. It was the weight behind them.

She’d grown up in a nunnery full of women who had fled the world of men, and she’d heard enough stories to recognize the architecture of this conversation. First you compliment. Then you isolate. Then you claim.

“Thank you for saying so,” she said. “You should get back to your men. It’s a long walk in the dark.”

“I’m in no hurry.” He didn’t budge. “Tell me about yourself, Goldilocks. How does a girl like you end up riding on the back of a monster?”

Goldilocks kept her voice flat. “He’s not a monster.”

“He’s the Big Bad Wolf—Prince of Beasts. I wonder what would have happened if I won that title with a witch there to enforce the wager.” He sighed and shook his head. “In any case, he’s eaten more people than a monk knows how to count.”

She almost laughed. “I didn’t come up here to be interrogated about my husband’s diet.”

Gallant did laugh, and it was a warm and handsome one. She could see why princesses were supposed to fall in love with men like this. He was everything the stories promised him to be so far. He was noble, brave, and handsome, just to name a few things. He’d stood his ground when the wolf transformed and every other man in his camp had run screaming, too, which said a lot.

But the prickle on her neck hadn’t gone away.

“You’re remarkable,” he said again, and his voice had dropped lower, taken on an intimacy she had not invited. “I watched you all day. You have something special, Goldilocks. You might be a goddess, for all I know.”

Goldilocks pulled her knees tighter. “I do have something special, and that’s a wolf who loves me and a camp full of formidable people expecting me back shortly.”

The prince scoffed. “You have a beast who keeps you like a pet.” The warmth was still in his expression, but she could see entitlement hardening beneath it. “I’ve been trying to understand it all evening, and the only conclusion I can reach is that you don’t realize what you deserve. A woman like you, wasted on a creature who could never understand what you’re worth.”

“What I’m worth.” She unfolded her legs and planted her feet flat on the ground. The rock beneath her right hand was jagged and loose. She noted it without looking at it. “This conversation is over, Prince Gallant.”

He froze for a few seconds before speaking again. “I lost almost everything today.” His voice went quiet, stripped of its courtly polish. “My title. My lands. My inheritance. Everything I was born to, everything I was raised to protect, signed away to a man who isn’t even a man. I’ll have to pick a few loyalists and start my legend over from nothing. Do you know what that feels like?”

“No.” Goldilocks kept her eyes on his hands. “I’ve never had anything to lose.”

He stood. The ten feet between them shrank to five. “Then you don’t understand. I came here to claim the one thing of value that wasn’t covered by the terms of that wager.”

Her heart escalated its pace severely, and she could hear it thudding in her chest all of a sudden.

“Leave,” Goldilocks said. “Now.”

“You’re my prize, Goldilocks. Not Rapunzel. You.” Another step. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, chained to a beast who can’t appreciate what he has. I’m going to rescue you, and someday you’ll thank me for it.”

“I will not ask again.”

He moved fast, and his hands were on her before she could get her feet fully beneath her. He caught her wrist with one hand and her shoulder with the other, bearing her backward and down with weight, muscle, and years of martial training. Somehow she doubted this is what all that training was meant for.

Her back hit the rocky ground hard enough to drive the air from her lungs. He pinned her wrist above her head and pressed his weight across her hips, his face very close to hers. His eyes were bright with violent lust. As rough as the wolf had been with her during their first time, he was never like this.

“You’ll thank me for this shortly,” he said. “They always do.”

They always do.

She heard Sister Samantha’s voice in her head all of a sudden, steady as water dripping from a rooftop: When a man pins you, he expects you to push up. So you don’t push up. You go sideways.

She shifted her hips hard to the left, breaking the line of his weight across her pelvis. His balance stuttered. She ripped her right hand free and slammed her forehead into his nose.

The crack was satisfying.

Gallant reared back with blood sheeting down his face, both hands flying to the mess she’d made of his nose. Goldilocks rolled out from under him, and her right hand closed around the jagged rock she had located minutes ago. The loose one with the sharp edge.

He was still reaching for her when she opened his throat.

She drove the rock’s edge into the side of his neck and dragged it forward with every ounce of strength in her arm. The sound it made was wet and horrible, and the blood that came out was hotter than she expected, soaking her hand, wrist and sleeve in one instant.

Prince Gallant fell sideways onto the ridge. His hands went to his throat, but there was nothing to hold together. His eyes found hers, and in them she saw surprise. Pure, wide-eyed, confused surprise. He had expected a damsel, a girl who would cry and submit because that was how the story was supposed to go for princes like him.

He had not expected this.

She watched him die unblinkingly. It took longer than she thought it would, but she enjoyed every second, standing over him barefoot in her bloodstained dress with the rock in her hand just in case she needed it one more time. His mouth moved but no words came out besides a thin gurgling that got quieter until it stopped. Forever.

The ridge was silent. Below her, wildflowers were still blooming in the wasteland, and the stars didn’t care about any of it. Goldilocks stood alone with blood cooling on her skin.

The ground shook.

A heavy shape was coming through the dark at tremendous speed, and she knew what it was before she saw it. She’d been feeling his footsteps through the ground for the better part of a year.

The wolf exploded over the ridge in beast form, massive and black against the stars, golden eyes blazing and jaws open. He skidded to a halt, and his claws gouged trenches in the rocky ground and scattered loose stones down the slope.

His eyes went to the body. Then to Goldilocks. Then back to the body.

She watched him understand.

It happened in his eyes. The blazing fury just went out, like a fire doused. He looked at the dead prince, then at Goldilocks standing over him, alive, shaking, splattered with blood but whole, and she saw the realization settle into him.

He had been too slow.

If she had been anyone else… If she had been the girl the prince assumed she was, she would have been raped and defiled.

He would have been too late.

The wolf didn’t speak, but his eyes were wide like she’d never seen before. He stared at the dead prince for a long time with his ears flat against his skull and his body completely still.

Then he shrank. Down past his resting size, and crimson light washed over his body as the tulip’s magic reshaped him into the man. He forced the change himself, without her kiss, and she could tell from the way his jaw clenched that it cost him something.

He walked to the body. He bent down and lifted Prince Gallant across his shoulders without effort. Blood soaked into his unlaced linen shirt and ran down his arms.

He looked at Goldilocks. His golden eyes were muted, but his voice was very quiet.

“Come.”

She forced a smile at him, but she knew that he had smelled the prince—and her own fear—all over her body. “Of course, darling.”

She followed him down the ridge, and neither of them said a word. The rock was still in her hand. She would let go when she was ready.

The camp came into view below. The fire was still burning. Gretel’s silhouette was near the supply wagons, bent over her spellbook. Scarlet was on her feet at the northern perimeter, bow in hand, already turning toward the sound of their approach.

Rapunzel was sitting by the fire with her knees drawn up, her violet eyes reflecting the flames. She saw them first. Her face went white as she took in the dead prince.

“What happened?” A whisper that carried across the silent camp. “Is that... is he...”

“Dead,” the wolf said, and laid the body down by the fire. “Time to cast off that innocence of yours, princess. This is the way the world is.”

“I… I see.”

Goldilocks felt for the princess somehow despite everything else going on in her head at the moment. How confusing this must be for her especially.

Scarlet crossed the camp in four long strides. Her gaze moved from the body, to the wolf, and back to Goldilocks, lingering on the blood, the torn dress, the rock still clutched in a white-knuckled fist.

She didn’t ask what happened.

Gretel arrived a moment later.

“His retinue is camped a few miles east,” Gretel said, already three steps ahead. “When he doesn’t return by morning, they’ll come looking.”

“Let them come,” the wolf said. “I can’t wait. I will eat like never before.”

Rapunzel hadn’t moved from the fire. She was staring at the body with both hands over her mouth.

