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      Crisp autumn air swirled my crimson cloak behind me as we strolled along the perimeter of our village, checking the magical boundary that protected us from the wild beasts that lived in Darkwood Forest. I felt keenly aware of the silvery strands of Gran’s unique brand of magic woven into every fiber of the spiked border that rose as tall as a man and surrounded our town on all sides with only a single rusted gate as a weakness. It was reassuring to know that the years she had invested into strengthening the walls would keep Hamelin safe forever. I couldn’t see beyond the barrier, but I still sensed glowing eyes watching from the forest’s dark edge. I held my head high. I had no need to fear whatever creatures lurked in the forest.

      “Look here, Scarlett,” Gran said in her husky voice, pointing an ancient and gnarled finger at a place near eye level in the border. I closed my eyes to feel the magic better and ran my hand over the spot she indicated. There was a tangle in the magical fibers.

      “A knot,” I confirmed, aware that even if Gran could see better, the strands of magic were invisible to everyone other than myself. It would be simple enough to fix, but I glanced over my shoulder to ensure that no one other than Gran would see me. I couldn’t risk being reported to the elders for undocumented magic use and get fast tracked for a Shunning. No one was around, so I stretched my fingers out, prepared to correct it, but Gran forestalled me with a gentle swat to my knuckles.

      “Save your magic, lass. Don’t take away my fun.”

      The corner of my mouth twitched as I watched my grandmother mend the small snarl in the protective boundary. Gran’s independence never wavered, not even when her vision faded and she’d begun to walk with a cane. She staunchly refused to have others care for her, and I loved her for it. When any youth tried to stop her doing a task out of fear for her safety, she would clout them over the head with her walking stick and snap at them that she was old, not dead, and would do it herself. I rather hoped to be like her when I got to be her age.

      “Are you ready for the Shunning tomorrow?” Gran asked after she fixed the knot.

      “Is anyone ever ready?” I returned, then shrugged indifferently. “Before I sat in on the council of elders, I was worried about my friend Nix. She hasn’t been doing well in her studies, and during the history recital last week, she forgot her part and got several more marks against her name.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about a little thing like that. The elders know that youth will struggle from time to time. I never counted that against anyone.”

      “Yes, but you’re different, Gran. You always see the good in people.”

      “True,” she confirmed, and a smile tugged at her thin lips. “But we can’t all achieve perfection as I have.”

      I laughed. During their meeting, the elders had agreed on selecting a magic user, though they never gave names around apprentices, and Nix had no powers. The vast majority of magic users were men, and most often, the person chosen to be shunned was a man who was mistreating others and abusing his magical abilities. Naturally, someone like that couldn’t serve Hamelin and deserved to be cast out.

      A sudden memory burned to the front of my mind, and I sobered. “Remember Tad?”

      Gran’s face darkened, and the wizened lines in her face seemed to sharpen. That was the year that the elders had voted to cast out a six-year-old boy who had shown signs of dark magic. In addition to early indicators of powerful magic and an overabundance of energy, he had a perfect memory and could instantly recall everything anyone said or did. It made the rest of the villagers very nervous to be around him, as they all feared he would report them to the elders for some misdeed that would chalk marks up to their name and later get them shunned, but that didn’t stop me from remembering that he was only six years old.

      I could still see his tiny face streaked with tears and his shoulders slumped as he was sent away. He had disappeared from where he huddled down to sleep outside the gate that first night, but whether the wild beasts had taken him or he tried to make it to the next village, no one knew. His mother vanished the same night, and it was suspected that she’d abandoned the rest of her family to go with him. We hadn’t heard about either one since.

      Gran had resigned as an elder in protest the year that Tad was sent away, but the rest of the community and the other two elders held strong and insisted that whoever was chosen had to be rejected from our community, and that was the end of Tad. It was one of the many reasons Gran had encouraged me to keep my powers hidden; she knew my ability to drain others of their magic for my own use would be feared. Consequently, any experimentation I did with my magic had to be done in secret, away from the prying eyes of Hamelin’s other residents, who were always eager to throw the spotlight onto anyone else when it came time for a Shunning.

      Gnawing dread tore at the insides of every person in Hamelin each time the Shunning was mentioned. They were all deathly afraid that somehow, someway, they or someone they loved would be chosen next and forced out of our community where everyone was educated and no one ever went hungry. The ever-present threat of the marking system forced good behavior from all who wanted to remain in the safety of Hamelin, far from the reaches of those hardened criminals who dwelt in the forest, shunned over the years. Twice in my memory, the elders had called for an additional Shunning when a resident gained too many marks against their name, so the fear of being shunned was never isolated to just the autumn equinox, but an ever-present threat that contributed to every decision made and hovered at the forefront of everyone’s minds.

      “It’s always a tragedy when a child is chosen,” Gran sighed in her creaky voice. “You’re too young to remember them all, but other children have been cast out. It’s rare though, darling. It’s typically grown men who engage in criminal behavior, so don’t worry. You needn’t fear for yourself or your friend.”

      Gran shuffled on, and I slowly followed, still meticulously checking the border for any weaknesses to point out to Gran. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing up at the top of the perimeter’s border fence, as if I could see the entire forest beyond, not just the treetops, and wondered if any of those who had been shunned still lurked in the shadows, waiting for someone to stray just beyond the village’s safety. Just because we couldn’t see them didn’t mean they weren’t there.

      The village storyteller, Piper, often told children the stories of those who had been shunned before, and the tales always seemed to end with them prowling the edges of the forest, waiting to pounce on an unsuspecting child and drag them back to their lairs to consume. I supposed he was to thank that no children had ever stepped foot outside the village; they were all too frightened.

      Though I didn’t quite believe that Tad was prowling the perimeter of the town, there had been other people cast out that I did fear. At the first Shunning I could remember, the man who was cast out could conjure fire with his bare hands. Another had the ability to read minds. One boy not much older than myself was a shapeshifter and had been thrown out when I was a very small child. All of those people, we were told, were far too dangerous to be around the rest of the villagers of Hamelin.

      “Back where we started,” Gran said eventually, gesturing to a spot on Hamelin’s main street, the only entrance to the outside world.

      I glanced up, surprised that we had already circled the entire town. Gran’s limited vision never seemed to prevent her from knowing exactly where she was. She had every square inch of the village memorized.

      I slowly walked beside Gran and couldn’t help scanning the face of every person I saw. Who would be shunned by the community the next day? Was it the tailor, whose merchandise was proudly displayed in a shop window? He had been accused of cheating a customer some months ago and was a known magic user. Or would it perhaps be the woman pinning laundry up beside her small cottage with a dog curled at her feet? She had been heard shouting at her husband on more than one occasion.

      My eyes jumped to each new individual I saw, and several times, other people met my gaze with the same suspicious, mistrusting look that I felt. Would I be chosen? I couldn’t imagine that I would—my marks in my studies were near the top of my class, I never got into trouble, and it had been prophesied that I would one day be an elder; I was apprenticed to them. I controlled my magic and kept it well hidden, so even though I had the capability of using my stored magic to do any number of things, from conjuring fire to making objects move, as far as anyone else knew, I had no powers. No, I was not so much afraid for myself as I was for some of my friends and neighbors.

      A young child’s squalling pierced the peaceful air, and my head snapped around at once, quickly spotting the culprit. It appeared as though the little girl being frantically shushed by her mother had somehow ripped an arm off her rag doll and now wailed loudly. The mother glanced up and down the street, anxiety written all over her face. I schooled my features to look as though I couldn’t hear the small girl’s sobs and hoped that no elders were nearby. Disturbing others and failing to control your emotions were worthy of marks against your name, even if the child was only a year old, and the mother could get a mark as well, for neglecting to control her child adequately.

      Gran, bless her, began to sing loudly to help mask the sound of the crying. I hastily joined my alto to Gran’s tremulous soprano, whose vibrato matched the quavering child’s voice. The mother scooped her daughter up and hurried her inside to muffle the crying, and it wasn’t until we were sure that the daughter had ceased her tantrum that we desisted.
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      As we passed the schoolhouse on our way back home, the voice of the teacher, Pierre, floated out from where he was teaching the lower school, recounting the history of our village and enumerating the many ways in which our elders kept us protected, provided us with food, and helped our society thrive by means of the annual Shunning. I felt the tendrils of his light blue magic drifting about in the room, gently persuading the students to stay focused on the lesson at hand.

      Gran and I walked by a crowd of small children too young for school being entertained by Piper, the village storyteller, who was Pierre’s brother. I could sense faint strands of deep-red magic flowing from him to each of the children, keeping them mesmerized with the story he was telling. I paused momentarily to listen.

      “And then,” he whispered dramatically, “who was around the corner, but the Big, Bad Wolf!” He imitated a wolf’s low growl and leapt at one of the children, who shrieked and fell over backwards into another child’s lap.

      “But those little pigs weren’t worried, because they had…” He flipped something golden into the air and stared expectantly at the children as he caught it again.

      “The lucky coin!” they all shrieked as one. Piper was well-known throughout town for keeping his good-luck talisman on him at all times, claiming that it had kept him safe from the Shunning throughout the years.

      “That’s right! But that day in the deep, dark woods, they lost it!” With a flick of his fingers lasting less than a second, the coin vanished. Gasps went up from the knot of youth sitting with crossed legs at his feet.

      “Piper’s so good with the children,” Gran laughed quietly.

      I smiled at the strawberry-blond man. He was a few years older than I and had a charming, charismatic personality that made him an instant favorite among children. We had never been close friends, per se, but I knew and admired him for his abilities. I felt the fibers of storytelling magic drift toward me, drawn by my ability to drain others of their magic. As far as I knew, no one other than Gran was aware of my ability to sense the magic around me, nor did they know that I could collect and re-use the magic in any way I saw fit. So much power in one person would undoubtedly be feared.

      Piper spotted one little boy waving merrily at Gran and looked in our direction. The storyteller flicked his hand at us, shooing us away, but his grin disproved any perceived annoyance. “Get out of here, Agatha, I need to keep these children entertained! Their parents are all preparing the feast for tomorrow’s Shunning.”

      “What, scared an old woman is going to be competition for your stories?” Gran immediately taunted. “Don’t you always say that your stories are entertaining enough that you don’t need your powers? Don’t stop just because the almighty Agatha of Clearwater is passing by! Or are you too intimidated by me?”

      He rolled his eyes, grin still plastered across his face, and shifted his focus back to the small children around his feet. “And what do you think that Big, Bad Wolf said when he saw those delicious-looking little pigs?”

      Piper snarled and pulled his jacket up over his head, flapping the empty sleeves at the children as he gave a perfect imitation of a wolf howling at the moon. “I’m going to eat you for my supper!” The children all shrieked and scattered as Piper lunged at them again. They scampered to hide behind the well, then would dart out and tug playfully at Piper’s trouser legs before dashing away again.

      If I hadn’t been afraid to use the magic I had collected, all stored within my chest, I could have created a wolf tail to appear and poke out from Piper’s trousers, but squandering my magic on frivolity and revealing my powers was pointless.

      Gran and I watched their game for several more minutes before moving on. The squeals of the children died away as we drew near our small cottage.

      “He has so much energy,” I commented. “Piper, I mean. He runs around with those children all day and never seems to get tired.”

      Gran gave a sly smile and sighed, “Remind me what he looks like again. Is he handsome? My old eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      “Gran! That isn’t what I meant!”

      Gran chuckled. “You’re almost eighteen, child. If you want to put in a pairing request to the elders, you’d better hurry, or they may assign you to marry someone like Old Bart.”

      “They will not, and you know it. They will assign me to whomever is best suited for me.”

      “Whomever they think you’re best suited for. Maybe Old Bart requested you.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Old Bart requests every girl who comes of age. I don’t know why he hasn’t been shunned yet. I hope it’s him this year.”

      Gran made a slight choking noise, and I hastened to place my hand at her back before she waved her knobby cane to ward me off. “Bite your tongue, child. Being shunned shouldn’t ever be wished on anyone.”

      “Sorry.”

      Gran tsked several times as she shook her head. “You’re young. I’m sure you only want to ensure that handsome storyteller of yours isn’t the one who gets shunned. Maybe he has been waiting around for you to come of age so he can make his own pairing request to the elders.”

      “Gran!”

      Her skin was textured with wrinkles that only deepened as her face cracked into a cunning smile. “What?” she asked innocently. “It isn’t unheard of for young couples to sneak off during the post-shunning feast and—”

      “I’ll go through the proper channels to be paired, thank you very much.” I sniffed with dignity. “People who run off and ignore the rules are likely to end up with someone they aren’t compatible with. The elders study everyone for years to make sure that they’re matched appropriately.”

      “Look at you being a hopeless romantic. On your wedding day, you can sign a contract and calculate an equal division of household financial responsibilities.”

      “At least we would know we’re well suited for each other.”

      “You’re allowed to notice when men are handsome. They’ve certainly been noticing you lately. Enjoy that figure before you grow old like me.”

      My face flamed bright red, and I began to splutter incoherently. Gran continued to laugh at me all the way across the threshold.
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      The three elders stood shoulder to shoulder on the platform. The youngest of them, Octavius, was the strapping village farmer who was nearly forty years my senior. He stepped forward confidently, his freckles standing out prominently in the same way Piper’s did. Everyone fell silent at once. No dogs barked, no babies cried. It was as though we were all holding our breath, waiting. Waiting for the announcement of who was going to be cast out.

      “Our village,” Octavius began, widening his arms in a sweeping gesture, “has a long and glorious history, and to truly grasp the magnitude of the ceremony today, we must go back many years.” He cleared his throat. “During the centuries in which we have lived here, we set up a reigning government, led by three elders elected by the people.…”

      I heard several quiet groans from the crowd, and only the fear of having an additional mark against my name kept me from joining in. None of us wanted another one of Octavius’s long-winded speeches. We all just wanted to know if we were safe for another year. I tuned out the dull recounting of Hamelin’s history that Octavius loved to tell at every opportunity. We didn’t need to hear the same thing over and over. Every child knew this story.

      No prisons, thumbscrews, or gallows were needed in our criminal justice system when we were faced with the ever-present threat of the Shunning. No resources were wasted on jails or guards when our citizens were compelled to govern themselves and abide within the laws. My mind began to stray. Despite my confidence that I wouldn’t be chosen, scenes from the last year began popping up in my mind, and I bit my nails. I didn’t have the worst record, but I wasn’t perfect either.