“He hurt you,” Rapunzel said. She was looking at Goldilocks now, at the blood and the bruises and the torn dress, and her voice was very small. “He tried to hurt you.”

Goldilocks couldn’t speak. Her throat had closed and her jaw was still shaking. So she just stood there, holding the rock.

Scarlet stepped in front of her.

“Give me the rock, Goldilocks,” Scarlet said. “It’s over.”

Goldilocks looked down at her hand. Her fingers were cramped around the stone so tightly she couldn’t feel them anymore. “I can’t,” she said. Her voice sounded far away even to herself.

“Yes, you can.” Scarlet’s hands came up slowly. She wrapped her fingers around Goldilocks’s fist and held on. “You already did the hard part. You’re safe now, and we won’t let you out of our sight again.”

It took a minute. Goldilocks stood there with Scarlet’s hands around hers, shaking until her fingers unlocked one by one and the bloody rock dropped to the ground between them.

Scarlet kicked it into the dark. Then she did something Gretel had never seen her do in all the months they’d traveled together. She put her arms around Goldilocks and held her.

Over Scarlet’s shoulder, Goldilocks could see the wolf standing by the fire, looking down at the body. His face was in shadow. His hands hung at his sides with the dead prince’s blood on his shirt, and he was completely, terrifyingly still.

Gretel moved beside him and spoke in a low voice, trying to calm him. He didn’t respond. She spoke again, more urgently this time.

There was no reply, but there was a lot of violence.


Chapter twenty-one
The Rage of the Wolf


The wolf tore Prince Gallant apart for the first time shortly after everyone had come to understand what had happened to Goldilocks.

Gretel watched from the supply wagons with her spellbook open in her lap and a cup of tea untouched and cold beside her. She had seen violence before. She had committed it, too. She had eaten a witch’s charred remains off the floor of an oven when she was ten years old, crunching through ribs and sucking marrow, and she had killed dozens of her own kind in the years since.

This was different.

The wolf was in human form. He knelt over the body with the prince’s blood already on his shirt, and he took Gallant apart with his bare hands. He pulled the prince’s arms from their sockets one at a time, working them back and forth the way you’d loosen a stubborn joint of meat. He caved in the ribcage with his fists. He did things to the face that even Gretel stopped watching after a certain point.

When there was nothing left to destroy, he stood and looked at her.

“Put him back together.”

Gretel closed her spellbook. “What?”

“You heard me, witch. Reassemble the body.”

“For what purpose?”

“So I can mutilate him again.”

Gretel frowned. “That is not very constructive. We should be leaving shortly.”

“Do it, witch.”

In the end, she reassembled the body as he requested, and the result was predictable.

Her magic was not designed for this. Flesh-mending was meant for the living, for closing wounds and knitting bone while a heart still beat, and it wasn’t the sort of things witches were good at to begin with. So using it on a corpse was like trying to patch a burst wineskin. The magic obeyed, but reluctantly, pulling the scattered pieces back into a rough approximation of a human shape once again. The seams showed. The joints didn’t sit quite right.

The face was… way off. But that didn’t really matter because the wolf just destroyed it again.

And again. And again, again, and again. Gretel lost count of the cycles. It was a waste of her magic, but she wasn’t about to refuse the wolf in this particular mood, so she mended Prince Gallant’s corpse over and over again only to watch it be eviscerated, decapitated, burned, mutilated, urinated upon, used as a blunt instrument, and worse.

The rest of the women just watched. Poor Rapunzel was so confused. Goldilocks was very clearly flattered by the wolf’s angst on her behalf at first, but now she was scared. For him.

Time blended together. The Prince’s retinue never showed up looking for him, which meant they guessed what happened and decided to fuck off since he was technically of no importance without his titles.

She only knew it went on for two days because the sun rose and set twice while she sat by the wagons and put Prince Gallant back together over and over like a macabre puzzle. Each reassembly was harder than the last. The body came back with more pieces missing every time — a finger here, an ear there. The flesh softened and refused to hold its shape, sagging on the bones like wet clay. By the middle of the second day it was barely recognizable as human. By the end, it was just… meat.

During that time, the wolf didn’t eat, didn’t sleep, and didn’t even speak except to give the command. He shifted between human and beast form, sometimes mid-destruction, his body cracking and reshaping as if even his shape couldn’t contain what he was feeling. In beast form, his jaws did the work. In human form, his hands. Neither version was easier to watch.

Gretel kept her observations unemotional the best she could, but the truth was she was starting to feel for the wolf, and this was hard to watch. He was evil, sure, and dangerous, and there was a sliver of doubt in the back of her mind that still wondered at her own safety with him—but he was, for lack of a better word, a sweetheart. He loved deeply, and nothing in their time together had affected him as viscerally as what had almost happened to Goldilocks.

This was less about Gallant, she realized, than it was about the wolf’s own guilt for letting the novelty of Princess Rapunzel allow Goldilocks to wander out of his sight. It was very unlikely that was going to be allowed to happen again in the near future.

Gretel looked away and drank her cold tea.
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“This is grim,” the huntress muttered to herself. Scarlet kept her distance, not wanting to get caught in the splash zone of any of this. But she wasn’t one to blanch or grow sick from a little gore.

Her appraisal of the wolf had grown very hard to define lately. She was a little disappointed by just how… emotional this tantrum was turning out to be, but that was more than made up for by the fact that he genuinely cared for Goldilocks and her trauma at all. If there was any fraction of her soul that was still skeptical that the wolf took his protective duties seriously, they were banished forever now.

It was enough to make her rethink a lot of things about her… relationship with the wolf.

The huntress posted herself on the northern perimeter with her bow strung and her quiver full, watching the wolf blankly. She had not spoken to anyone since the night Goldilocks came down from the ridge. She ate when she remembered, slept in short shifts with her back against a wagon wheel, and kept her hand near her arrows at all times.

Gretel approached her on the first evening.

“He’s not going to turn on us,” Gretel said. “We’re much closer in his mind to the way he views Goldilocks than the way he views the prince. I genuinely think it would take a lot for him to turn on us.”

Scarlet didn’t look at her. “I know. I’m not an idiot.”

“I didn’t mean to imply you were. But if that’s the case, what’s that worried look on your face about?”

“I don’t know. We’re killing a lot of time on this nonsense, for one thing.” Scarlet’s ice-blue eyes tracked the wolf as he shifted back to human form. She took a moment to run her eyes up and down the length of him. “He’s out of control at the moment, and we need to find a way to rein him in and commit him to us even further so we hold as much sway over him as Goldilocks.”

Gretel couldn’t argue with that.
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Rapunzel retreated into a tent on the first day and didn’t come out until the second. Gretel checked on her twice, pushing through the canvas doorway to find the princess curled on the floor with her shortened hair pooled around her. She wasn’t sleeping. Her violet eyes were open and wet, and she flinched at every sound from outside.

“Is he still hurting the dead man?” Rapunzel asked the second time.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Gretel considered several answers and settled on the simplest one. “The dead man tried to steal Goldilocks and almost hurt her.”

Rapunzel was quiet for a long time. She pulled a strand of golden hair across her lap and wound it around her fingers. “I thought princes were supposed to be good.”

“Some are.”

“Was Prince Gallant?”

“No.”

“Is our prince good?”

Gretel smiled. “I think he’ll be very good to you.”

“That will be enough.” Rapunzel pulled her hair tighter around herself and said nothing else. Gretel left her there and went back to her post by the wagons. The wolf was standing over the latest reassembly, breathing hard, his hands at his sides. Blood had dried in layers on his skin, bright red over old brown.

“Again,” he said.

Gretel raised her hands and began the spell.
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Goldilocks had been trying to reach the wolf since the first morning, approaching him between destructions with careful steps and soft words. She called him darling. She called him her love. She reached for his hand and tried to press herself against his side the way she always did, fitting herself into the curve of his body.

He shrugged her off every time. He growled when she got too close. Once, when she tried to curl against his belly in beast form, he stood and walked away without looking at her, and the sound she made was so small and hurt that even Scarlet turned her head.

Gretel saw the moment it became too much.

Goldilocks was standing a few yards from where the wolf knelt over the latest ruin of the prince’s body. Her silk dress was no longer stained with Gallant’s blood from the ridge as whatever innate magic she possessed kept her flawless. But if you looked very closely, you could see raccoonlike bags of sleeplessness under her eyes

She reached out and touched the wolf’s shoulder.

This time, he didn’t growl, but he went still under her hand, and then he said one word.

“Don’t.”

Goldilocks pulled her hand back as if he’d bitten it. She walked away from him, past the supply wagons and the cold fire pit, until she reached the spot where Gretel and Scarlet were sitting. Rapunzel had emerged from the tent at some point and was huddled against Scarlet’s side with her hair pooling around all of them. Scarlet looked deeply uncomfortable with the proximity but hadn’t moved away.

Goldilocks sat down and started to cry ugly, wrenching sobs that bent her over left her gasping. Her whole body shook as she tried to keep quiet. She grabbed fistfuls of her own hair and pulled. She made sounds closer to retching than crying as snot ran down her chin.

“He hates me. He won’t let me touch him,” Goldilocks managed between sobs. “He’s never—in all this time, he’s never—not once—” She couldn’t finish. Another sob tore through her and she pressed her forehead against the ground.

Scarlet watched her with an expression Gretel couldn’t read. Rapunzel was crying too, silently, clutching Scarlet’s arm with both hands.

“He doesn’t hate you,” Gretel said. “He worships you.”

“He won’t even look at me,” Goldilocks whispered into the dirt. “I can take the threats. I can take the growling. I can even take him pretending he doesn’t love me when I know he does. But this.” Her voice cracked. “This is going to kill me.”

The four women sat in silence while the wolf destroyed what was left of Prince Gallant for what was probably the last time. Even at this distance, Gretel could tell the body had nothing left to give. Her magic couldn’t reassemble it again in any meaningful way. There were too many pieces scattered beyond recall.

The wolf would have to find another outlet, or tear himself apart instead.

Gretel had been thinking about this for weeks—not this exact scenario, but the underlying dynamic, the thing she had noticed building between the wolf and Goldilocks since before the tower, since before the wasteland, since the first time she watched the wolf curl around the girl at night and pretend it was tolerance rather than tenderness. She had studied magical bonds her entire adult life, and she knew what she was looking at.

She waited until Goldilocks’s sobs had quieted to ragged breathing before she spoke.

“He’s not pushing you away to punish you,” Gretel said.

Goldilocks lifted her head. Her face was a mess, swollen and blotchy, her eyes so red they looked bruised.

“He’s pushing you away because you almost were kidnapped and raped and he wasn’t there to stop it.” Gretel kept her voice even, clinical, the way she delivered all her observations. “He’s shocked how much not being there to save you hurt him. He’s punishing himself for getting too close to you, maybe, and for not keeping a closer eye on you. You broke something fundamental in how he sees himself.”

Scarlet stirred. “What do you mean?”

“I mean he’s the Big Bad Wolf. The last of the Great Wolves, the Prince of Beasts, a creature no mortal weapon can harm. He has never, in his entire existence, been powerless. And two nights ago, while he was a hundred yards away explaining clouds to Rapunzel, a mortal man nearly claimed his self-described wife.” Goldilocks had gone rigid from the mention of those events.

“So he takes his anger at himself out on a dead body,” Scarlet said. “Not very healthy if you ask me.”

“Maybe healthier than training your whole life to kill one specific creature,” Gretel countered with a smirk.

Scarlet chuckled. “Point taken.”

Goldilocks wiped her face with the back of her hand and stared at Gretel as her breathing steadied. “I think I know how to reach him,” Goldilocks said.

Gretel waited.

“He needs us,” Goldilocks said after a pause. “We need to burn through his fury with passion. It’s the only thing that’ll call him back to us. When he’s in human form again, we’ll make our move.”

Scarlet’s head turned sharply. “What? Where are you going with this?”

“Exactly where you think. Me, you, Gretel, Rapunzel. We go to him, and we seduce him. All four of us, at once. A spectacle like that is the only thing I am certain he wouldn’t shrug off. If it was just me, he’d resist, and just two of us, he’d be more confused than aroused. But all four of us as a united front? I believe he will get back to his senses.”

“You can’t be serious,” Scarlet said after a pause.

“I am deadly serious, and I wouldn’t suggest it if I had any other idea.” Goldilocks looked at each of them in turn. “I didn’t want to rush into sharing him so soon, but I know him. I know his body, I know his moods, and I know this will work.”

“He can’t push all four of us away,” Gretel finished. “I think she might be right. Besides—this is an evolution in our relationship with the wolf that’ll see him more invested in protecting us in the future too.”

“I am not doing this,” Scarlet said. Her voice was quiet but absolute. “Have you forgotten the conversation we had in the Shimmerwood? We agreed to keep our distance. We agreed to stay focused on the quest and watch each other’s backs. We agreed that falling under this creature’s spell was exactly the kind of—”

“I remember that conversation.” Gretel cut her off. “We were wrong.”

Scarlet stared at her.

“Distance won’t save the world. I’ve been treating this like a transaction, a political arrangement, but I’ve been studying the prophecy for twenty years and watching the wolf for months, and distance is not going to work.” She leaned forward. “The wolf doesn’t need allies and chaperones. He needs anchors. Emotional anchors, women he treasures who can help him have a real stake in the mission. And this quest will be a long one, and I doubt it’ll end with the third princess. We will need to stay anchored to him to endure it ourselves.”

Scarlet’s jaw tightened. “You’re just horny and rationalizing it.”

Gretel didn’t flinch. “Maybe. But the logic holds.”

Rapunzel spoke up in a thin and airy voice. “I don’t understand everything you’re saying.” She looked at Goldilocks, then at Gretel, then down at her own hands. “But I know my prince is in pain. I can feel it. I’ve felt him since he kissed me awake.” She touched her chest. “I want to help him, and I will do anything a wife should do for her husband if it will help.”

“Rapunzel,” Scarlet said carefully, “You seem pretty sheltered. Do you understand what Goldilocks is asking?”

“I… think so.” Rapunzel’s cheeks colored, but her gaze didn’t waver. “She wants us to lie with him.”

“Yes.”

Rapunzel nodded slowly. “The curse said a prince’s kiss would wake me, and his did. That makes him my prince, and I belong to him already. I’ve never—” She faltered, and her blush deepened. “I’ve never been touched. I’ve never even been held by a man until two days ago. But I want to give myself to him if it will help. Or… even if it won’t. Because it’s what I’m meant to do.”

Even Scarlet couldn’t find a response to that.

The huntress sat very still for a long time, her hand resting on the bow across her knees. In the distance, the wolf was quiet, sitting alone in the dark, no longer destroying anything. Just sitting and looking up at the sky.

“I’ve never been with a man either,” Scarlet said. She addressed it to no one, staring straight ahead. “I’ve never wanted to be.”

“I understand,” Goldilocks said quietly. “But being with him was the best thing that ever happened to me. I won’t lie to you about that, Scarlet. I won’t dress it up or make it sound like a sacrifice. Being with him was—” She stopped. Tried again. “He was rough at first. He still is more often than not, but it’s always good. You’ll never feel more wanted than you will underneath him.”

Scarlet’s jaw worked. “And if the rage doesn’t redirect the way you’re hoping?”