      I had joined several other students in locking Pierre in the school cloakroom in a spur-of-the-moment prank. I hadn’t shown any of my magical abilities like many of my peers had done, hoping to prove their worth to the community. I had only avoided doing so at Gran’s insistence, and now wondered if doing so would count against me. Would they see me as a less valuable member of society? Surely not—Gran told me that men tended to fear women with power, so I had hidden my ability to absorb and re-use magic for my own purposes, a much more powerful gift than most of the others.

      “When our secluded utopia began to experience criminal behavior, the elders of Hamelin knew they needed to act!” Octavius said, and my attention was sharply brought back. He was getting to the point.

      “And thus, the Shunning was established. Every year leading up to this ceremony, the elders review the ledger from the previous year, to see who has had the most marks against them. A mark is given for a variety of reasons. It could be from criminal behavior, or from the improper use of magic. It’s noteworthy that not all magic is dark. In fact, some is very helpful to our society. In order to operate a peaceful and prosperous town, we must all do our parts, magic and non-magic alike. We cannot sustain a community in which magic users are allowed free reign to do anything they choose. Their powers must be kept in check, for the greater good.

      “Some have the ability to make our food multiply and feed our people!” Octavius bowed to the crowd, who politely applauded his contributions. “Others have the power to enchant children with the magic of storytelling.” Piper flashed a brief grin at the crowd. “And others can heal those with injuries.” He nodded toward Gran’s friend Arthur, who waved.

      “As long as magic users channel their magic toward the good of the community, they don’t receive marks against their name. Quite the contrary—they become invaluable, and for that, we are eternally grateful.”

      Several of the young children were growing antsy and began fidgeting, twisting their fingers and bouncing on the balls of their feet. I could feel the nervous energy from many of the adults as well, and saw many shifty looks exchanged. The same question was on everyone’s minds.

      Octavius’s face grew grim. “This year, however, the elders have identified one magic user who has shown themselves to be a credible threat to our society.”

      Murmuring broke out. I glanced around at those that I knew possessed powers. Pierre could manipulate emotions, but I couldn’t imagine that he would be cast out. He used his abilities to help children develop a love of learning, and they hung on his every word about mathematics and the history that Octavius had just recited.

      Eugene the tailor had been accused of cheating a customer once, but otherwise he used his simple ability to change any item’s color for the benefit of all by crafting artistic clothes and cloaks that were worn by all the townspeople. Arthur, the oldest in the village besides Gran, was a healer, and could use his abilities to purge any illness. I was flummoxed as I continued to run through the mental list of those who possessed powers. Which magic user was a threat? Was it perhaps another child, as Tad had been, whose powers were not yet known to the community at large? Had my own powers been discovered?

      Octavius waited until all the whispering died down. “Once the name of the shunned is announced, they will be asked to leave and never come back. They are not to talk to anyone, nor are you permitted to talk to them. When a tree has a withered or dying branch, the wise gardener removes the diseased portion of the plant. Today, we will be pruning one member of our community. This we will do for the good of the many.”

      “For the good of the many,” we all chanted back.

      “Form the lines.”

      We all moved into place, lining the main street of the village, and all eyes snapped back to Octavius. He gestured for the other two elders to stand beside him on the raised platform and unrolled a small scroll.

      “The person chosen for this year’s Shunning has a list of crimes, including but not limited to—physical abuse of fellows, neglect in assigned duties, condescension, arrogance…” Octavius continued listing a lengthy catalog of faults, and I wanted to scream with frustration. Just say the name!

      My eyes scanned the crowd again, trying once more to guess who the guilty party could be, flicking my eyes from the blacksmith’s wife to the teenage boy who disrespected Pierre during class, to the grumpy old man who shouted at children. Old Bart looked unfazed by the proceedings and winked at me, after which I hurriedly looked away. Gran’s speculation still rang in my ears about Old Bart wanting to request to be paired with me. I’d have to remember to submit a request for anyone but him, but at a later time. I didn’t think I could stomach any additional stress that day.

      Piper caught my eye, his face twisted into a similar expression of concern and fear. He tried to give me an encouraging smile, but everyone felt too sick with dread to do anything as pleasant as smile. Did Piper fear for himself or his brothers? He stood next to his two brothers—Pierre the teacher and Otto the huntsman. I wholeheartedly disliked Otto, despite having no reason to do so. Though I had never sensed any threads near Otto in the same way I had with his brothers, and his duties as a huntsman required no magical powers, a dark, leeching aura still existed around him. I couldn’t ever adequately explain, either to myself or Gran, why it made me uncomfortable, but it did.

      The aura sent chills up and down my spine each time I shared physical proximity with him, and I consequently avoided him whenever possible. No one else appeared to share my reservations, so I kept my opinions to myself, as always, and let my eyes continue their scan of my surroundings. Many were doing exactly what I was and furtively searching the congregation, all while running through the list of their family and friends, praying that it wasn’t one of them. The dying sun’s rays did little to warm my face, but I removed my cloak gleaming with Gran’s silvery threads of protective magic and draped it over my arm, too nervous to be cold. I spotted beads of sweat on Gran’s forehead that matched everyone else’s gleaming faces. Was she just as nervous as the rest of us?

      “In conclusion,” Octavius said, and my attention snapped back to him, “the elders have determined that this individual, though he or she has been of value in years past, has become too negligent and abusive and threatens the community at large. We must be prudent, for the good of the many.”

      “For the good of the many,” we chanted once again, our voices taut with tension. The frantic exchanges of expressions grew to a frenzy, then all settled on Octavius as he inhaled deeply.

      “The person to be shunned from this moment on, henceforth and forever is—"

      We all collectively held our breath.

      “Miss Agatha of Clearwater.”
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      Numbness crashed over me in rolling waves as I gaped, open-mouthed and dumbstruck, at Gran. No, that was impossible. I couldn’t have heard correctly. For a moment, Gran looked just as shocked as I felt. Then, as the faces of everyone turned as one to stare, my grandmother’s face rearranged into one of perfect calm, and she took a firmer grasp on her walking stick, lifting her chin in stubborn pride.

      She began to shuffle slowly forward, and the movement galvanized me into action. I clutched at Gran’s arm to hold her back. I wanted to scream at her to stay with me. I wanted to shout and berate the elders for ever being so deluded as to think that an old, nearly blind woman was any sort of threat. Gran had done nothing but help everyone she ever met. She had been an elder for years. She was the epitome of goodness. Gran chosen? It couldn’t be true!

      My voice stuck in my throat, caught somewhere between the horror twisting in my stomach and the whine of panic that shrieked in my brain, bringing everything else in my world to a screeching halt.

      Gran put a gnarled hand up to my cheek as the skin around her ancient eyes crinkled, then patted my arm in a final farewell. I shook my head at her, hot tears filling my eyes as my dark hair tumbled over my face. Gran would never be able to survive on her own out in the middle of Darkwood Forest, not when animals and bandits prowled the forgotten path through the thickets.

      The woods were rumored to have the ability to suck a person of all their magic, so no matter how many defensive barriers Gran put into place, the forest would slowly drain her of her abilities. I had always loved the idea that the woods would suck away powers from those who were shunned who had abused and misused their gifts. They deserved to have their magic stripped away. But now, the rumor paralyzed me with fear. How would Gran protect herself if she couldn’t access her defensive magic?

      Villagers spoke of a town that was several days’ journey from Hamelin, but no one other than Otto had ever professed to go there. Otto, our only huntsman who was tasked to keep wild animals away from the village, was the only one brave enough to willingly venture beyond the safe boundaries of Hamelin. As he had no magic to drain, he was more resistant to the haunted forest.

      Gran would never make it to the next village without help. She needed to stay in Hamelin, where she would be safe from wild beasts and those who had been shunned before. Gently, Gran peeled my fingers off her arm and turned.

      She held her head high as she began the shameful walk out of the village. As she passed each villager, they pivoted on their heels, literally and figuratively turning their backs on the woman who had taught me so much. Even Piper did, with great reluctance and an apologetic glance my way before doing so. Eventually, only I was left still facing Gran. She slowly shuffled down the main road toward the only gate in and out of Hamelin, and just before she crossed, she paused and looked back. The crowd had already begun to disperse, and none spared a glance toward the woman who had protected our town for decades. She lifted her hand in farewell, then hobbled into the trees. Octavius slammed the gate behind her with a final, metallic clang that echoed  in my head long after Gran disappeared from view.

      My knees gave way. I collapsed to the ground, my red cloak falling into the dust beside me, as I stared after the only family member I had left, who was now gone, leaving me totally and utterly alone.
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      Hours later, as darkness fell, I was still in the same spot, huddled in the dirt and staring at the spot where Gran had vanished, the heavy cloak crumpled in my lap. Golden leaves skittered past me on the ground, chased by more leaves of other colors—dusky yellow, palest tan, and burnt orange. The crisp breeze couldn’t have numbed my exposed hands and face any more than my heart already was.

      The moment Gran had disappeared, the rest of the villagers had done likewise, hurrying in the opposite direction to the feast that always followed each year’s Shunning. It was meant to be a celebration of the pruning of our society into a utopia and to congratulate each other on having one less person to sustain throughout the winter; a “more for the rest of us” mentality. I refused to join them. I didn’t want to hear what I knew was taking place—the slandering of the woman who’d raised me.

      “I always knew she was trouble,” someone would say. “Why, I remember one time…”

      I had done the same thing when so many others had been chosen during the Shunning in years previous, eager to show my approval of the Shunning and keep myself in the elders’ good graces. My stomach convulsed, but not having eaten anything all that day, there was no food to resurface. Gran was gone.

      Why hadn’t I shouted out in protest? How could I have just apathetically stood by and let her go? I should have screamed, should have refused to allow her to be chosen. I should have argued with the elders or rallied the others in Hamelin to speak up on her behalf. I hadn’t even been able to tell her how much I cared about her, hadn’t been able to say goodbye. The least I could have done was give her the cloak she’d made for me and had imbued with her protective enchantments. Why hadn’t I thought of it sooner?

      All the other villagers—the elders, the children, their parents—they all knew Gran, they all loved her, and had all benefitted from her keeping the magical barrier intact for years. And yet, the moment she needed a friend, each and every one of us had failed to save her. I repulsed myself. How would I ever be able to sleep at night knowing what I’d done to the only family I had left? Did I have the courage to question the elders’ decision or ask them to reconsider, knowing that doing so would result in multiple marks against my name?

      Silent tears spilled down my cheeks as I heard boots crunch the fallen leaves, drawing closer until a man sat beside me. I didn’t have to look around to know it was Piper. I felt him wrap his arms around me, and I obeyed the pressure as he folded me into a hug. I had no energy to resist. His dark red threads of magic pulsed through the air, drawn into my body faster than ever before. Perhaps because of his proximity, I could absorb his magic at an increased rate, but the phenomenon held no intrigue for me. Why had I never asked Gran, who seemed to know everything? I had naively assumed we would have years together, years to unfold the mysteries of my strange, leech-like magic. No matter how often Gran told me that I didn’t need her instruction any longer, I wanted the comfort and confidence of knowing that I had one safe person to confide in.

      “I’m sorry about your grandmother,” Piper said finally. “She was a good person.”

      I couldn’t even work up a nod to show I’d heard him, and let his words wash over me. I may as well have been a corpse for the amount of life I showed. He pressed my head against his chest, and I allowed it, indifferent to everything around me. Nothing mattered except that Gran was gone.

      “A boy my same age was chosen in childhood,” Piper commented, arms still around me. I was close enough that I could feel the vibrations from his melodic voice rumbling in his chest. “You might be too young to remember, but the elders said they feared his magic too. He used to change himself to look like other people or animals. He imitated your grandmother once. Had half the town convinced he was her until he started doing front rolls down the main road. She saw him and laughed harder than anyone else.”

      My lips twitched into a watery smile. That would be so like Gran, always quick with a joke, never afraid to laugh at herself. “I’m going to miss her.” My voice scratched at my throat and exited as a croak.

      Piper gave my shoulders a squeeze. “We all will. I wish I knew what became of my classmate from childhood.”

      “Has anyone ever left to find out what happened to the people who were shunned?”

      Piper pondered. “That little boy who left a few years ago…I can’t remember his name…”

      “Tad,” I supplied dully.

      “Yes, him. I think his mother left to go find him.”

      “Did your friend’s family go after him?”

      Piper shook his head. “No, and neither did I, but I wish I had. By the time I worked up the courage, it had been several days, and I knew he’d be long gone by then. I still regret that to this day. If I could help your gran, I would.”

      My mind raced. If I didn’t go after Gran, I knew I would also regret it every day for the rest of my life, just like Piper. I couldn’t just abandon her. Gran had no food, no drink, no cloak to keep her warm or supply her with the additional protective magic she so sorely needed to defend herself. If I left and searched for her, she might have a chance. As feisty and independent as Gran was, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself against wild animals or bandits, and with all of the other people who had been shunned in years past out roaming Darkwood Forest, it was anyone’s guess who or what she might meet.

      I stood so abruptly that Piper was pulled off-balance as I broke free from his embrace. “I’m going after my Gran.”

      Piper’s jaw hung slack as he gaped at me. “Scarlett! You misunderstood me; I wasn’t trying to convince you to run away. I was just saying—”

      “I know, but this is something I need to do.” Sitting in the dirt and crying wouldn’t help Gran. What she needed was food, water, and protection. We would journey to find a new life together. Without Gran here, I couldn’t think of a single reason to stay. Any life with Gran, no matter how dangerous, would be better than unlimited security without her.

      I turned and bolted toward the small hut Gran and I had shared, hurrying to gather all the supplies I could think of that I could manage to carry a long distance—some rations, water skins, a long dirk for any wild beasts, and a torch. I glanced around the house one last time before leaving. Who knew if I would ever return? I fastened the red cloak around my shoulders, then tore my eyes away from the comfort of my childhood home and made my way toward the village gate.

      Gran had spent hours weaving her special brand of silvery protective magic into that cloak so that as long it was worn, its owner couldn’t be injured or become ill.  Why hadn’t I given it to her when she was the one who needed to be protected? She needed the cloak, and would need food and drink, but more importantly, I needed her.

      The ongoing celebration in the center of town was still audible. I stopped briefly once to light my torch, then plunged into the darkness, heading toward the archway in the magical barrier where the rusty gate stood as the sole defense against Darkwood Forest’s menacing population.

      “Scarlett, please don’t leave.” It was Piper, standing behind the platform the elders had stood on earlier in the day. He fell into step beside me. “Any of the people who have been shunned in years past could be out there. Shapeshifters, fire breathers, people who know your thoughts…wild animals too! Wolves, bears—”

      “And my gran is out there with them!” I shot back. I was not going to abandon my elderly and nearly blind grandmother to savage outcasts and ferocious beasts, not a chance in the world. Piper pulled on my arm, trying to drag me to a stop.

      “At least wait until daylight,” he begged. “Night’s already falling, and Otto says that snakes and wolves are nocturnal and—”

      “I’m not waiting another second.” I’d lost too much time already. The arched gate out of Hamelin loomed larger than ever in the dusk’s dying light. Never before had I ventured beyond Hamelin’s safe borders. Every story I’d heard growing up warned of the dangers of leaving our village, and every lesson in school emphasized the importance of staying within our community. Each of the stories and lessons clanged around in my head until I thought it might explode from the internal cacophony.

      Gran was more important than anything. I swallowed my fear and forced the heavy gate open, helped along by a very reluctant Piper. The rusty hinges groaned in protest, and the deep, dark thicket beyond looked more foreboding than ever before.

      A long, loud wolf’s howl reverberated in my eardrums, sounding as loud as if the creature had been directly in front of me. Panic clawed at my insides and I struggled to suppress it and master myself. As frightened as I was with my knife strapped to my side, torch in hand, protective cloak fastened around my throat, and magic at my disposal, I couldn’t even imagine how vulnerable Gran felt in comparison.

      “Scarlett, wait.” Piper’s face twisted in anguish. “I wish I could go with you, but—”

      “It’s fine. You have your brothers, and all the children need you.” I reached up to touch his face in farewell, but he caught my hand and pressed his lips into my palm.

      “Your gran is lucky to have you,” he said, his voice low and husky. “If…I mean, once you find her, bring her back. I’ll hide her at my house. No one will ever know she is there, and we can submit a pairing request and…and…” His face twisted. “I need you to come back.”

      Even more confusion swirled in my chest. His offer felt strangely forward; he had never expressed such a desire before. Was it only because he was faced with the prospect of me leaving that he’d come to that conclusion? Had he assumed that I would be around forever, and he had all the time in the world to get to know me better? Even though she was family, I hadn’t realized just how acutely I needed Gran with me before she was gone; perhaps something similar was happening with Piper.

      I allowed my mind to briefly forget the ominous forest behind me and explore the possibility of what a future with Piper might look like. If he and I were assigned to be paired together, we would easily be able to hide Gran from the elders. We could take turns bringing her food and keeping her company, and as ridiculous as it sounded, there was a cozy feel to the idea. We would be a little family together, even if we were secretly defying the elders and all risking being shunned forever.

      “Do you mean it?”

      “Yes.” Piper slipped his hands around my waist. His gesture caused my heart to leap up in my throat, warming me in a way that I wasn’t used to and that somewhat terrified me.

      His eyes dropped down to study my mouth. Was he about to kiss me as a goodbye? His fingers crept around to the small of my back. I felt each one move and memorized their pattern. If only he’d told me these things sooner, we might have had time…

      Piper inclined his head towards mine.

      But I couldn’t let anything distract me, not even a handsome man begging me to stay. Gran needed me far more than Piper did. When our lips were only a few inches apart, I breathed, “I need to go.”

      Piper froze. Even in the dim light from the crescent moon, I could count the freckles scattered across his nose. “Come back,” he pled finally, and squeezed my sides once before releasing me. “Soon.”

      “I will,” I promised, squared my shoulders, and adjusted the strap of my satchel. “And Gran will be with me when I do.”

      With one last look at Piper’s tormented expression, framed by the warm, inviting lights from the feast’s flickering fire, I turned my back on Hamelin and entered Darkwood Forest.
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      I set out at a light jog, following the path that I had seen Gran walk earlier in the day and holding the torch at an angle so it illuminated the trail. Gran’s shuffling footsteps, along with the imprint of her cane’s heel, were barely visible on the dirt path. So few people ever left our village that her footprints were the only ones present, but the pressing darkness made even well-defined tracks difficult to see.

      My task was further complicated when I reached the shadowed forest’s edge. Though the trail continued on, night had fallen enough that with the dense cover, I could no longer see any footprints at all, and I didn’t want to hold the torch close enough to the ground to set any of the dry, fallen leaves on fire. But no matter, Gran would have had to follow the path. I ignored the creepy sounds of the forest that started to rise. The hooting of owls didn’t bother me, nor did the chirping of crickets, which started in quietly then grew so loud that I felt as though there must have been millions of them surrounding me.

      It was when the slithering of snakes and the rustling of bushes grew louder that I began to grow wary, remembering the wolf’s howl from before. More than once, I thought I saw the glint of glowing animal eyes watching me out of the bushes. Every time I lifted my torch higher to take a closer look, they would disappear, winking out of sight as if they were never there. The evening air began to get colder, and I drew the folds of the cloak closely around myself, as if it would shield me from the penetrating eyes of beasts as much as from the chill of the night.

      A rustling in the shrubbery nearby made me spin around, goosebumps rising along my arms and up my neck as I scanned the bushes. Another shuddering bush caught my attention, and this time, it was accompanied by a low growl. Wolves, I thought in panic as I drew the dirk from the sheath strapped onto my waist. I held it outstretched, still searching the foliage for any sign of a snout or tail.

      “Come on out, then!” I shouted at the bush, sounding much more confident than I felt. If there was a wolf, remaining quiet would avail me nothing; it had already found my scent.

      No wolf appeared. I kept my eyes trained on the last spot of movement and kicked a stone in that direction. I nearly leapt out of my skin when a rabbit immediately skittered out of the underbrush and darted off down the trail. I laughed aloud in relief. I wanted to tell Gran about how frightened a rabbit had made me, and how my mind had imagined a growl. She would laugh and tease me for days about fearing rabbits and scold me for not spelling a defensive barrier into place at the onset of my journey.

      With a wordless wave of my hand after re-sheathing my knife, I put up a barrier, using the magic I had stored in my chest before and wondering why I hadn’t thought of that earlier. I strode on as quickly as I could, given that I was now limited by the amount of meager light my dim torch gave off. I kicked every rock I saw. This frightened many small animals away from my path, and I wondered if any large predators would be drawn toward noise or frightened away from it. In any case, if there were large predators about, I would prefer they come toward me rather than Gran, who was now defenseless, having given her protective cloak to me.

      I grew more anxious the longer I saw no sign of Gran. I could easily walk three times faster than she could, and even with her head start, I should have caught up by now. She didn’t have a torch to light her path and wouldn’t have left the trail in any case; she needed a clear walkway to feel out her way with her cane. Nor did I see any sign of a struggle. “Gran!” I called from time to time, my fevered desperation continuing to rise.
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      I ended up walking for several more hours, calling Gran’s name repeatedly to no avail. As fatigue set in, my mind began to conjure images, and on more than one occasion, I was sure that a large, dark shape dashed across the path ahead of me. With my protective enchantment around me, I wasn’t overly concerned about wild animals, but what Piper had told me about the savage outcasts who had been shunned before kept floating to the forefront of my mind, their faces distorted into vicious sneers. I could only imagine the sort of revenge they would love to get on a villager still welcome in Hamelin, or on Gran, whose time as an elder would have meant that she had voted to shun several before she resigned. “Gran!” I shouted yet again in a panic.

      This time, I was positive that something large moved nearby. Midnight had thrown the heavens into almost complete darkness, lit only by the stars and crescent moon in the sky, visible in slivers through the tree’s canopy, just as my torch sputtered and died. I threw down its smoking remains and crushed the embers under my foot to fully extinguish it before brandishing the dirk, forcing my eyes to adjust to the darkness as quickly as possible.

      “Show yourself!”

      From behind a tree, a grey wolf slowly emerged. It may have simply been because I had never seen a wolf before and so had nothing to compare it to, but this beast didn’t look like what I had imagined. It was enormous, much larger than I had expected a wolf to be. My heart skipped a beat just looking at it. It was a monstrous creature, and if it raised onto its hind legs, it would easily tower over me. Just standing on all fours, its muzzle reached my navel.

      Its eyes were the most disconcerting part of the animal. They looked far too intelligent for any normal wolf, and I felt right down to my boots that this predator could outwit any frightened human. I braced myself as it drew nearer, prepared for it to attack, but it didn’t. It merely circled me, as though curious as to why I was wandering through its forest.

      I hesitated to attack it first. Although my instinct was screaming at me to slash at it with my knife, I held myself back. I could sense that something was different about this animal. After it finished padding in three full revolutions around me, it sat on its haunches right in my path and stared fixedly at me. Did it feel the barrier between us and know it was useless to attack? I continued to hold out my dirk as a precaution.

      “Hey there, wolf,” I said, trying to distract myself from the way my nerves jangled in my ears. Would the sound of my voice increase or decrease the likelihood of it trying to eat me? “You haven’t seen my gran around, have you?”

      The wolf’s ears twitched, and it cocked its head. Its eyes were staring at me as if it understood exactly what I was saying. “I’m looking for her,” I continued conversationally, as if I regularly conversed with savage beasts, trying to ignore the mad hammering of my heart against the inside of my ribcage and the roaring in my ears. I didn’t take my eyes off the creature and kept my ears peeled in case more from its pack were closing in on me from behind. Though I wanted to trust my protective enchantment, I had never had cause to test the effects of the spell against a wolf’s teeth, and the wolf staring at me looked far worse than anything Piper had ever described during his fantastical tales.

      The wolf didn’t growl or raise its hackles at me, and I eyed it suspiciously. It didn’t look vicious, merely amused at my wariness. I snorted. No matter how much like an obedient pet dog this wolf acted, it was still a wild beast and it could easily eat me and another person besides. I assessed the stock of magic I had leeched from others over the last several months. I had plenty to ward off this wolf if it had the mistaken notion that a girl walking alone was an easy target.

      A terrible thought slunk into my head. There was a savage wolf here in the forest that looked more than capable of eating a person, and it wasn’t acting hungry. What could it have eaten that filled it up to the point that it wouldn’t want to attack me? It couldn’t have already found…

      I took a step forward, my fear quickly being replaced by an overpowering, all-consuming anger as my eyes raked its belly, looking for a bulge. “Wolf,” I spat, sounding much louder than before, “did you see my gran?”

      Other than the wolf’s tail flicking, it made no movement. I advanced again, and this time slashed through the air with my dirk. I didn’t care that this animal couldn’t understand what I was saying. I didn’t care that it looked capable of eating me in a single swallow. It felt cathartic to scream and vent some of the horror I had been feeling to something, anything, else. “What did you do, monster?”

      The wolf bounded to the side, avoiding my dagger with an almost lazy air, and gave a low, warning snarl once it was safely out of reach. Anger pulsed white-hot through my veins, and I began driving my dagger forward, blinded by the need for revenge. If Gran was already dead, it was this beast’s fault.

      I felt my mind probing my magical stores, reminding me that I needn’t rely on my non-existent knife-fighting skills. Without realizing what I had done, I effortlessly tore a large chunk of magic from the pool of my reserves. “Come on, then!” I shouted, and anger took over. A blast of fire erupted from my hand, shooting through the air directly at the wolf. The intensity of the column of flames surprised even me. My meager, hidden experimentations with Gran in our hut back home hadn’t prepared me for this, and it was slightly alarming to realize just how much damage I could cause with so little effort.

      The wretched creature dodged out of the way just in time. The acrid smell of burning fur permeated the air, and I was pleased to see that, when the wolf reappeared on the other side of the boulder, it finally looked frightened. Its tail was tucked between its legs. “You better be scared!” I shouted, continuing my advance. “Where’s my gran?”

      The wolf let out a whine that was barely audible above the pounding of blood in my ears. My vision began to turn red. I was losing control of my magic and lacked the focus to pull the strands back in. They streamed out of me in torrents and disappeared into the yawning void of the forest as my vast stores depleted with staggering speed, but I didn’t care. All I wanted was to destroy that wolf. I raised my hand and used a lasso of magical fibers to cause a fully grown oak tree to come crashing down. The wolf barely managed to avoid being crushed and fled off through the underbrush, slunk low to the ground, and disappeared out of sight.

      “Run away, coward!” I screeched after it, my voice tearing at my throat. “I’ll find you, just you wait!”

      After the adrenaline rush from seeing the wolf dissipated, I realized just how exhausted I felt. Using magic depleted me mentally, and the physical toll of wandering through the forest all night after watching my only family member shunned…I had nothing left to give. I had never used that much magic at one time before, and the sudden explosion of using so much suddenly seemed just as foolhardy as running off after Gran into a forest populated with criminals in the dead of night. My protective enchantment still held in place, but there was no way I could make it any further without sleep.

      My eyelids began to droop as the fatigue of using so much magic at once set in, and the chill of the night wrapped its icy grip around my exposed forearms and face.

      “Oh, Gran, where are you?” I whispered as I wrapped the cloak firmly around myself and curled up into a slight hollow on the forest floor, resting my head on a haphazard bed of pine needles and dried leaves.
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      The chill of the air seeped into every bone of my body all night long, breaking any stint of sleep into short fragments that left me feeling increasingly tired each time I awoke. I considered using some magic to warm myself, but the prospect of being unable to rescue Gran when the time came because I felt a little cold one evening was far too selfish to justify. The most frightening experience that night was likely not facing the wolf, but the knowledge of just how quickly my stores of magic could be depleted and of how exhausted it made me. I couldn’t recall Gran ever being so fatigued after a few spells. Was this the effect of the woods’ dark magic? I tried to probe my surroundings, sleepily searching for any auras nearby that could be the culprit that had drained my magic.

      There was nothing, and my eyelids pressed closed again. Gran would be able to explain everything once I found her, assuming the shunned or the wild beasts hadn’t found her first.