“Then we handle it together.” Goldilocks reached across and put her hand on Scarlet’s arm. “I’m not asking you to do this alone. I’m asking you to do it with me.”

It was a hell of a request, Gretel noted. But something in Scarlet’s eyes gave way after a pause.

“Fine,” Scarlet said. The word came out hoarse and low. “Fine.”

Goldilocks let out a breath that shook. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I haven’t done anything yet.” Scarlet turned to Rapunzel. “Stay close to me when we approach him. If anything feels wrong, you tell me immediately.”

Rapunzel nodded, beaming too sweetly and innocently for this line of conversation.

Gretel took a great big breath and stood. The four of them looked at each other without talking. Only the sounds of night echoed around them.

“How do we do this?” Scarlet asked after an excruciating silence.

Goldilocks grinned.

“Well, I go last.”


Chapter twenty-two
What the Wolf Needs


The fire was dying, and the wolf sat beside it in the body of a man, staring at what little was left of Prince Gallant.

There was not much to stare at. Two days of work had reduced the prince to a series of smears across the dirt, a few scraps of cloth, maybe a tooth here and there. Any meat had been ingested or destroyed too utterly to consume. To say that the witch couldn’t reassemble it anymore was a waste of breath. There was nothing left to punish.

Yes. Punish. That is what this was. But Prince Gallant hadn’t been alive when the punishment commenced. Oh, if only he had been. The wolf wasn’t one for long goodbyes, but he had a feeling he could find it in himself to get creative with the prince’s suffering. He would have wished for death weeks before it came.

But the only one truly feeling punished by all this was Goldilocks. That stupid girl. That curse of a woman, following him everywhere and pulling feelings out of him that should have been impossible to inspire. He had given in to her wiles whether he liked to admit it or not. He’d accepted her as his responsibility, his toy… his lover. His bride, maybe.

And now he realized that that only ended one way. With pain. Hers and his. Something would snatch her away from him someday. It was just a numbers game. This time it was a prince. Next time, maybe a crossroads devil, a cursed fairy, or some mundane cause, like fever or plague.

And it would hurt. It hurt even now, knowing that she had almost been lost to him. He didn’t feel any better now than he had when he first realized what happened. How much, then, would it hurt when that day came for real?

“That cursed Blue Fairy,” he muttered. “And that fucking pig.”

The rage was suppressed for now. There was no way forward but forward, so he calmed his fury. But perhaps it would be wise for him to distance himself from Goldilocks.

The women had told him they were going to bathe. All four of them, together, at the new stream south of camp. He had noted the obvious flaw in this plan.

“Gretel doesn’t need to bathe,” he’d said without looking up. “She uses a cleansing charm.”

They had fumbled through some excuse about wanting to keep Rapunzel company, and he had let them go. He knew what they were doing, and he was curious how far they’d go and if it would in fact make him feel better. So he waited.
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As it happened, Gretel and Scarlet came back first. They walked into the firelight side by side, and they were naked.

Even hollowed out, the body the tulip had given him responded before his mind could intervene. His eyes moved over them with open lust, awakening something primal in him that he’d allowed to go dormant as a defense mechanism. But there was no defense against this, not for him.

He was a beast after all.

“Quite a display,” he growled at them, delighting in the unusually nervous body language Scarlet was demonstrating. The witch’s anxious aura matched his memory of his first encounter with her.

Gretel was actually stunning, unlike most witches. Her green skin turned warm in the firelight, looking smooth and rich. Her body was fuller than her traveling clothes had suggested — generous hips, a narrow waist, breasts that sat heavy on her frame. Her dark hair fell past her shoulders, and her amber eyes were fixed on him. They were hard to read. Courage in front, terror underneath, and deeper still a hunger she had been hiding for weeks. He had smelled it on her before, and just as often when she was watching Goldilocks or Scarlet. He smelled it now, stronger.

Scarlet was a different creature entirely. Her body was a canvas of lean muscle under fair skin mapped with small but noticeable scars.

Her dark hair was loose for the first time he’d ever seen, falling past her shoulders, softening the sharp angles of her face. She had the largest breasts of anyone in their party, capped with pink nipples that pointed outward like a dollop of cream. Her long legs were corded with muscle, and she stood with one foot slightly forward. The archer’s stance. Even naked, even shaking, she looked like she was ready to draw on him.

Her hands trembled at her sides. He noticed. She noticed him noticing.

“I know what you’re doing,” the wolf said.

“We know,” Gretel said. “We’re doing it anyway.”

“Go put your clothes on. I’m not in the mood for whatever scheme you’ve cooked up.”

Neither of them moved.

“This isn’t Goldilocks’s scheme,” Scarlet said. Her voice was steady even if her hands weren’t. “She suggested some version of it, and we agreed, but I’m not here because she asked me to be. I’m here because I chose to be.”

“How noble.” He turned back to the fire. “Go away.”

Scarlet didn’t move. “No.”

“I will eat you, huntress. Don’t test me tonight.”

“You won’t.” She took a step closer. The firelight caught the scar on her stomach, and he watched it move as she breathed. “You never would. You’ve had thirteen years to eat me and you never bothered. You won’t start now, even on your worst day.”

Gretel stepped forward too. “We’re not asking you to feel better. We’re asking you to use us and let us use you in return. Get whatever this is out of your system before it eats you alive.”

“Use me, hmm?” He stood, sharp enough that both women flinched. Good. They should flinch. “I am the Big Bad Wolf. The last of the Great Wolves, the Prince of Beasts, a creature that has terrorized this land for centuries. I do not need comfort from an orphaned witch and a foolish huntress who can’t even keep their hands from shaking in my presence.”

His voice rose to a roar on the last words, loud enough to shake the fire and send something small scurrying away in the darkness. Gretel’s arms crossed over her chest. Scarlet’s hands balled into fists at her sides. But they did not leave.

He looked at them. Bare, shaking, refusing to go. They needed him, and they believed he needed them. This talk of using one another was a ruse, of course. They wanted him smitten, wanted him easier to control.

Well… why the hell not? He’d already broken every personal rule in the book for Goldilocks. He’d already walked right into the trap that she always represented, one laid for him twenty years ago by a vengeful hog of the Shimmerwood. He’d known from the first time he saw her that she was to be his great downfall, and look! He was right.

Now here he was about to make love to two more mortals—women he would one day lose, most likely. Women he would try to, and fail to, see as toys or pets rather than brides.

He knew all this and yet the alternative—going back to the way things were before Goldilocks, before Gretel the Witch-Eater, Scarlet the Little Red Riding Hood, and Princess Rapunzel—was unthinkable.

He realized then what he needed to realize all along. He’d rather have it all and risk losing it than never have any of it. And as for losing it?

Well, maybe with the magic of all three Perfect Princesses, he could stop that from happening too.

“Fine,” he said. Low, quiet, dangerous. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He pulled his shirt over his head and threw it into the dark. His trousers followed. He saw both women’s eyes move over him with open hunger, a hunger he shared.

He closed the distance between them in two strides, lifted Gretel off the ground by her ass, and kissed her.

“Mmm!” She made a sound against his mouth that he felt in his spine. Her lips were softer than he expected and tasted like the herbs she chewed when she was thinking. He kissed her until her toes curled, then let her go and turned to Scarlet.

The huntress didn’t wait for him. She stood on his feet and her own tiptoes, grabbed his face with both hands, and kissed him first—hard, like she was trying to prove something to herself. Her lips were chapped from the wind and her teeth caught his lower lip and drew blood.

He pushed them both down onto their bedrolls. He took Gretel first. She was aroused, had been since before she walked into the firelight—he could smell it on her, sharp and musky beneath the herbal scent of her cleansing charm, and when he reached between her thighs she was slick against his fingers. She sucked in a sharp breath and her hips lifted.

“Don’t tease me,” she said, her voice stripped rough. “I didn’t come here naked to be teased.”

He pushed inside her in one long stroke and she cried out. Not the satisfied moan he was now used to hearing from Goldilocks, but something more like their first time together. A sharp, startled sound, her body clenching around him, her black nails digging into his shoulders.

“Breathe, woman,” he said, “I can be a lot rougher than this.”

Her jaw was clenched, and her eyes squeezed shut. He held still inside her and felt her body adjust, the tension easing in increments. Her pulse hammered under his mouth when he kissed her throat.

“I’m fine,” she managed. “Move.”

He moved, slow at first, and she winced. Then something shifted in her expression, pain draining out and replaced by a flush that spread from her cheeks down her neck to her chest. Her mouth fell open. Her hips rocked against his, tentative, finding a rhythm.

“God,” she breathed. “Oh God, yes.”

She was warm around him, tight and slippery, and he let himself feel it. Grudgingly. He was aware this was exactly what Goldilocks had intended and found it irritating that it was working. He gave her more, and she matched it, rolling her hips up to meet each thrust. Her eyes never closed. She watched him the entire time with those slit pupils blown wide, and when he hit a spot that made her gasp, she pulled his mouth to her ear.

“Harder,” she whispered. “I can take it.”

He gave her harder. The slap of his hips against her thighs was loud enough to carry across camp. She moaned into his shoulder, nails raking down his back. He felt her womanhood grip him tight, convulsing lewdly around his cock. “Ohh, fuck!” she shouted. “Fuuuck, I’m cumming!”

Then it was Scarlet’s turn.

He could tell it was her first time from the way she held herself—rigid, jaw clenched, ice-blue eyes locked on his. She didn’t ask him to be gentle and he didn’t offer. Scarlet did not want tenderness. She was a survivor, and not one to ask the wolf to go easy on her.

“Look at me, girl,” he said.

When her eyes locked on his, he pushed into her, slow and steady, and she hissed through her teeth. He felt resistance give way as the thin scent of blood reached his nose. Her hands gripped the bedroll so hard he heard the fabric tear.

“Harder,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just do it. Fuck me, Wolf!”

He obeyed dutifully. She gasped, her whole body going rigid, back bowing off the ground. Then she exhaled, long and shaky, and her legs opened wider, eager for more.

“Again,” she said. Barely above a whisper. “That’s it, you fucking monster. You like it? You like my pussy, don’t you?”

He had not expected nor prepared for that level of enthusiasm, but he did like her pussy, that was for sure. The texture was as close to heaven as an evil beast like him would ever feel.

Her gasps and dirty talk turned to short, clipped moans she was clearly fighting to suppress. She bit down on her lower lip until it went white. When he found a rhythm that worked, her head fell back and her eyes closed, then a sound escaped her she would probably deny ever making. “Nyaah! Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop, you fucking animal.”

He moved between them, one then the other, redirecting the same ferocity he’d spent on the prince’s remains. He pulled out of Scarlet and she made a sound of protest she immediately tried to downplay. He was back inside Gretel before it faded, and Gretel arched off the ground with a cry.

Scarlet lay beside them, panting, her dark hair stuck to her face with sweat, watching him take Gretel with her winter eyes. “Yes,” Gretel kept saying, “yes, yes, right there, don’t stop, please don’t stop,” and the please was what got him—the crack in her composure, the witch begging.

He turned to Scarlet. She was already on her back with her legs wide open. He drove into her and she moaned against his mouth and bit his lip hard enough to draw blood again. “Is that all you’ve got?” she hissed, and he laughed for the first time in two days. It was not a kind laugh, and she had earned it.

He gave her more. He tried to rival the passion he had the first time he made love to Goldilocks, the raw desire that he felt on that day. Nothing would hit that high for him, but this came close. She took it and demanded more, her hips rising to meet him, fingers clawing at his shoulders. Gretel pressed herself against Scarlet’s side and kissed her neck, and Scarlet’s hand found Gretel’s and held on tight.

Back to Gretel, who had grown bolder, wrapping her legs around him and whispering things in the old witch-tongue that made his blood run hot. She came with a shuddering cry, her back arching so hard her shoulders left the ground. “Ahhh! I’m cumming again!”

But as time went on, his movements slowed.

Rage was fuel, and fuel burned, and burning felt like living. But it was gone now, spent on a dead prince and two willing women, and what was left underneath was the cold thing. The weight.

His eyes went vacant. His body kept moving, but his mind was somewhere else—somewhere dark and still, a place where a girl with golden curls was pinned to the ground and he was a hundred yards away, couldn’t hear her, couldn’t reach her in time.

Gretel felt his mind wandering, apparently. She pulled his head down and kissed him. He tasted salt. She was crying — witch-tears, black as oil, streaking down her green cheeks.

“Stay here,” she whispered against his mouth. “Stay with us.” She rolled her hips beneath him, clenching around him. “Feel me. Make me need you as much as she does.”

Scarlet pressed against his back, her mouth hot on the back of his neck. She reached around and ran her calloused hand down his chest, his stomach.

“The Big Bad Wolf doesn’t run from anything,” she said against his ear. “Stop running.”

He growled, but it died before it reached his teeth.

Gretel’s legs tightened around his waist. “Come back to me,” she said, and the rawness in her voice broke through the numbness. He looked down at her and appreciated her body, her beauty, her uncommon allure as a witch with some youth and grace. He thrust into her, hard, and she cried out and arched against him.

Scarlet turned his head and kissed him, biting his lip and pulling. When he turned back to Gretel, Scarlet bit the muscle of his shoulder, and the pain was sharp, clean, and even a little grounding.

“The world needs you,” Gretel said against his skin. “The quest isn’t finished. Two princesses are still sleeping, and if mortal princes reach them first, everything ends. Magic ends. You end.”

“I know.”

Then Goldilocks stepped into the firelight.

She was naked, and the dying glow of the coals painted her skin in amber and shadow. Her emerald eyes were fixed on his, and she was so beautiful that the stone in his chest shifted and pressed harder against his ribs.

She knelt beside him and put her hand on his chest.

“I love you,” she said.

“I know.”

“What happened on the ridge wasn’t your fault.”

“I know that as well.”

She smiled at him. “It means so much to me that you cared enough to react the way you did.”

“Don’t presume too much, woman.” He knew he did not sound particularly convincing after two days of destroying a man’s remains on her behalf. “You are my possession. A man tried to take my possession from me. I responded accordingly. If anything, I let you get too close. A mistake I won’t repeat.”

She giggled against his mouth.

He hated when she did that. Mostly because he actually adored it.

“I’ll love you enough for both of us, then,” she whispered, and kissed him.

Her mouth tasted like the stream where she’d bathed. Cool, clean, alive. She kissed him while he was still inside Gretel, and Gretel moaned beneath him at the sight of it, her hips bucking hard. He closed his eyes and felt his muscles relaxing for the first time in days, and the darkness behind his eyelids was warm instead of cold.

“There you are,” she murmured against his lips. “There’s my darling.”

She settled beside Gretel and her hand slid down between them. Her fingers found where his body met Gretel’s, and she touched them both. Gretel’s breath hitched and she grabbed Goldilocks’s wrist—not to stop her but to hold her there. Goldilocks smiled that devastating little smile and worked her fingers in slow circles.

“Look at you,” Goldilocks whispered to Gretel. “You’re much lovelier out of that frumpy witchy dress. I knew you would be.” She kissed Gretel’s mouth, slow and thorough, swallowing her moans while her hand kept working. Gretel came apart with a ragged sob, clenching hard around the wolf, her whole body shaking. He felt every pulse of it. Goldilocks held her through the aftershocks, murmuring soft things against her temple.