      During the few times I managed to fall back asleep, my fragmented nightmares were haunted by visions of the shunned stalking Gran and a wolf devouring her whole. Each time I shivered awake either from the cold or my nightmares, I scanned the tree line in a panic, searching for the wolf’s glowing eyes from the depths of the hostile and threatening forest, or else hands of faceless bandits shunned long ago reaching for me out of the shadows.

      A few stalwart crickets still chirped their creaking melody to the black sky dotted with constellations, and a bitter wind whistled through the shrubbery, making Darkwood Forest come alive with a secret, ominous energy. Each time a snake slithered across my path or an owl swooped overhead, my heart leapt into my throat, blood pounding in my ears.

      I couldn’t remember any night lasting longer than that one. Every faint rustle of the bushes drew my wide eyes and each creak of a tree trunk in the breeze set my teeth on edge. My hands shook as I tugged the cloak tighter around my body, the folds hugging me with a ferocity that did nothing to dampen the terror rising inside me.

      Dawn’s early light couldn’t have been more welcome. The little area of sky I could make out through the sprawling tree canopy overhead shone down through the patches where leaves had already fallen in earnest. I stared at the slowly lightening sky, just as distant and far-removed as Gran felt. Pale strips of pink and orange drove away the repressive blues of the night as gratitude for the peace that daytime brought swelled. My sluggish brain struggled to plan out my task at hand—to find and rescue Gran—but it was impossible to decide which distracted me more: my growling hunger or the aches from sleeping on the forest floor.

      Quiet grumbles escaped from between my lips as I pushed myself off the ground, stumbling once as I tripped on the cloak’s hem tucked under my boot. A frantic scurrying in the bushes nearly made me leap out of my skin, but it proved to be merely a mouse that darted across my path and disappeared under a log covered in mushrooms. The frantic pitter-pattering of my heart took several minutes to return to its normal pace. I clutched at my chest and slowed my breathing as I stared at the mouse’s new hiding place.

      The log must have fallen years ago. The spongey wood crumbled at the touch and was moist enough to feed the fungi that sprouted all over its surface. I examined the mushrooms that covered the fallen tree. Most were a bland beige color tinged with orange on the stems, but a few were a vivid red speckled with raised white dots, and others sported rings of black. Were any edible? I had some rations in my satchel, but I’d rather save them for Gran, who was much older and needed her strength. I had left in such haste last night, favoring speed over preparedness, that my supplies were far short of what they should have been.

      My insistent stomach probed me into picking a mushroom and lifting it to my nose. It smelled like damp earth, not quite the appetizing scent I had hoped for. I considered the slightly squishy fungus. I never had needed to forage for my own food before. Octavius had always prepared three meals a day for all the villagers, so there had never been need for me to grow, harvest, or butcher food for myself. Suddenly faced with the prospect of providing for myself and Gran, whenever I found her, I found the idea intimidating.

      Hesitantly, I nibbled at the edges of one of the beige mushrooms. The flavor was dreadful, and I spat out the tiny bits that rolled around in my mouth. They tasted exactly like they smelled—like dirt. Desperate to rid myself of the flavor, I wiped my tongue on a hastily gathered fistful of the cloak’s folds.

      A hard, metallic circle inside the fabric brushed against my mouth as I repeatedly ran my lips over the cloak in a desperate attempt to purge my mouth of the foul taste. Still spitting onto the ground, I withdrew the hidden object that was tucked into one of the cloak’s inside pockets and rotated it around in my fingers, the bright metal gleaming in the morning light. Piper’s family crest was engraved onto the metal, a range of musical notes surrounding a flute. The corners of my mouth turned upward as I flipped it over to reveal trees etched onto the other side of the circular surface.

      It was Piper’s lucky coin. He must have slipped it into my cloak pocket when he bade me farewell. The cool metal felt different than anything else I owned, like an unseen force drawing the very energy of my heart. Perhaps, if and when I returned, I should request to be paired with Piper. What other man would have understood my need to rescue my grandmother and slipped me a good luck charm to encourage me on my quest?

      The thought buoyed me up as I turned my attention to the faded forest trail. If I was going to make good on Piper’s offer to hide Gran and keep her safe, I needed to find her first. Still clutching the coin, I surveyed my surroundings.

      Burn marks still scorched the fallen tree where I had frightened away the wolf the previous evening, so I knew which way I’d come from. Turning my feet in the opposite direction, I began trekking deeper into Darkwood Forest.
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      The insistent hunger gnawing at my stomach was my only distraction from the rustling in the bushes that I was certain had followed me ever since I’d left the clearing. I frequently turned to stare behind me, waiting for something or someone to leap out of the shrubbery. Twice, I threw a rock in the direction of the faint noises, expecting to hear a scurrying of an animal avoiding the stone, but nothing happened, and I became positive that my mind was playing tricks on me. The foliage grew denser as the trail faded to non-existent, and I was left to fight my way through the clawing brambles and thorns that tore at my dress and cloak.

      Unsure of which things were edible and which were not, I finally succumbed to my hunger and nibbled on just enough of the bread packed in my satchel to take the biting edge off the ache in my stomach. Of all the topics Piper’s brother taught the schoolchildren, foraging for non-poisonous, wild-growing foods was not among them.

      After more than three hours of fighting my way through brambles once the path became so overrun with leaves and fallen tree limbs that it vanished, I discovered another promising looking trail, and sighed in relief, hurrying along the path while my cloak whispered on the ground behind me. The trees blended together in a mural of autumn colors that all looked the same to me as I went out of my way to step on the driest of all the leaves that scattered across the trail. I took comfort in the crunching sounds beneath my boots that hid the imaginary noises my brain kept trying to convince me were present.

      The toe of my boot scuffed the dirt, kicking a puff into the air, and I watched it spray out in front of me as I entered a small clearing. The granules of dirt showered down on a horribly familiar-looking log covered in mushrooms.

      It took a full minute of staring at the log before I dragged my gaze across the clearing. A small hollow still showed where I had spent the night, and scorch marks scarred the fallen tree where I had sent a blast of fire to frighten off the wolf.

      I was going in circles.

      “Shun it!” I screamed in frustration as I aimed a kick at the log. My heel sank into the decomposing wood, and a shower of ants and tiny grubs tumbled out, swarming over my boot.

      I screamed in frustration and shook my foot, frantically brushing the insects off before they could crawl any further up my leg. The ants seemed to multiply the faster I swatted at them, clinging to the hem of my dress and inching their way up my boot, so I wrenched my shoes off and flung them to the ground, flapping my skirts to rid myself of the wretched creatures.

      By the time I had removed every ant, my hair was frizzed out, my cloak lay unfastened and forgotten on the forest floor, and I was barefoot as I beat my stockings and shoes on a rock slab. Breathing heavily, I surveyed the damage. A small crater showed in the log, ants still scrambling all over each other, collecting their disgusting larvae and hurrying them back down to safety, deeper into their burrowing tunnels. Splinters and broken mushrooms lay strewn between the rock slab and log, innocent-looking in the late morning light.

      I glared resentfully back at the area. Gran was in danger, and I had wasted the entire morning, lost in the dark forest, and was no nearer my goal. Yesterday, I’d considered myself a selfless hero rushing to my grandmother’s aid. What a joke. I couldn’t even follow a forest trail without getting lost.

      A low growl sounded directly behind me as I refastened the cloak around my shoulders. I froze, terrified, and pivoted on my bare feet, my toes suddenly just as cold as my heart, and felt my insides plummet to the ground.

      The wolf had returned.

      Was my protective enchantment still in place? I probed with my mind and discovered that no, in my haste to rid myself of the ants, I had grown quite unaware of my surroundings and the protective spell had somehow disappeared.

      Still frozen and staring at the wolf, I searched for the threads of magic and was dismayed to discover that my stores felt much more depleted than they should have been. I didn’t have enough for even a simple protective enchantment, but I could sense an aura of magic emanating from the wolf.

      I stretched out with my mind and began reeling in the wild, dark green cords of magic radiating from the beast in front of me, actively absorbing them as quickly as I could. I had never before heard of an animal that possessed magic, but until I had a protective spell in place, I didn’t care where my magic originated. As I focused on sucking all the magic I could away from the creature, the wolf began to circle me, observing me with a hungry gleam in its eye.

      When I began to feel the threads of magic becoming slower and more difficult to reel in, the wolf snarled and snapped its jaws, not at me as it would have if it had planned to eat me, but as if in discomfort. Still motionless, I heaved on the invisible fibers of magic wrapped around the wolf until I had collected all that I could sense, at which point the wolf collapsed and began to convulse, curling up on the ground.

      The fur covering its body vanished, the snout retracted, the tail shrank and disappeared, and the legs morphed into a human’s arms and legs. I stared, shocked, at the young man lying at my feet. His off-white shirt and brown pants looked very different from the colorful clothing I was used to in Hamelin, and he slowly raised to stand. He was almost a head taller than I was, with grey strands running in a jagged streak through his black hair that didn’t match the youth in his face. His dark eyes were the same intelligent eyes I had seen on the wolf, and it was unnerving to see them peering out of a human face. A scar spanned across his jaw, breaking up the dark stubble on his face.

      Remarkably unabashed to be discovered parading around as a wolf, the young man smiled a lazy, easygoing grin that did not match the wolfish leer I had anticipated. “Surprise,” he chuckled. “I must admit, I’ve never had someone reverse my transformation before. I didn’t expect that.”

      A dark thought slunk into the back of my mind. Shapeshifter, Piper had called some of the shunned. Without taking my eyes off the man in front of me, my fingers scrabbled for the dagger belted at my side.

      “Keep staring at me like that, and I’ll think you find me irresistibly attractive.”

      “Hardly,” I spat. My fingers finally found the hilt of the dagger and I unsheathed it, holding it between myself and the shapeshifter.

      He casually ran his hands through his hair and cast a bemused eye over the dirk directed at him. “You know, after watching you try to eat a poisonous mushroom this morning then blunder around the forest in circles, I find it difficult to believe that you are in any way dangerous, even if you do have a pointy knife there. You look far better suited to buttering bread than trying to threaten one of the shunned.” His eyes flashed.

      “Lay one finger on me and I will slit your worthless throat without a moment’s hesitation, rogue!”

      The young man tilted his head. “Okay then, you convinced me.” He sprawled back onto the wilting grass, propped up by one elbow, still watching me with amusement. “So tell me, what’s a scary, scary girl like yourself doing out here in the deep, dark woods?”

      I glared and advanced a step closer to him, still clutching my knife in front of me in a death grip. “I’m looking for my grandmother. Have you seen her?”

      The man’s mouth quirked into the most obnoxiously carefree smile I had ever had the misfortune to behold as he traced a finger along his lower lip. “You know, if you want information from someone, it’s best not to threaten them right before. You don’t look intimidating enough for it to work on me, even if it did frighten that little bunny rabbit last night.”

      Knowing that he had been spying on me ever since I entered the forest only served to anger me further. “Do you know where she is?”

      The man squinted in mock concentration and rolled his eyes up to the heavens, thoughtfully stroking his chin. “Old woman with a shuffling walk, nearly blind, carries a knobbly cane that she is prone to hitting people with, and goes by the name of Agatha of Clearwater?”

      My heart leapt, and my dagger dropped several inches. He had seen her! “Yes!”

      The man stretched luxuriously, interlaced his fingers behind his head, and closed his eyes. “Nope, never heard of her.”

      I wanted to scream in frustration. This vagabond held the answers to finding my grandmother yet was as uncooperative as the most stubborn-headed mule. Just what I should have expected from one of the shunned.

      I changed tactics and re-sheathed my knife, smiling in the most charming way I knew how. “I acted hastily; I’m so sorry. These woods can easily frighten a young girl, you know. My name’s Scarlett. What’s yours?”

      The man didn’t open his eyes. “You know, Scarlett, it is funny how sweet girls can be when they want something from you, then flip the next second. You’ll have to try harder than that, you crazy woman.”

      Winning smile still fixed in place, my jaw grew rigid as I felt the increasing urge to beat the location of Gran from his stupid face. This must be exactly how Hamelin’s elders felt when lazy villagers refused to do what was necessary for the town’s survival. People like that deserved the marks against their names. I drew a deep breath. I simply needed to approach this as a training exercise for when I was an elder, that was all.

      “I do apologize for my earlier behavior,” I cooed smoothly. “I was wrong. How about a truce?” I unbelted my dagger and tossed it behind me, out of reach for me but farther away from the youth lounging on the log. I judged him to be about twenty years old, despite the line of grey through his hair that was the same shade of fur as his wolf’s form.

      “No need for a truce if only one person is doing the fighting.”

      “I’m not fighting right now, and besides, I apologized.”

      “Which you should have done, seeing as I never did anything to you.”

      You spied on me all last night and this morning, you creep, I thought before inhaling slowly and releasing the air through my nose. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “You can let me enjoy this peaceful morning alone.”

      I glanced once at the sun. “Very well. Give me your name, and I’ll leave you to enjoy your peaceful morning all alone.”

      He shifted comfortably, leaning his head back against a large knot on a log. “Greyson.”

      “Thank you, Greyson, for your time. Enjoy your morning.” I backed up to retrieve my dagger from the forest floor, belted it back around my waist, and picked up my stockings and shoes that I had flung off while beating away the ants. However human-like Greyson behaved, I refused to turn my back on a wolf.

      I retreated into the surrounding shrubbery but kept an eye on the small clearing, waiting for any sight or sound of him following me. I barely breathed for fear of missing the snap of a twig. After several minutes of silence, I checked the sun’s position in the sky once more and returned to the clearing.

      Greyson was still there, in the exact same position I had left him. His hands were laced behind his head, which was tilted up towards the sun filtering through the canopy of leaves, presumably asleep. I tiptoed closer, then nearly leapt out of my skin when he spoke.

      “You’re really going to try and sneak up on a wolf? I can hear you coming a mile off, you breathe so loudly.” He cracked one eye open. “Or did you come back to ask for directions because you’re lost again? I thought you said you were going to leave me in peace. Going back on your word is bad for business.”

      “I didn’t go back on my word.” I smiled triumphantly. “It’s past midday now. I allowed you to rest for the remainder of the morning, just as I promised.”