He pulled out of Gretel slowly. She whimpered, and Goldilocks kissed her forehead. “Rest. I’ll take care of him.”

Then she turned those emerald eyes on Scarlet.

“Come here,” she said, and the huntress obeyed, drawn by the same gravity that drew everything to Goldilocks. Goldilocks kissed Scarlet’s forehead, then her mouth—softer, then deeper. “Brave girl,” she whispered. Scarlet made a strangled sound and turned her face away, but her hand found Goldilocks’s hip and held on.

Goldilocks guided Scarlet onto her back and looked up at the wolf. He could smell Scarlet’s arousal, mixed with the fading scent of her virginity. Goldilocks guided him in and he pushed inside. Scarlet groaned, low and helpless, her body opening more easily now, still tender but wanting.

“That’s it,” Goldilocks said, stroking the huntress’s hair. “You don’t have to be strong right now.”

Scarlet’s eyes went glassy. She came with Goldilocks’s fingers laced through hers and her body clenching around him in rhythmic waves.

Rapunzel entered the scene last.

She stepped into the firelight bare, her violet eyes wide. Her shortened golden hair drifted around her shoulders and pooled on the ground behind her, dragging in a way that implied it was actually floating slightly above it. Her body was different from the others. She was softer, frailer, flush and flawless, like a living doll in many ways. Her body was petite but had more than enough of a womanly shape to get the wolf’s blood boiling in this human form.

She was trembling, but her face held no fear. Only trust.

“My prince,” she whispered. The way she always said it, with that breathless reverence, almost made him feel like a hero. Which he was not—he was a wolf who had spent two days eviscerating a corpse and then allowed himself to be seduced by a coordinated ambush. Heroes did not behave this way, as a general rule.

She knelt beside the others and looked up at him.

He looked at her. Really looked, for the first time since he’d kissed her awake in that tower. This was the woman whose sleep had cursed a wasteland for a century. Whose hair alone held enough magic to reshape landscapes. She was giving herself to him, and he could not find it in himself to dismiss her.

“Come here,” he said.

She came to him on her knees, and he cupped her face in his hands. Her skin was impossibly smooth. She smelled like nothing he’d ever encountered. There was no trace of sweat, no dirt, and no fear. She was utterly pure down to the tiniest detail. He kissed her and she melted into it, her lips parting, her hands clutching his chest.

He laid her down and took his time. He kissed her throat, felt her pulse flutter under his lips. Her collarbone. The soft swell of her breasts. She gasped and arched into his mouth with a high, startled sound.

“Is that—oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s lovely.”

He kissed lower and she squirmed beneath him, her breath coming faster. He could hear her heartbeat accelerating, smell her arousal building, tentative and confused, her body responding to things it had never experienced.

Goldilocks knelt beside them with Rapunzel’s hand in hers. “It’s all right. Breathe. Hold onto me.”

He positioned himself between her thighs, and Rapunzel looked down with wide eyes. Her blush went all the way to her chest.

“Will it fit?” she whispered, and Goldilocks bit her lip to keep from laughing.

“It’ll fit. Probably. Maybe.”

He pushed into her slowly. She was impossibly tight, her body resisting and then yielding, and the sound she made was a thin, high whine that broke into a gasp. Her grip on Goldilocks’s hand tightened until the knuckles went white. A single tear slid down her temple.

“Oh my goodness!” she moaned.

“Breathe,” Goldilocks whispered. “The worst part is over. I promise.”

He held still, letting her adjust. She was warm, warmer than the others, and he could feel the magic in her body resonating with his own. Then the tension broke and her eyes flew open.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh. That’s—oh gosh!”

He moved, just slightly, and her mouth fell open. Her hands flew to his arms and gripped.

“Ohh, I like it!” she whispered. “Please, my prince, more.”

He gave her more, going slow, rolling his hips. Her moans were high and entirely unselfconscious, each one louder than the last. She grabbed his arms and held on, her eyes huge.

“It feels like—oh gods, it feels like magic,” she gasped, and then she clenched around him and cried out, her whole body going rigid. The wave of raw magical energy that pulsed off her raised every hair on his body and made every flame in the camp flare white for a heartbeat. Gretel yelped. Scarlet swore.

The wolf smiled. He couldn’t help it. The first smile in two days.

Gretel laughed softly. “That’s never happened before.”

“She’s a princess,” Goldilocks said, beaming. “What did you expect?”

Rapunzel lay beneath him, flushed and panting. “Can we do that again?” she asked in a small voice.

The stone in his chest loosened by a fraction. Just enough to breathe.

The night went on.

He took them all, and they took him. The fire eventually burned down to coals.

Gretel rode him while the others watched and sucked her nipples, her hips rolling slow and deliberate, her hands braced on his chest. “Your cock feels incredible,” she said, her voice wrecked. “Can we do this every night?” He grabbed her hips and pulled her down harder, and her composure shattered into a string of moans that echoed around the clearing.

Scarlet took him on her hands and knees, her face pressed into the bedroll. She bit the fabric to muffle the sounds she was making, and when Goldilocks pulled her hair aside and kissed the back of her neck, Scarlet shuddered and came with a choked curse that would have made the nuns at the Goldilocks’s nunnery faint.

Gretel and Scarlet found each other while the wolf was inside Rapunzel. He watched from the corner of his eye—Gretel’s green fingers tracing the scars on Scarlet’s ribs, Scarlet’s mouth on the witch’s throat. Scarlet’s hand slipped between Gretel’s thighs, and Gretel arched into the touch with a gasping “oh, fuck”.

Rapunzel was fascinated by everything. She touched his chest with wandering fingers, kissed Goldilocks on the mouth and pulled back with wide eyes. She asked questions that were adorably innocent—”Does it feel good for him too?” “Why do my nipples feel so nice?” and “Will I die if I do this too many times?”

Goldilocks, of course, was where the night ended for him, tangled together with her by the fading embers, kissing and letting her bounce on top of him while he laid back and enjoyed the view.

Afterward, she pressed against his chest, with her cheek against his heartbeat. He draped his arm over her without thinking, and she made a small satisfied sound and closed her eyes.

Scarlet settled against his back, her forehead between his shoulder blades.

Gretel curled against his other side. Her green fingers found Goldilocks’s golden ones and laced together over his side. Her eyes were closed, but she wasn’t sleeping. He could tell from her breathing.

Rapunzel was already asleep, curled in a nest of her own hair nearby. Goldilocks had guided her there, arranged the golden strands around her like a blanket, and kissed her forehead before returning to her place against the wolf’s chest.

One by one they fell asleep. Except for the wolf. And apparently the witch, as after a while she whispered softly in his ear. “I can tell you’re awake.”

“Good for you,” he muttered, smirking.

“Can I ask you a question? I’ll warn you, it is sensitive.”

He frowned. “Out with it, witch.”

Gretel paused, seeming to hesitate. But eventually she managed to spit it out. “There is something about Goldilocks you haven’t told us—or her—isn’t there?”

He wondered how she’d figured it out, but then again she was a witch. “Go to sleep, woman.”

The cold feeling in his chest returned again long before Gretel joined the rest of the women in slumber.


Chapter twenty-three
The Three Little Pigs


Almost twenty years ago, the Big Bad Wolf was hungry and alone.

This was not unusual, per se. Until Goldilocks crashlanded in his life for the second time, he’d always kept to himself, and in the old days he was always hungry in ways that went deeper than his belly. He was hungry for flesh, yes, but also hungry for fear and the particular satisfaction that came from watching something small and soft realize it was about to die.

The Big Bad Wolf was younger then, though not by much in the reckoning of immortal things, and he had not yet learned to temper his appetites with patience or his cruelty with sport. Back then, the curious respect he’d cultivated toward the strong and the interesting was simply not a part of him. He merely took what he wanted, when he wanted it, and the world was always much darker for his passing through.