      Greyson rolled the one eye that was visible and shut it again. “I should’ve known better than to make a deal with an elect.”

      “Elect?” The word felt foreign on my tongue.

      Greyson finally opened both his eyes. “Someone from Hamelin who thinks they’re so much better than a person who was shunned. A member of the elitist group that feels we got what we deserved when we were kicked out.”

      I paused. I’d never stopped to consider what those who were shunned thought of the villagers who remained. In my mind, anyone selected for the Shunning would simply fade away into the background and disappear forever, melded into the surrounding forest. Then a word of what he’d said caught my attention. “You said we. How many are there of you?”

      “I am the one and only Greyson. Greyson the First.”

      “Is there a Greyson the Second?”

      He smirked. “Not yet.”

      I frowned. “All right, wise guy. How many of the shunned are there?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Well then, allow me to divulge all my town’s secrets to an outsider who views me and all of my fellows as scum.” He hitched his annoying, lazy grin back into place. “Sorry, but you’ll have to go without an answer. Is that a first for you, princess?”

      “I’m not like that.”

      “Really?” Greyson grunted slightly as he rolled over onto his feet. I backed away, and my hand inched toward the blade at my side as he advanced. “You tried to kill the first living thing you met in the forest, treated me with nothing but contempt and mistrust, and now expect me to answer all your questions simply because you asked?” He grinned. “You sure sound like one of the elect to me.”

      My eyebrows contracted. “You probably got shunned for your big mouth.”

      He laughed. “Difficult to fight a perception, isn’t it? We clearly already know all there is to know about each other, so I’ll bid you farewell.” Greyson shook out his limbs, and I felt a small swell of magic pulse through the air. Curses, I had allowed him enough time to produce the magic needed to shift his appearance. If he transformed, I’d never be able to keep up.

      “Not so fast. Gran! Where is she?”

      “Why ask someone who was shunned? I’m probably too stupid to know anything.”

      As he spoke, I reached out with my mind, searching…and found what I was looking for. Pale tendrils of magic radiated from Greyson again, fainter than what I had sensed before, but they were still there. I caught hold of them and reeled the fibers in as rapidly as I could. I didn’t know how much energy it cost him to transform, and I soaked up his magic in a frenzy. The threads I absorbed felt wilder than what I normally took in. They felt shadowy and green in my mind—a dark magic, and seemed to fade the longer I held them within my chest. I frowned. The magic should’ve remained strong no matter how long I held on to it; why was it slowly slipping away and disappearing? What sort of place was this forest?

      Greyson closed his eyes, not in the lazy way he had done before, but with purpose. I waited with bated breath, still motionlessly tugging on his magic with all my mental strength. Besides a slight frown appearing that creased Greyson’s forehead, nothing happened.

      “Anything wrong?”

      Greyson’s eyes snapped open. “What’d you do to me?”

      “Me?” I shrugged innocently. “Nothing. I’m a helpless elect girl who wanders around lost in the woods, remember? What could I do? I’ve heard ever so terrifying stories about the forest’s magical powers. Maybe it’s doing something to you.”

      Greyson closed his eyes again, focusing even more intently on trying to shift. The last bit of dark green magic flew into my chest. Nothing else was available. I smiled in smug satisfaction and watched the shunned man struggle to unearth any shred of his power. No need to fear a wolf now.

      Greyson glared at me, but the effect was ruined by his amused smile. It felt slightly disconcerting. Shouldn’t he be livid with me for stripping him of his abilities? “Well, that’s a very amusing party trick” was all he said before he turned and started walking away.

      I fell into step beside him. He sighed in resignation. “You aren’t going to leave me alone, are you?”

      “You’re the one who followed me all morning. I thought you’d welcome my company. Now I’m going to follow you until you show me where you hid Gran.”

      He let out a small huff, but other than that, there was no sign that he was irritated. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      I frowned. “Would you give up on your family?”

      “Don’t have one.”

      A pitiful attempt at using shock factor to win some pity, I thought with a sniff. I traipsed alongside him in silence for some time. Apart from having no idea where I was or where I was going, the day was pleasant enough. The night previous, I couldn’t help imagining Gran, weak and helpless, trapped in the dark as animals prowled around her. But no such vision plagued me today. Wherever Gran ended up, she would be fine. Hadn’t she proven her capabilities on a multitude of occasions? If anyone or anything tried to attack her, they would receive several blows from her cane before they even stood a chance of subduing her. With her plucky attitude, cane, and the reserves of magic she always kept about her, it was silly to worry.

      As we turned into a dense thicket of trees, Greyson broke into a dead sprint, pumping his arms and legs to get as far as he could away from me. I started to run after him, but knew I had no chance of catching up. I used the magic I’d stolen from the shapeshifter to cause a root ahead of him to rise up and trip him. He fell spectacularly, flying more than a body length in midair before skidding to a halt on the forest floor. I caused vines to creep around his body, pinioning his arms against his sides and forcing his legs together.

      I sauntered up to nudge him with the toe of my boot. “No use trying to run away, wolf boy.”

      “I noticed,” he mumbled into the leaves. He rolled over, and I couldn’t help but laugh. His face was covered in soil.

      “I need you to promise to take me to see my gran, or I’ll leave you here. See how well you fare without your magic to protect you. How long does it takes you to regenerate enough magic to transform, anyway?”

      He calculated for a moment before he shook his head. “I won’t let an elect know where we are.”

      “Then blindfold me.”

      Greyson’s eyebrows shot up. “You want a member of the shunned to blindfold you and lead you off in the middle of an unknown forest? They certainly didn’t keep you for your brains, did they?”

      I used the last remaining dregs of my magic to force the vines to squeeze Greyson a little tighter. It concerned me that my magic was draining away so quickly, and I wondered if the rumors were true, that the haunted forest did somehow steal magic. I had no intention of mentioning my problem to Greyson. He didn’t need to know how depleted my stores of magic were. “You forget I’m more than capable of defending myself. Try anything, and you will regret it.”

      The vines were creeping around his neck. He choked out, “All right!” It looked as though he was trying to expand his chest to keep the vines from crushing all breath from his lungs. “Get these things off me!”

      I whipped my dagger from my belt and sliced through the vines then gave a mock curtsy. “Lead the way, wolf boy.”

      Greyson got slowly to his feet and lazily tossed a handful of earth into my face. A few clods of the dirt landed in my mouth before I had time to close it, and I spat several times to rid myself of the taste.

      “What was that for?” I snapped, pawing at my face to wipe it clean. The dirt had a clay-like texture that clung everywhere it touched and spread the more I rubbed it.

      “You said to blind you—” Greyson began.

      “Blindfold, you nincompoop!”

      “Well, in that case—” Suddenly, Greyson froze, eyes out of focus, listening intently to the sounds of the woods surrounding us. I cast my eyes about to see if anything seemed out of place, but all looked like what would be expected in the heart of a forest.

      “What are you—” I started to hiss, but without him even looking in my direction, Greyson’s hand instantly clapped over my mouth with lightning speed. The force of it made me stumble backward a pace, and my back scraped against a tree trunk. I struggled, and instantly Greyson’s other hand gripped the back of my head tightly, so I couldn’t slip away from him silencing me. I raised my hands to pull down on his wrists and sucked breath in through my nose, prepared to scream, no matter if a hand was over my mouth or not, but Greyson shushed me, his voice low and urgent.

      “Scarlett, be quiet. There are things far more dangerous than me in this forest.”

      The tone of his voice, suddenly devoid of his easygoing manner, concerned me enough to obey. I struggled to hear anything beyond the pounding of my own heart, but the only other sound besides Greyson’s raspy breathing was the twittering of bluebirds as they flitted from branch to branch.

      Greyson continued to hold me pinned against the tree, his eyes off to the side. He held as still as a statue, and I was irresistibly reminded of a wolf, motionless before it pounced on its prey. If only I hadn’t wasted all of my stored magic! Now that I needed it, I had nothing. I cursed my own stupidity.

      With my heart pounding frantically against my chest, I struggled to draw enough air into my lungs through my nose. I let out a small, choked gasp that bubbled against Greyson’s hand. His eyes flicked once to me, and he slowly lowered the hand over my mouth and held a finger to his lips. I sucked in a grateful lungful of air.

      Greyson continued to hold the back of my neck, and his body still pressed against mine, trapping me to the tree, but his attention was obviously elsewhere. Once he seemed satisfied that whatever noise had concerned him had disappeared, his shoulders relaxed. He looked back at me and seemed almost surprised to find us so close together. His eyes darted once to my mouth then returned to my eyes.

      “If you even think about kissing me, I swear I will scream.”

      Greyson released me. “Don’t flatter yourself. You have dirt smudged on your upper lip.”

      I lifted my fingers to feel, and sure enough, there was a rough patch right below my nose where he had flung the clay-like soil at me. I scrubbed furiously at my face.

      He began to walk away from me. “A little kissing would probably do you some good, though.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, catching up to him.

      Greyson’s face twisted into a smile. “It means that you need to relax. You’ll go to an early grave with your current attitude.”

      I bristled. “Is that a threat?”

      “There you have it, ladies and gentlemen, exhibit A.”

      Audacious wasn’t a strong enough word for such a man. I stomped after him. “You don’t know me at all. Your opinion is irrelevant.”

      Greyson turned around and walked backward while he answered, his eternally lazy smile firmly in place. “You don’t trust me either, and yet here you are, following a shunned shapeshifter into the woods and threatening to scream when there’s no one around to hear you. What does that say about your intelligence?”

      My mouth flapped open. Greyson chuckled and turned around so that he walked straight ahead again. “Why are you following me, anyway?”

      I hurried to catch up enough to walk alongside him. “You seem to forget that I only came into this godforsaken forest to find my grandmother, and you know where she is. What does that say about your intelligence?”

      “Ooh, the same comment you heard three seconds ago spat back,” he drawled. “How very witty of you!”

      Soon, I would have steam gushing out from my ears. “I know you know where she is!”

      Greyson flashed a grin at me. “Maybe I ate her.”

      My eyes narrowed. “You did not.”

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t think it, but rest assured that a leathery old woman wouldn’t be my first choice of a meal.”

      “I’m following you until I find Gran, wherever you go.”

      Greyson’s shoulders quivered, and I knew he was laughing at me. “So let me get this straight,” he said, forcing his face into a serious expression. “You latch onto the first man you see, try to get him to think about kissing you, then shamelessly follow him back to his house?” He tsked loudly and shook his head. “You’re quite the flirt, aren’t you?”

      An outraged huff of air shot from my nostrils. “And you have the unfortunate knack of twisting everything I say or do to fit your own narrative.”

      Greyson spread his arms wide. “It’s a gift. Now, if you recall, the stipulation placed on me taking you to see your dearly beloved grandmother was that you’re blindfolded. Want me to use some of your cloak or the hem of your skirt?”

      I stiffened. “And why am I the one that has to sacrifice my clothing?”

      “Because you are the one making my life difficult right now, that’s why. At least I’m giving you a choice.” He hitched his lazy grin back into place. “Or were you trying to tell me to take off my shirt so you can sneak a glimpse of my bare chest? I don’t think you could handle the sight.”

      I bent so Greyson wouldn’t see my reddening face and used my dagger to cut a long swath of fabric from my skirt, then flung the strip at him. “You’re extremely obnoxious. You know that, right?”

      Greyson chuckled as he moved around to knot the fabric behind my head. “And everyone loves me for it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You will.”
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      My foot caught on yet another protruding root, and I stumbled forward, still blindfolded and unable to see where I was going. Just as I had the last several times, my hands landed on Greyson, where I could feel the sinewy muscles cording his back and shoulders beneath my fingers. I hurriedly snatched my hands away, mentally preparing myself for the taunts that I knew would come.

      “You really can’t keep your hands off me, can you? I think you like falling into me.”

      “Just tell me which way to go and when to step up, you lummox!”

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Now, is that really the way to speak to the selfless hero guiding you through the deep, dark woods?”

      “It’s the way to speak to the wolf who kidnapped my grandmother,” I grumbled, reaching up to wrench off the blindfold, but Greyson caught my hands. I didn’t need to be able to see in order to sense him waggling his finger annoyingly at me.

      “Ah, ah, ah. You promised. Do I need to tie your hands up, too?”

      “Then how would I break my next fall when you neglect to tell me where to put my feet?”

      “You could always try to cushion your landing with your lips. It seems like they’re used to being covered in dirt. Or maybe you’ll get lucky and fall against me like you keep trying to. Are you hoping that if you keep pretending to trip enough, I’ll carry you?”

      “Shut up.”

      Greyson’s heavy feet snapped twigs as I heard him circle around behind me, then felt my hair ruffle as he leaned in close and blew a stream of air onto the back of my neck, causing the short strands to stand on end. My shoulder blades curled toward my spine as I rubbed the back of my head against my shoulder. “Don’t do that!”

      Greyson moved to my other side and whispered so close that the tip of his nose brushed against the topmost curve of my ear. “I thought you didn’t want me to talk. I can think of plenty of things that don’t require us to speak to each other.”

      “Just lead the way to Gran, you dolt!”

      Voice dripping with exaggerated civility, Greyson responded, “But of course, thou most gracious and respected leader. Allow me to humbly guide you through this perilous glade, sullied with foul beasts and—”

      “You’re the foul beast,” I grumbled, feeling in front of me for any trees or loose brambles.

      Greyson’s hand slipped my arm through the crook in his elbow. “Permit me to escort the esteemed elect who has deigned to walk among the shunned. Forgive the absence of a red carpet to match your cloak, Your Highness.”

      “Are you always this annoying?”

      “No, just for you. Aren’t you fortunate?”

      I stumbled again, but Greyson kept me upright and steady. Stupid shapeshifter. “That’s not the word I’d use.”
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      Just past midday, after I badgered him enough, Greyson finally relented and let me remove the blindfold for a short period of time so I could rest my aching feet. While the night before had chilled me to the bone, the afternoon was becoming increasingly warmer, as often happened on occasional autumn days when the weather still masqueraded as summer. The longer I sat, the more intensely the sun seemed to beat down. The birch tree’s meager shade proved insufficient for the heat of the day, and I wiped sweat from my brow. Humidity combined with the scorching heat so that my clothes stuck to my body as sweat dripped off my face and down my arms. Far from cooling me off, it merely served to make me more irritable, as I felt sticky as well as overheated.