On this particular evening, he was prowling the edge of the Shimmerwood where the trees thinned out into rolling farmland. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, and the sky was the color of a fresh wound. A good omen, he thought, at least as far as he was concerned. Blood-red skies seemed a promising start to a night of hunting.

And that was when he caught the scent.

Pig, to be exact—fragrant, fat, and dressed in linens. He could tell as much even from a distance. The Shimmerwood was full of civilized beasts, at least during those days. Not like the Darkwood, where some beasts could speak but few could work out human tools and construction. His nostrils flared as he drew the smell deeper into his lungs, sorting through the layers of information it contained. Male. Young. Alone. And somewhere close, judging by the strength of the aroma on the wind.

The wolf’s mouth flooded with saliva.

He followed the scent through a meadow of tall grass, moving low and silent despite his size. The moon had not yet made itself known from its hiding place behind the clouds, and he liked it that way. He could see perfectly well without light, being descended from gods, but his prey would be half-blind, huddled pathetically by dim candlelight, easy pickings.

The trail led him to a house. Well. If it could be called such a thing.

It was, without question, the most pathetic structure he had ever seen. The walls were made of straw, bundled together in uneven clumps and lashed to a crooked wooden frame. The roof sagged in the middle, and the door was nothing to write home about either, though it seemed sturdy enough. All told, a feisty child could have knocked this thing down with a sneeze. A stiff autumn breeze might do the job without any help at all.

The wolf sat back on his haunches and regarded the house with amusement. What kind of creature built itself a home from straw? What kind of fool looked at a pile of dried grass and thought, yes, this will do?

A pig, apparently. He heard it moving around inside, humming to itself, blissfully unaware that death was sitting just outside its door. Such a dumb beast practically begged to be slain.

The wolf considered his options. He could simply walk through the wall, as the straw would offer no more resistance than cobwebs to his bulk, but where was the art in that? Where was the fear? Half the pleasure of a kill was in the anticipation, in allowing his prey to realize what was about to happen and being utterly powerless to stop it.

He padded up to the door and knocked, three slow deliberate taps of his paw against the wooden frame.

The humming stopped.

“Who’s there?” The pig’s voice was high and tremulous, and the wolf could smell its fear spiking through the gaps in the straw. Delicious.

“A traveler,” the wolf called out, pitching his voice to sound friendly and unthreatening. “Lost and cold and hoping for shelter. Might I trouble you for a place to rest my weary bones?”

A long pause. The wolf could practically hear the pig’s heart hammering in its chest through the gaps in the straw.

“I... I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the pig finally said. “My mother always told me not to let strangers into the house.”

“Your mother sounds like a wise woman.” The wolf let a hint of warmth creep into his voice. “But surely she also taught you kindness? Charity to those in need, perhaps? I’ve been walking all day, my juicy friend, and I’m so terribly tired. Just a few minutes by your fire, that’s all I ask.”

There was another pause, longer this time. The wolf waited. He was very good at waiting when he was in control, which was most of the time.

“No,” the pig said at last, and there was a new note of suspicion in its voice now. “No, I don’t think so. You don’t sound like a regular traveler to me. You sound like... like the Big Bad Wolf. That’s what you are, aren’t you?”

The wolf smiled, showing all of his teeth even though there was no one to see them.

“Clever pig,” he said, and his voice dropped two octaves, all pretense of friendliness gone. “But not clever enough to live.”

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs until his chest swelled like a bellows, and then he blew.

The straw house exploded.

Bundles of dried grass flew in every direction, scattering across the ground like dandelion seeds. The wooden frame splintered and collapsed, and the plump young pig with pink skin and terrified eyes went tumbling across the ground, squealing in panic as its home disintegrated around it.

The wolf was on it before it could even think about running.

“Please,” the pig gasped, pinned beneath one massive paw. “Please, I have brothers. Two brothers. They’ll give you anything you want, just please don’t—”

“Brothers?” The wolf tilted his head. His ears pricked forward. “And where might these brothers live?”

The pig’s face contorted as he realized what he’d just done. “Curse you, wolf! I’ll never tell you! I’ll never—”

The wolf pressed down slightly, and the pig’s words dissolved into a squeal of pain.

“I can smell them on you in any case, little pig. I can smell the trails you’ve worn between your houses, visiting back and forth like the social beasts you are. I don’t need you to tell me anything.” He lowered his head until his nose was almost touching the pig’s snout, close enough to see his own reflection in those wide, terrified eyes. “But I thought I’d give you the chance to be useful before the end. It’s more than most of my meals get.”

The pig whimpered but said nothing more.

“No? Suit yourself.”

The wolf opened his jaws.
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The second house was made of sticks. Well… Nothing to brag about, but it was at least an improvement over the previous.

It stood in a small clearing about a mile from where the first house had been, and the wolf found it by following the cloven hoofprints that wound through the forest like a well-worn road. The pig brothers had visited each other often, by the looks of things. Every few days, at least, based on the layering of the tracks. How sweet. How familial. And now it would be their undoing.

It would also make the second one’s death all the more enjoyable when he learned what had happened to the first.

This house was sturdier than its predecessor, though not by much. The walls were constructed from branches and logs fixed together with rope, and the roof was thatched with leaves and bark. It would keep out the rain, probably, and maybe even the cold if the pig had bothered to fill the gaps with mud or moss. But it wouldn’t keep out the wolf. Nothing this flimsy could keep out the wolf.

He approached the door and knocked again in three slow taps.

“Who is it?” This pig’s voice was a little deeper than its brother’s, more confident. It hadn’t heard the news yet, of course. It didn’t know that it should be afraid.

“A messenger,” the wolf said, letting a performative pang of urgency creep into his voice. “I bring word from your brother. Something terrible has happened. You need to come quickly.”

The door cracked open, and a snout poked through the gap. This pig was larger than the first, with bristly brown fur and suspicious little eyes.

“What are you talking about? What happened to him?”

“Oh dear, I’m afraid I ate him.” The wolf said through a wicked grin. “Just about an hour ago. Lovely fellow. Very tender, very frightened, very delicious. I wanted you to know before I did the same to you. I wonder—can you smell him on my breath?”

The pig’s eyes went wide. It tried to slam the door, but the wolf was faster, jamming his paw into the gap before it could close.

“Now, now. That’s not very hospitable.” He pushed, and the door flew open, sending the pig stumbling backward into its home. “I came all this way to deliver the news in person. I braved the cold night air, after all, and I worked up quite an appetite on the journey. The least you could do is invite me in for dinner.”

“Stay back!” The pig grabbed a wooden chair and held it in front of itself like a shield. “Stay back or I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” The wolf stepped inside, filling the doorway with his bulk, barely managing to squeeze through the door frame, though it splintered wider in his wake. The house suddenly felt very small with him inside. “Hit me with furniture? Please. I’ve eaten things bigger than that chair. I’ve eaten things bigger than this entire house.” He grinned, showing every tooth. “I’ve eaten your brother, and now I’m going to eat you, and then I’m going to find your other brother and eat him too. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.”

The pig threw the chair.

The wolf caught it in his jaws, bit down once, and spat the splinters onto the floor.

“My turn,” he said.

He took a breath and blew, and the stick house came apart like it was made of twigs. Logs and branches flew everywhere, crashing through the trees, and the pig went tumbling after them with a squeal of terror.

The wolf pounced.

“Wait!” the pig cried, pinned beneath him just as its brother had been. “Wait, you can’t—my older brother—his house is made of brick! You’ll never blow it down! You’ll never get to him!”

“Brick?” The wolf’s ears perked up with interest. “How industrious. It seems all the cleverness in your family was exhausted on your eldest sibling.”

“He’ll stop you! He’ll—”

“He’ll try,” the wolf agreed. “They always try. That’s part of what makes this fun.”

He ate the second pig slower than the first, savoring each bite, taking his time with the tender parts. When he was finished, he licked the blood from his lips and set off to find the third house, following the familiar trail of cloven prints through the dark.
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The brick house stood on a hill.

It was, the wolf had to admit, an impressive structure after all. The walls were thick and solid, mortared with care, and the roof was made of heavy clay tiles that would handle rain and snow. The windows were small but fitted with actual glass, and the door was oak reinforced with iron bands. Someone had put real thought into this building. Someone had planned for the possibility of wolves and other things that go bump in the night.

The wolf sat at the base of the hill and studied the house, his tail swishing thoughtfully behind him. The third pig was inside—he was sure of it.

He climbed the hill slowly, making no effort to hide his approach. Let the pig see him coming. Let it watch death walk up to its door and know that all its careful preparations had been for nothing.

He knocked three times.

“Little pig, little pig,” he called out with menacing playfulness. “Let me in.”

“Not by the hair on my chinny-chin-chin,” the pig responded, and its voice was steadier than the wolf had expected. Almost defiant. “I don’t know what you want, whoever you are, but I built this home to last. I built it to stop things like you.”

“Things like me?” The wolf chuckled, a low rumbling sound that made the mortar between the bricks vibrate. “Oh, little pig. There are no things like me. I am as singular as the God that abandoned you. I am the Big Bad Wolf, the Prince of Beasts, the last of the Great Wolves, and I have eaten your brothers, and now I have come for you. Your bricks are impressive. Truly. But they will not save you from the likes of me.”

To his credit, the pig seemed barely intimidated. “Huff and puff all you want. These walls won’t fall.”

The wolf took a breath and blew.

As he suspected might be the case, the bricks didn’t move.

He blew harder, putting real force behind it, enough wind to uproot saplings. The tiles on the roof rattled, and the glass in the windows shook, but the walls themselves stood firm, unmoved, and apparently unimpressed by his fury.

The wolf stopped blowing and stared at the house with narrowed eyes. Inside, the pig was laughing—and that he simply could not abide.

“I told you!” the pig shouted through the door. “I told you it wouldn’t work! Go away, wolf! Find easier prey! You’re not getting me tonight or any other day!”

Oh, and now he was rhyming. That was absolutely despicable.

The wolf stopped blowing and considered the easiest way to proceed. He could, of course, simply grow to his full size and blow the house down properly. At his true height, his lungs could produce winds that flattened forests and stripped hills bare, but he tried to avoid wreaking that much destruction. Even the Big Bad Wolf had his reservations about wanton destruction.

Besides, where was the fun in that? If he was going to reveal his true form, he might as well make it personal.

So he began to grow, and grow, and grow.

It happened slowly at first, his body expanding like a shadow under a sunset, and his bones cracking and reshaping as his muscles swelled and thickened. The pig’s laughter died in its throat as the wolf’s head rose above the roofline and his shoulders blocked out the stars. He grew and grew until he was towering over the brick house like a mountain of black fur and gleaming teeth.

“Little pig, little pig,” he rumbled, and his voice shook the ground beneath the foundation. “You built your walls to stop the wind. And perhaps they would have, even against my fullest breath. But I find I’d rather do this with my claws. It feels more honest, don’t you think? More intimate.”

He reached down with one massive paw and hooked his claws into the mortar between the bricks.

And he pulled.

The wall came apart with a scream of grinding stone, bricks tumbling down the hillside like an avalanche. The wolf tore through the house like it was made of paper, ripping away the roof, collapsing the chimney, reducing years of work to rubble in a matter of seconds.

When the Big Bad Wolf was finished, the third pig stood alone in the wreckage of his home, surrounded by broken bricks and dust that was still settling around him.

“Please.” The pig’s voice was a whisper, and all traces of defiance were gone. “Please. We never did anything to you. We just wanted to live our lives. We just wanted to be safe in our homes.”

“Safe, you say.” The wolf lowered his massive head until it was level with the pig, close enough that his breath stirred the bristles on its snout. “There is no safety, little pig. No safety in this world so long as I’m a part of it. There is only the eaten, and the not-yet-eaten, and me, and tonight you join your brothers in the first category.”

“They were good men,” the pig said as tears were streaming down its face. “They were decent and kind. They didn’t deserve what you did to them. The one in the straw house—he was the baby. He was barely more than a piglet. He used to bring me flowers on my birthday because he knew I liked them. And he could sing quite well.”

“I was indeed impressed with his voice. He squealed the loudest,” the wolf said in a mockingly sympathetic tone.

“And the middle one—he was going to be married next spring. He’d been courting a lovely sow from the village for two years. She’s going to wait for him forever and he’s never coming back for her because of you.”

“How sweet,” the wolf said. “Perhaps I’ll find her village next so they can be reunited in my intestines.”

The pig looked up at him with eyes that had gone beyond fear and sadness into something much darker. “There’s a star falling behind you,” the pig said quietly.

The wolf glanced up, caught off guard and annoyed by the non sequitur. Sure enough, a streak of light was cutting across the night sky, bright and swift, trailing fire in its wake. A shooting star. He’d seen thousands of them over the centuries. They meant nothing to him.

“I’m going to make a wish on it,” the pig continued. “They say the Blue Fairy grants righteous wishes on shooting stars from time to time.”

The wolf grinned at him. “By all means, wish all you like. It won’t save you.”

“I’m not wishing for me.” The pig closed its eyes. “That wouldn’t be righteous. I’m wishing for you, my dear wolf. I wish upon all that is good in this world that one day you’ll know what this feels like. One day fate will send you something to love, something that softens your heart and the rabid, stupid hunger and cruelty that spurs you aimlessly onward. And I wish that that thing you love with all your heart and soul gets taken away from you—terribly. That you lose it, the way I’ve lost my brothers, and you finally understand the pain you’ve caused.”

A soft booming sound erupted in the sky overhead, and when the wolf looked up again for the star, he found it hurtling toward earth more rapidly and leaving a sparkly stream of glitter in the air behind it.

“Yes. I wish upon that star,” the pig said, “that the Big Bad Wolf will one day grieve with all his heart.”

With those words, the wolf’s fur bristled along his spine. He told himself it was anger. How dare this pathetic creature curse him, how dare it invoke the old magic of stars and wishes against him?

But beneath the anger was something else he refused to inspect any deeper. A dark certainty.

“Enough,” he snarled. “Enough of your prattling.”

“Do it then. I’m ready, you son of a fucking bitch. Eat m—”

The wolf opened his jaws and swallowed the pig whole, not bothering to savor it, nor taking any pleasure in the kill. He just wanted it done, wanted that voice silenced, wanted to be away from this place and the strange cold feeling that had settled in his chest.

The star continued to fall, streaking across the sky toward the far-off treeline. Toward the Darkwood, if the wolf’s sense of direction was correct. He should avoid that place at all costs.

And yet… He didn’t want to. Maybe it was morbid curiosity, or defiance, but the wolf suddenly wanted nothing more than to possess the Darkwood for himself. When he found that thing that he was supposed to adore, he would destroy it completely—eat it up at the first chance.

That was his plan.

He watched the shooting star disappear behind the treeline, and he told himself it probably meant nothing anyway. Stars fell all the time. None of it mattered. None of it could touch him.

He was the Big Bad Wolf. Immortal. Invincible. No dying creature’s righteous curse could change that.

He walked into the darkness, leaving the ruined brick house behind him, heading west, always west, toward the direction of the Darkwood.

Never again would he allow his prey to utter a curse to his face like this.

The cold feeling in his chest never fully faded.
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Chapter twenty-four
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