      “How far is it? When will we get there?”

      Greyson lay sprawled on the ground, fingers laced behind his head, and stared up through the canopy of multi-colored leaves. “Pull up some grass,” he offered, patting the ground beside him and noticeably refusing to answer my question.

      “When will we get there?” I repeated, crossing my arms and glaring at him.

      “That depends entirely on you, princess.”

      “Don’t call me that. And what do you mean it depends on me? You’re the one leading the way.”

      “Let me explain it, then, princess.” He smirked as my frown deepened. “The more you make poor attempts at insults and arguments, the longer I will take you in circles. But once you—”

      “You’ve been taking me in circles?” I screeched, wanting to pummel Greyson where he sat.

      “Wolves circle. It’s what we do,” he said with a wicked grin. “If you want to change where we’re heading, you may want to change your attitude.”

      Fury forced my mouth to hang open as I struggled to find words insulting enough to describe Greyson. “You can’t do that!”

      “I can and I did. It isn’t my fault you have no sense of direction.” He quizzically cocked his head to the side like a dog investigating a curious new discovery. “What, did you expect me to do your bidding simply because you commanded it? How very elect of you. Remember, you’re with the shunned now. You have to play by our rules.”

      “I was never shunned.”

      “Yes, I can see why they would want to keep someone like you. Arrogant, self-centered, demanding—”

      I pivoted on my heel and marched away from Greyson, steam gushing from my ears. If only I was more adept at using my magic to manipulate people, I would have Greyson under my control. I would force him to lead the way to Gran and then bow and scrape in apology for everything he had done. He had wasted my time and mocked me, and I had stupidly allowed him to blindfold me and lead me in circles for half of the day.

      “You’re still going the wrong way!” Greyson called after me, laughter bubbling up as he spoke.

      My teeth gnashed together, grinding with so much force that it was a wonder I didn’t have a chipped tooth. I should still have magic stored somewhere. I might not be able to take hold of Greyson’s mind, but I could still wrap roots around his feet or possibly even set fire to his hair. Gran needed to be rescued, naturally, and I ought to save some of the magic for her, but I also felt certain that she would agree that such extreme measures were necessary with a character like Greyson.

      Encouraged by the thought, I stretched out with my mind, trying to call upon the invisible threads that should have been bundled up in my chest, but to my dismay, found nothing other than a cold, empty expanse. The forest had stolen everything from me. I couldn’t even sense the cloak’s protective spells anymore. It had all been drained away.

      Panic rose to pinch my throat closed. The defenses I had relied on and expected to sustain both Gran and me were gone. If I had been stripped of my magic, Gran would have been too, and that meant that she was completely vulnerable. The only chance I had to rescue her was by enlisting Greyson’s help.

      My teeth ground together. Greyson’s words continually resurfaced in my mind. Old woman with a shuffling walk, nearly blind, carries a knobbly cane that she is prone to hitting people with, and goes by the name of Agatha of Clearwater?

      He knew where she was. He couldn’t have remembered her from before he was shunned. I was able to recall each of the last eight people who were shunned, and he wasn’t one of them, and Gran had only started losing her sight and carrying her cane in the last five years. He had seen her after she was shunned, I knew it. But unless he was willing to divulge the information of where she was being kept, I had no way of knowing.

      Now, since Greyson had been forcing me to traipse blindfolded throughout the forest, I had even less of an idea of where I was. Curse him and his infernal twisted sense of humor. I once overheard Piper telling a story to children about his brother Otto’s journey into the forest on a hunting trip, and how he would track his position using the sun’s position in the sky.

      I squinted upward at the blazing autumn sun overhead. Each ray hit my eye like a hot knife, and it looked the exact same as when I had been in Hamelin. I gripped Piper’s lucky coin in my pocket. If I had ever needed good fortune, it was now.

      “Scarlett!” Greyson’s voice echoed around the clearing. “You can run from a wolf, but you can’t hide!”

      May the elders forgive me, I needed help from one of the shunned. I bit my lip, bracing myself for the groveling I needed to do. It would be worth it, if it saved Gran.

      Greyson appeared from behind a pine tree, one of the few plants that still boasted a full coat of green on its tall frame. “Ready to continue our romantic stroll, dearie?” His wolfish grin flashed in my direction.

      “Yes. Yes, I am,” I answered. Perhaps for Greyson, speaking the same way he did, however flirtatious it seemed, would help me get what I needed from him.

      “Ah, see I knew you’d warm up to me.”

      I wanted to slap the look of smug self-satisfaction off the shapeshifter’s face with every fiber of my being, but concern for Gran held me in check. “I’ll do whatever you say without complaint if you take me to Gran.”

      “Oooh, anything? Am I allowed to blindfold you again?”

      “Naturally.”

      “And you won’t make snide remarks?”

      “Right.”

      “Will you hold hands with me?”

      “If you insist.”

      “I’ll take a few kisses too.”

      “Don’t push it, wolf boy.” I wondered if there was anything that would make kissing Greyson worth it. Even Gran’s safe return was debatable at that cost.

      Greyson threw his head back and roared in laughter. “I’ll settle for a blindfolded, silent elect who holds my hand. That seems like a fair trade.”

      “If you take me in circles again, I swear I’ll choke you with your own hands.”

      “I thought you agreed to no snide remarks.”

      “That wasn’t a snide remark,” I said as Greyson wrapped the blindfold around my eyes again. “That was a credible threat.”

      “I would love to see you try to carry out that threat, princess, and I mean that sincerely.” He finished knotting the fabric and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “Mine was a credible threat about taking those kisses, too.”
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      “Welcome to Edenbrook.” Greyson whipped the covering off my head. I blinked several times and held my hand up to shield my eyes from the blinding light of the late afternoon sun as I stood at the top of the hill. Where the tree line broke, a wide, grassy meadow sprawled out in the valley beyond. I had expected a shady, run-down village of vagabonds, so the open meadow dotted with sturdy houses, laughing children, and the alluring aroma of roasted chicken confused me. For several moments, I thought I must be hallucinating.

      A brook ran through the center of the village. It was shallow enough that I saw toddlers ankle-deep in it, gleefully throwing water on each other as they splashed their way from one side to another. Brightly colored wildflowers speckled the landscape, and I spotted large gardens behind each house.

      This was where the shunned lived? Impossible! The shunned were supposed to be vagrants and criminals, drifting from place to place, unwanted by all. This thriving village looked more prosperous and beautiful than Hamelin, but it couldn’t be so. We had elders who kept us fed and safe with almost no crime. This place, Edenbrook, was filled with outcasts from society. Was it a trick? An illusion?

      I shot a suspicious look at Greyson. “You live here?”

      “And your gran, too. I thought you were keen to see her. She’s probably there.” He pointed at a small house near the edge of the village. “We build a new cottage each year to welcome whomever you elect decide you’re too good for.”

      The logic didn’t compute. This looked like something out of a storybook, not at all the dirty, filthy place that the shunned deserved. Well, all the shunned except Gran and Tad, of course. But here…gardens were heavy with harvests of orange pumpkins, bright green pea plants, and squash that matched the surrounding foliage exploding with an autumnal rainbow of colors. Cheerful shouts echoed around a clearing where children chased each other around, laughing and shouting.

      Fields beyond the village waved with sun-ripened wheat stalks, all swaying gently in the breeze, giving the impression that there was a vast ocean of rippling gold. My feet were rooted to the spot, unable to follow Greyson as he began to trot down the grassy hill. I couldn’t stop staring at the quaint village nestled in the valley. Greyson’s silhouette stood out black against the horizon, surrounded in a glorious blaze of colors, a rosy glow cast over the village as the crimson sun hung low in the sky.

      “What a view,” I sighed to myself, impressed despite my determination to hate it.

      Most unfortunately, Greyson heard me. He turned around, his obnoxiously arrogant face splitting into a wicked grin. “Why, princess, I’m flattered. Who’d have ever guessed that you enjoyed the view of my backside? Shall I add a little sway to my hips for your viewing pleasure?”

      My face burned a shade of red identical to the setting sun, and I spluttered, “No! I didn’t…I didn’t mean…That wasn’t…”

      He winked. “No need to explain. I should’ve expected it after you kept throwing yourself at me all during our special alone time in the forest, you little minx, you.”

      My mouth hung agape, utterly lost for words. It took several seconds for my brain to start working again. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it!”

      He held his hands up to his shoulders. “No offense taken. I know it’s a glorious sight to behold. Shall I continue walking so you can have a second look, or are you going to go see the woman you haven’t shut up about? That house there is hers.” He pointed toward the small cottage on the outskirts of town again. “Or were you trying to tell me that I need to hold your hand so you don’t get lost again between here and there?”

      More than happy to leave, I broke away from Greyson, running full tilt down the slope toward the village. As my feet flew across the grass, I heard Greyson whistle from the top of the hill, “You have a nice backside too, you know!”

      How glad I was to be rid of him at last!

      The houses grew closer as I dashed across the ground between me and Gran. Homes with neatly thatched roofs and stone chimneys furling smoke stood in lines as their occupants in front stared with keen interest at my approach.

      Conscious of all the eyes on me, I slowed to my normal brisk pace to stride across the small yard Greyson pointed out to me, scattering chickens as I went. They flapped away, squawking their fear of being trodden underfoot. I didn’t bother to knock when I reached the porch, where a neat sign labeled Agatha was nailed above the doorframe. My hand slammed against the door, which swung open easily on its well-oiled hinges.

      At the very last moment, as the door swung in, I was hit with the sudden realization that Greyson could have easily lured me into a trap, and I had stupidly taken the bait. My brief bout of apprehension was unwarranted. There was Gran, easily identifiable even from the back, sitting beside another elderly woman in matching rocking chairs, both knitting and chatting away companionably.

      The other woman looked up, startled, but Gran didn’t even flinch. Instead, she called out, “Glad you’re here, Scarlett!” without turning around.

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “Your footsteps.” Gran pivoted in her seat. Undoubtedly, her limited vision, the dim interior of the hut, and the blinding sunlight framing me in the doorway would prevent her seeing anything.

      “What do you mean, my footsteps?”

      Gran chortled, her creaky old woman’s voice rasping up and down her throat. “Ah lass, I have never known anyone to stride with such purpose. One would think the devil himself was on your heels.”

      “I was looking for you.”

      “You’ve always walked that way,” she continued, her nearly blind eyes dancing as if she could clearly see the disgruntled expression on my face. “That’s why everyone always assumes you’re angry.”

      I hugged Gran, then dropped into the rocker closest to her, offering up a silent prayer of gratitude to finally be off my feet. “I’m so glad you’re safe!”

      Greyson appeared a moment later, framed beneath the lintel as he casually leaned in the doorway. Gran’s companion lifted an eyebrow in his direction. “Good afternoon, dearie. Are you going to introduce us to your fiery little friend here?”

      Greyson formally inclined his head to the woman. “Deidre, this is Scarlett, Miss Agatha’s granddaughter. I expect she’ll be visiting with us for a short time. Scarlett, this is Diedre.”

      “Tell her who I am, I’m sure she is curious.” Diedre beamed, as if she couldn’t wait to share her identity.

      Gran chuckled. “I knew Diedre a long time ago. She was shunned when she was a young woman and can predict when each person is going to die.”

      I automatically recoiled. Both old women broke into cackles of laughter, and even Greyson smiled. I cast a suspicious eye around at them all. How could they all be so flippant about such a morbid ability?

      “Want me to predict your death, dearie?” Diedre leered at me.

      I shook my head violently. Gran’s shoulders shaking with laughter felt like a betrayal. Why was she siding with a woman she hadn’t seen for decades?

      Greyson was the one who saved me. “Don’t pay her any attention. She can only predict your time of death if she holds your hands, and even then, she isn’t always right.”

      “Yes, I am!” she contradicted, squinting her eyes at Greyson.

      “If that were the case, I’d already be dead, yet here I am, gracing you all with my presence yet again.”

      Gran snorted with laughter, as if such morbid conversations had no effect on her mood. I shifted uncomfortably in the rocker, edging away from Diedre as far as I could while remaining unobtrusive. Gran and her friend didn’t notice my actions, but Greyson did. A wry smile played on his lips, and he inclined his head for an ironic bow. “It seems that you three will get along famously. I must take my leave.” He flashed a grin my way. “Want to watch me walk away?”

      He turned and pranced to the door, swaying his buttocks in an overly exaggerated manner, hands on his hips. Diedre cackled with laughter again, and I immediately knew I would be the butt of every one of Greyson’s jokes as long as he lived. Oaf.

      But what did it matter if Greyson poked fun at me? I had come all this way to see my grandmother, to save her from the shunned, and here she was, chatting with another woman as if they had been best friends their whole lives. “Come on, Gran, let’s get ready to go,” I said, interrupting some unimportant story that Diedre was telling.

      Gran looked confused. “Go where?”

      “Home.”

      Gran’s tone was gentle but firm. “Sweetheart, I’m one of the shunned now. I can’t go back.”

      I shook my head vigorously. “Piper said that you could stay with him. He and I can put in a pairing request and, and…”

      Gran’s thin eyebrows raised and her lips pursed into a slight frown as she shook her head. “I won’t hide away in order to stay in a place where I’m not wanted.”

      “I want you!”

      “But you’re the only one.”

      “That isn’t true!” Desperation clawed at my throat so that my voice came out strangled. “Your friend Arthur would want you back. And Piper! Piper said that he liked you and he offered to let us live with him—”

      “And yet they all turned their backs to me.”

      “They had to!”

      “No, they didn’t,” Gran answered simply. Then she gestured at the village outside the window. “Edenbrook accepted me with open arms. They don’t see an old, blind woman who is a burden on society. They value my wisdom and abilities.”

      “You’ve only known them for a day!” Panic rose, seizing my body in an ice-cold grip.

      “I’ve lived much longer than you have, Scarlett. I knew many of these people before they were shunned, and they have been nothing but kind to me. It was like a grand reunion coming here.”

      Why couldn’t Gran see the danger she was putting herself in? “You can’t stay here!”

      “I can and I will,” Gran stated calmly. The reddish-gold sunlight streaming in through the window reflected off her crooked smile. “You could stay here too, Scarlett. They welcome newcomers.”

      “I don’t know them! You think I want to stay here with a shapeshifting wolf and some old hag who’s obsessed with death?” I glanced carelessly at Diedre. “No offense.”

      “And yet you say offensive things,” she snapped, then directed her attention to Gran. “Your granddaughter is very rude. So elect of her.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid she gets it from me,” Gran said. I thought she was going to laugh, as she often said that same line to other people when they complained about how headstrong I was. Instead, a frown appeared that creased her forehead lines even more than normal. “Scarlett, you need to apologize to Diedre.”

      “Me apologize to her? But I’m your family! I came all this way to find you! I’m not one of…” I broke off, the injustice of it all crashing over me in tumultuous waves. Gran sat stubbornly in her rocker, her knitting needles never missing a stitch as she felt the pattern with her gnarled fingers. Gran’s obstinance and refusal to be intimidated had always been a trait I admired about her, but now I was infuriated by it.

      She needed to see reason, needed to remember that Hamelin was the best place for her. How would she care for herself, by tending a farm in the hot sun like all these other outcasts? Did she expect to be able to tell the difference between a vegetable and a weed at the end of a spade? It was preposterous!

      I stood abruptly and stormed out without another word. Just before I slammed the door behind me, I heard Gran sigh, “She feels things deeply, that one does!”
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      I didn’t want to hear what Gran had to say. I didn’t want to hear anything anyone had to say. I stomped back up the hill to the edge of the forest and plunked myself down under a towering birch tree. Its white bark felt smooth against my back, and the multi-colored leaves whispered all around, as if joining their gentle laughter with what I felt was the entirety of two towns mocking me. Everyone in Hamelin would think I was a fool for leaving, and all the shunned in Edenbrook would want nothing to do with an interloper who had turned her back on the majority of the residents.

      I bit the nail of my thumb, thinking hard. I would never leave Gran behind, but I also never considered the possibility that Gran would want to stay where she was. I had assumed that if the shunned had managed to get a hold of her, she would want to escape immediately and would be immensely thankful for me providing the opportunity. Had one of the villagers been able to manipulate her feelings, just as Piper’s brother Pierre could? Were they somehow controlling her?

      Steely resolve hardened in the pit of my stomach. Gran needed me. I would save her, no matter the personal cost. Our conversation had merely shown me that the people in this town had somehow hoodwinked her, managed to overpower her rational brain and replaced reason with absurdity.

      I kept Gran’s cottage directly in my line of sight, watching closely for any sign of someone entering or leaving the small house. As the sun finished setting, a young woman with several small children trailing behind her approached. The mother held a tray with a teapot and cups, and what seemed to be the oldest child held a plate of crumpets.

      My mouth watered and my stomach rumbled. I didn’t have anything to drink, and I had foolishly left my satchel in Gran’s cottage when I stormed off.

      The mother and her children had tea with Gran and Diedre on the small porch, then waved goodbye. Diedre hobbled off with them, and Gran sat contentedly rocking on her porch. She finished knitting the tiny baby booties, set them aside, and began work on a matching hat. Though I couldn’t see her exact actions from this distance, I had seen Gran make enough hats that I could picture her carefully counting stitches, feeling with her fingers to compensate when her vision failed. The darkening sky didn’t slow Gran, who could knit just as easily in the pitch black as she could during the brightest afternoon.

      Every time I considered going back to talk sense into Gran now that she was alone, another visitor would come along, stopping to chat for a few minutes before continuing on their way. I ground my teeth in frustration. Gran had always lamented that the villagers of Hamelin weren’t friendly, and now these outcasts were making some big show of pretending to include her so that she would stay. Even if Gran couldn’t see the danger of their false friendship, I could.

      When night fell, mosquitoes began to eagerly swarm all over my exposed arms and neck, biting where the sweat from running had left my skin coated in a thin layer of salt. I swatted at what felt like hundreds of them as the moon rose above the horizon and crested the trees. It looked like the whole of Edenbrook was congregating in the village center around a fire. Several sang songs and laughter bubbled through the darkening sky to reach me, still resolutely sitting by the tree. I scowled. The heathens were probably planning some sort of sacrifice. Their airs of supposed inclusion and camaraderie would serve to lure her into a false sense of security to make it easier to stab her in the back.

      When Gran emerged from her cottage and began walking slowly toward the center of town, I rose to my feet and hurried down the hill, nearly falling several times as the steepness of the slope propelled me even faster. I caught up to Gran quickly.

      Before I drew level with her, she called out to me. “I wondered when you’d show up again, Scarlett dear.”

      “You heard my footsteps again?” I fell into step beside her.

      She grinned wickedly at me. “That, and you are too much like me to give up without a fight. I know you won’t leave until you get what you want.”

      “Of course I won’t leave without you, Gran!”

      Gran shuffled along the dirt path, slowly closing the distance between us and the bonfire crackling merrily up ahead. The heavy salty scent of deer venison roasting on a spit hung in the air and caused my stomach to growl. Gran heard. “When did you last eat?”

      “Recently enough.” I wouldn’t accept any charity from the people who were trying to take my grandmother away from me, no matter if I starved or ended up foraging for berries in the wilderness like a savage. I still had a few rations in my satchel that could sustain me once I retrieved the bag.

      Gran chuckled. “So stubborn.”

      “Just like you,” I reminded her. I would prove to her that her real family never abandoned her.

      Gran gave me a shrewd sideways glance. “If I’m just as stubborn as you, then you’ll find it difficult to make me leave.”

      “But why?” I burst out. “You don’t even know these people!”

      She gave no answer. I trailed alongside Gran as she wended her way between houses toward the fire, deliberately inching along as she used her cane to tap a rhythm on the grass in front of her. The looming darkness always made sight more difficult for her, so I guided her hand onto my shoulder before she began to stumble. The familiar weight of her knotted fingers pressing against my shoulder blade felt reassuring. Gran belonged with me, not with the shunned vagabonds who were luring her in.

      “Gran, come home.”

      “Darling, I know this is difficult for you to understand, but I am home. These people accepted me without question—”

      “And that’s why I don’t trust them!” I interrupted. “Why would they bring a stranger into their town? They must have a plan!”

      “There’s no need for suspicion. These are good people, Scarlett.”

      “But you don’t know that! You don’t know them at all!”

      Gran stopped walking, tightened her fingers around my shoulder as she did so, pulling me to a halt. “Do you think I’m stupid, child?” Her voice was back to its slightly dangerous no-nonsense tone that left no room for argument.

      “No, of course not!”

      “Do you think I can’t take care of myself?”

      “No, but—”

      “Do you think I’m so old and senile that I would be easily coerced into a trap and taken advantage of?”

      “…No.”

      “You hesitated.”

      I frowned. Even though I knew Gran was capable and intelligent, I was still determined to voice my concerns. “Everyone has a reason for doing what they do. You know that just as well as anyone. What reason would they have to take in someone who was…” My voice failed me, and I shuffled my feet in the slightly spongey ground, kicking at the grass I could barely see in the dark.

      “Why would they take in someone who was shunned, you mean? They know how it feels. Many of them were shunned too. Others chose to live here with them or were raised here.”

      “You’re putting your life into the hands of thieves and criminals!”

      “Am I a thief or criminal?”

      “No, but…”

      “Perhaps they were unjustly accused as well. Or maybe they’ve changed.”

      “And maybe they haven’t!” My temper was starting to get the better of me. “I don’t want you to get hurt!”

      “It’s my life to live, and my choice to make,” she argued back, fists on her hips. I had a sudden, flashing image of Gran as a young woman, boldly announcing that her parents wouldn’t be able to stop her from doing what she wanted. With how obstinate she was being, I felt like a parent trying to steer their child away from wrongdoing. “If you gave them a chance, you would see.”

      “I’ve been with one of them for almost as long as you have been here! I gave him a chance.”

      Gran rolled her eyes. “Knowing you, I doubt that very much.”

      “I second that,” another voice cut in. I whipped around and saw Greyson casually leaning up against the side of the house we were closest to, one of his legs bent at the knee so his foot braced against the wall at his back.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” I snapped.

      “It does if you two are standing in my garden and trampling all my carrots while you argue.”

      I glanced at my feet. As my eyes adjusted to the evening’s dim light, I saw that he was right. Instead of the grass I first imagined, Gran and I had trodden on the delicate, leafy tops of several rows of carrots. They lay flat and limp underneath our shoes. I flushed, then snatched Gran’s hand to guide her out of the garden.

      “Sorry, dearie,” Gran called out cheerfully. “I do hope you can forgive an old blind woman.”

      Greyson respectfully inclined his head. “But of course.” His eyes flashed wickedly. “I blame the one who led you there. It seems as though your granddaughter can’t get enough of my company. I’m actually quite flattered that she is following me so often. It’s really boosting my self-esteem.”

      I wanted to slap the stupid smirk off his face, particularly as Gran let out a wheezing laugh. He needed no boosts to his already over-inflated self-esteem, the self-absorbed prat.

      He went on, “I couldn’t help overhearing—”

      “I bet you could,” I grumbled under my breath.

      Greyson ignored my comment. “I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation,” he continued, “Since Scarlett seems to have some reservations about Edenbrook—”

      “The understatement of the century.”

      He disregarded me again. “Then, I propose a bet. Allow me to show you all that Edenbrook has to offer. If, at the end of one week, you still have trepidations, you’re free to go.”

      “I’m free to go anytime I like!” I retorted angrily, voice raised. “You can’t keep me here!”

      Greyson’s smirk broadened, and he stroked a finger against his chin. “Tell me, how would you find your way back to your treasured town? I have reason to seriously doubt that navigation is a strong suit of yours, based on your previous performance of blundering around the forest in circles. Do you know how to find a trail? Was orienteering taught in your beloved Hamelin’s schools? Or perhaps you know how to use the stars that the trees will block out while you walk through those deep, dark woods.” His eyes glinted in the dark, reminding me acutely of how quickly he could transform into a wolf if he chose to.

      I faltered. Greyson had blindfolded me and periodically spun me around multiple times as he led me in circles before finally guiding me to Edenbrook. He was also right that I had never been taught how to navigate my way through a forest. I had no idea which way would lead me home, but I didn’t want to let Greyson know that. “Gran will tell me,” I pronounced confidently.

      Gran, traitor that she was, grinned. “No, I don’t think I will. I rather like the idea of my granddaughter being shown around by a strapping, trustworthy young man. Handsome, too.”

      My mouth fell open in horror. “Gran,” I shrieked indignantly. “You can’t be serious!”

      “Oh, were we wrong when we thought that you would give Edenbrook a chance?” Greyson cut in. “Or are you just scared of me? I’m willing to bet you are.”

      My eyes snapped back over to Greyson, who was still reclined against the side of the cottage, arms crossed over his chest as he raised his eyebrows. The unspoken challenge hung in the air between us.

      I would not give him the satisfaction of being right. I composed my face into one of forced calm, the perfect expression for the leader I was trained to be. I would show him that the elect, as he insisted on calling me, had no fear of the shunned. “I’d be delighted to accompany you on a tour.”

      “The pleasure is all mine.” He winked.

      We smiled icily at each other, both of us narrowing our eyes at the same time.

      “What a friendly young man!” chirped Gran as I led her away.
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      When we arrived at the cheerfully crackling fire, a little boy caught my eye. Though it had been a few years since I had last seen him, there was no mistaking those mischievous eyes and the blond hair that stood on end, as if determined to be just as unruly as the lad to which it belonged. “Is that Tad?” I asked Gran quietly.

      “It is,” she confirmed. “I gave his mother an update on the rest of their family yesterday.”

      Despite my determination to hate Edenbrook, my curiosity was piqued. I watched him carefully for several minutes. He was taller than he had been when he was cast out, but the most striking difference was the way everyone interacted with him. Back in Hamelin, he’d been treated as a disease to be avoided. Whispers of the dangers of his perfect memory and his predisposition towards a dark brand of magic followed his every movement, and he had irritated everyone with his constant boundless energy. But here…

      Adults held their hands out to Tad as he passed, and he would enthusiastically slap each person’s palm as he dashed by. Occasionally, someone would cheer him on in his sprints or else leap up to chase him around the circle once or twice. Tad, delighted with the attention, would squeal and run even faster. No one was afraid of him here. If anything, he looked adored. I didn’t understand it. Why would these people be kind to someone who could list everything they had ever said or done with perfect recall? Why was no one avoiding him?

      Tad’s mother, Anita, saw me watching him. She smiled and waved at me, then made a beeline in my direction. I bit my lip. I had turned my back to her son; she had every reason to hate me. But her face looked as though that wasn’t the case—she beamed at me.

      “Hello,” I greeted her cautiously.

      “Scarlett, how nice to see you! I wondered when your grandmother showed up if you would follow her. It isn’t just anyone who is brave enough to go after their loved one who was shunned.”

      My insides squirmed uncomfortably. How was I supposed to tell her that I was only here to rescue my grandmother from the criminals that filled the forest? “Thank you. Piper and I were just talking about you after Gran was…you know.” I couldn’t look at Anita.

      “How is Piper doing? Tad used to love his stories.”

      “He was worried about a friend he had who was shunned, and he wondered what happened to you after you and Tad disappeared.”

      Anita smiled warmly. “Oh yes, he knew Greyson before Greyson was cast out.”

      “Greyson?” I couldn’t help the name spluttering out of my mouth.

      Anita’s eyebrows rose. “Yes, they didn’t always get along, but they knew each other, and I think it really impacted Piper when he saw someone his age get shunned. It’s sweet of him to worry about me and Tad, but as you can see”—she waved her hand at Tad, who was in the midst of reciting a lengthy poem to a knot of elderly women, including Gran, who clapped enthusiastically at his performance—“we’re doing very well.”

      I nodded. My eyes scanned the crowd, and familiar faces popped out at me. All of those I could remember being shunned were there, but they didn’t seem to be in despair at all. If anything, they looked happy, more content than I could ever remember being. It’s all a show, I firmly told myself. A performance to lure me in just like they did to Gran. Anita didn’t strike me as the type of person to deceive a young girl, but with the shunned, one could never be sure.

      “Your gran told me about the rest of my family yesterday,” Anita said, still smiling from ear to ear. “One day, Tad and I will find a way to bring them here.”

      I continued to watch the throng of the shunned around the fire. There were others too, many more than had been shunned from Hamelin, and I wondered where they came from. Was this a collecting place for all those who were cast out of other villages? Perhaps over the last hundreds of years, all those who where shunned had gathered in one place and produced their own children and grandchildren. It could be that I had stumbled into a den of thieves and murderers, and they were lying in wait for me to drop my guard.

      “You look tense,” Anita said, correctly interpreting my tightly crossed arms and jumpiness.

      “Just tired from a long day,” I answered casually.

      “Does your gran have enough blankets for the both of you? We have a collection of extras for guests.”

      It seemed that she was being perfectly sincere in her offer, and I felt slightly guilty for assuming the worst of her, then immediately reminded myself that anyone wanting to lure a victim into a trap would have to appear unassuming. Be that as it was, Anita had never been shunned. She was like me, and had followed her family member to ensure their safety. Were Gran and I really guests? Or were we prisoners?

      “We have sufficient for our needs,” I answered in clipped tones.

      Anita smiled. “You don’t trust me.”

      I shot her a sidelong look, trying to decide where the balance was between being polite and ensuring that Gran and I were not going to be duped. Did Anita think that just because we were acquaintances once upon a time that she would immediately have my undying loyalty? No, I wasn’t going to play their little game. “Not really.”

      Anita covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. I frowned. “Glad to see my discomfort amuses you.”

      She shook her head. “It isn’t that. We all felt the same way when we arrived. Give Edenbrook a chance. You’ll see.”

      I snorted. Fat chance.

      Gran hobbled over, resting her hand on the shoulders and backs of those sitting on wooden benches as she navigated her way toward me and Anita. I hurried to meet her and guided her hand onto my shoulder so she could follow me rather than feel her way through the dark night. “This old woman can’t stay up as long as all you young folk,” she confided. “Will you walk me back, Scarlett?”

      “Of course.” I turned to where I thought we’d come from, then realized that I had no way of knowing which way to go. In the dark, all the unfamiliar cottages looked the same. As I hesitated, Anita approached.

      “Would you like me to take you back? It can be difficult to get around in the dark, especially for newcomers.”

      I hesitated. Gran cackled, “Maybe she would rather that handsome young shapeshifter walk her home instead.”

      I burned bright red. “Yes, please show us the way,” I said to Anita, throwing a dirty look at Gran as I did so.
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      The following day proved to be another afternoon in which fall had confused itself for summer, so I accepted Gran’s offer to leave the cloak behind so she could mend it while Greyson took me on a tour of Edenbrook. The cloak’s fabric had torn in several spots during my time traipsing through the woods, and I still had no idea how to restore its defensive properties when the forest leeched every strand of magic out of it.

      Sunshine filtered through the feathered veil of clouds as Greyson walked me around the perimeter of Edenbrook, rays shining so brightly that I could see the beams casting pools of light on the ground below. Because of our proximity, the threads of Greyson’s dark green aura twisted around in the air toward me, seeping in to coil up in my chest without me even trying to draw his powers away from him. It felt good to know that my magic was still intact somehow; it seemed that I just needed to avoid the forest that stole my abilities.

      The difference between this town and Hamelin astounded me. The outskirts of Edenbrook boasted fields upon fields of crops planted in straight lines, with farmers in wide straw hats tending the plants, roaming up and down the rows as they weeded the fields and checked on the status of the different crops. Several men with long scythes chopped at the fields of wheat, slicing through the stalks while women bound the fallen wheat into tight bundles and laid them into carts.

      Beads of sweat trickled down the farmers’ faces, and their brows shone in the morning sunshine while they worked. I understood the concept of farming. My teachers had informed their students of the mechanics of farming, but it had always been portrayed as a primitive way to get food, far less efficient than Octavius’s ability to expand whatever was already there and feed the entire town. In Hamelin, only he had a garden and livestock, as he was in charge of feeding the town each day, and I saw Octavius’s garden each time I passed his house.

      “It’s a shame you don’t have anyone to multiply the produce,” I noted, not troubling to conceal the mild condescension shading my voice. “It must be dangerous to be dependent on the weather.”

      Here was irrefutable proof that Hamelin’s way of doing things was vastly superior. Back home, everyone could simply line up and receive their daily meals without the need to toil in the hot sun or pray for rain. It seemed an awful risk for parents to subject their families to the possibility of starvation.

      Greyson raised an eyebrow at me. “What would happen if whoever provides the food in Hamelin is shunned?”

      “The elders would never do that; Octavius is very valuable to our community.”

      “What if he gets sick and dies? What if he leaves? What if his ability diminishes over time? As dangerous as being dependent on the weather is, it seems even more dangerous to be dependent on a single person’s goodwill. Does anyone else in Hamelin know how to farm?”

      I blinked. How had I never considered it from that point of view? Octavius being at the front of the rations line, doling out servings, was just a part of life. In my mind, he would always be there. I couldn’t imagine that he would ever be shunned, but then again, I hadn’t imagined Gran would be either. Greyson had assumed correctly—as far as I knew, no one else in my hometown had the faintest idea how to actually raise and harvest crops. Once Octavius’s abilities were discovered when he was a young boy, the duties of feeding our people had been delegated to him, and all farming died. I clenched my jaw, unwilling to let Greyson know that he had touched a nerve. He had no right to question Hamelin’s way of doing things. A sudden defensiveness for Hamelin flared inside me.

      “I don’t know if anyone else knows how, but no one ever goes hungry in Hamelin. Can you say the same for Edenbrook?”

      Greyson shrugged. “Just food for thought. No one will ever give you the education you need to overthrow them, so it is best to learn to think for yourself. It’s good to question the system, even if it stays the same.”

      Good to question the system? It was a concept so foreign to me and so discouraged in Hamelin that my brain felt like a wrung cloth just trying to imagine it. In order to stay in the good graces of the elders, it was imperative that the citizens trust the system and never challenge it. And yet here was Greyson, pointing out flaws in our system that I had never stopped to think about before. In many ways, it frightened me, though I had no intention of revealing that insecurity to him even as the thought continued to linger. If Greyson was so easily able to point out this flaw, what others were in place I had never noticed before?

      “Don’t fields need water?” I asked. It hadn’t rained for two weeks, and though the ground of the wheat fields appeared dry, the dirt in the cornfields looked dark and moist.

      “Well, it looks as though a fine education was not wasted on you! Yes, plants need water. Do you need an award now?”

      I rolled my eyes and curled my lip in disdain. “I only meant—”

      “Not much of a joker, are you?” he teased. “Difficult as it is to imagine, I did know what you meant, and yes, we have an irrigation system in place. I’ll show you.”

      He led me through a cornfield, pushing aside the tall plants that bulged with ripe corn. I stayed closer than I normally would have to him, wary of becoming lost in the vast expanse of cornstalks that stretched much taller than my short frame. Greyson looped his arm around my shoulders when he noticed me staying close.

      “Don’t touch me,” I snapped, ducking out from under his arm. “I just don’t want to get lost.”

      “That is a plausible likelihood, given how often it happens to you,” Greyson said with a smirk. “How fortunate that you are willing to snuggle up close to me so that doesn’t occur.”

      Eager to move on to a subject in which Greyson couldn’t tease me, if that were possible, I commented, “Anita told me that you knew Piper.”

      Greyson screwed up his face. “Oh yeah, the storyteller. People still talk about him.”

      I frowned. “Piper said you were friends.”

      A deep growl sounded low in Greyson’s throat. “Did he now? I wouldn’t go quite that far. Knew each other, yes. Friends? Not really.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t probe any further. Piper had even said that he regretted not going after him. Clearly, Greyson didn’t think much of his friends. Anita had mentioned that Piper and Greyson didn’t always get along. The small drop of guilt from the night before swelled. Anita had been nothing but truthful and kind, and yet I had refused to think anything but the worst of everyone who lived in Edenbrook.

      “Here we are,” Greyson said, holding back the last few leafy stalks so I could emerge from the cornfield.

      This side of the field ran alongside the brook that carved its way through the village. Furrows had been dug between the rows of crops in the fields, with the canals leading up to the stream. There, dam-like barriers had been erected that cut the irrigation channels off from the brook. I approached and curiously examined the mechanism.

      A lever locked metal doors in place at the head of each narrow ditch. Though a steady trickle of water pushed its way through the doors to dampen the earth nearest, the canal remained dry except in the area closest to the brook.

      “When it’s time to water the fields, we just lift this handle,” Greyson said, miming lifting the lever, “and let the water flow as long as we want. The wheat fields have to be totally dry before we can harvest, but the corn continues to be irrigated all season long.”

      “Wouldn’t the doors be difficult to close again once water flows in?”

      “Nope. We use these boards to block some of the flow, then force the doors shut again. One of the men in town came up with the idea. One of the shunned, actually.” His eyes twinkled. “So it’s probably a bad idea.”

      “Probably so.” A slight smile touched my lips.

      Greyson walked me along the brook’s border back towards the heart of the village. As we strolled past, villagers raised their hands in greeting, calling out to Greyson and introducing themselves to me. It seemed that it must be the expectation for each of Edenbrook’s occupants to go out of their way to welcome newcomers.

      It all seemed suspicious to me, and my skepticism must have shown, for Greyson said, “You seem to think that your customs of ostracizing people are superior to our ways.”

      “And you think yours are better than mine.”

      Greyson grinned. “No, I don’t. I know that our ways are better.”

      I rolled my eyes. “So are you the self-appointed tour guide for everyone who’s shunned? Or am I the only one who has to be annoyed by you?”

      “You’re the only one who gets to be annoyed by me,” Greyson corrected. “There’s a welcoming party that waits for the person who is shunned each year, and we bring them back here. You missed your chance when we—”

      “Kidnapped Gran?”

      “Welcomed your delightful grandmother. You just happened to stagger into my line of duty while I was working.”

      “And your work is stalking innocent young women?”

      He nodded gravely. “It’s the noblest of tasks, entrusted to only the most intelligent, athletic, and superior of men—”

      I pulled a face. “Then that can’t be you!”

      Greyson grinned. “Keep telling yourself that. I know you like me.”

      “In a pig’s eye.”

      Greyson flipped around to walk backwards along the road. “Keep saying all these nice things to me, and I may start liking you back. Remind me what young couples do in Hamelin, put in an application to be matched?”

      “To be paired, and I already have a prospect on that front, thank you very much!”

      “Sure you do.” Greyson flashed his insufferable smile my way. “Tell me, did this beau of yours turn his back on your gran?”

      “That is none of your business!”

      Greyson let out a bark-like laugh. “I think you’re making him up. If you really cared about some mystery man, you wouldn’t have run away, or else he would’ve come with you.”

      I kept my head held high in dignified silence as we passed a woman hanging up her laundry on a clothesline outside her home. A chubby baby crawled in the grass around her skirts, occasionally flopping back into sitting position and trying to stuff dandelions and clumps of dirt into his mouth. His mother waved at us, mouth full of wooden pins, before she bent to coax the dirt out of the baby’s mouth, who protested loudly and grabbed fistfuls of the woman’s skirts.

      Trying hard not to stare, I watched out of the corner of my eye as the woman scooped the baby into her arms and spun him around. He stopped crying and giggled, grasping at the wooden pins that still protruded from his mother’s mouth. Within seconds, he was smiling once more and placed back down on the ground as his mother continued to hang the wash.

      Watching the interaction made me think back to the mother and child I had seen the morning before the Shunning, when I had been walking with Gran. Here, a baby crying would not count for a mark against the baby or mother, and there was no stress involved with frantically shushing the baby so that the elders wouldn’t hear. Though I would never say so to Greyson, the notion was an attractive one—to do away with the marking system and simply enjoy the company of your family and friends, unhindered by the anxiety of the Shunning each year.

      “So tell me,” Greyson said suddenly. “Before you left, did you really intend to let the elders have the final say in whoever you married?”

      “Of course,” I said, baffled by the question. “And I fully intend on taking Gran back; I’m not staying here. But to answer your rather nosy question, yes. The elders watch everyone for years and take notes about behaviors and compatibility. Imagine people choosing for themselves; they could easily pick the wrong person!”

      Greyson gave me a funny look. “At least then you’d have the choice. I’d rather decide for myself and make a few mistakes than let someone else live my life for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I hoisted my skirts up to my calves as I picked my way across the stepping stones that rose above the brook’s flow of water. Greyson, who had leapt ahead, held out a hand to assist me on the final jump, but I ignored it and stepped onto the grassy incline myself.

      The damp grass slid under my boots, and I would have fallen back into the stream if Greyson hadn’t caught my wrist. He heaved me up the incline, one hand clenched around my forearm and the other snatching a handful of my skirts where my hip met my thigh.

      Hurrying to start a conversation that steered him away from teasing me, I said, “So, you said that instead of the Shunning every year, you have—”

      “The Welcoming,” Greyson confirmed, releasing me without any flirtatious comment, for which I was thankful. The extensive walking seemed to have depleted some of his usual mocking, and he was, for once, being relatively civil. “On the same day as the Shunning. We all gather to greet the newest member of our community on the morning before the Autumnal Equinox, same as Hamelin does to prepare for the Shunning.”

      “That seems like it would be overwhelming,” I noted with a small smile. “To be cast out then have a giant party waiting for you.”

      “Yes, but think how it feels to know that, though everyone you’ve ever known has abandoned you, there’s still a place where you can belong. Slightly overwhelming to process on the same day, yes. But imagine how much worse it would be to be abandoned and left alone, knowing that no one in the world wants you. It’s a lonely place to be.”

      Surprised at his sudden bout of vulnerability, I chanced a glance at Greyson. His eyes were fixed forward, with a glazed look. For once, he didn’t make a joke or tease me, and I had a sudden, involuntary pang of compassion as I remembered that he had been shunned as a small boy. He would have been like Tad, cast out and crying, left to die all alone in the heart of Darkwood Forest. I could only imagine the devastation he felt, followed by the immense gratitude at being taken in. It was no wonder that Greyson’s loyalty to Edenbrook, as well as the loyalty of the other residents, was unparalleled.

      “That must’ve been terrible.”

      Greyson nodded slowly. “Hamelin touts the Shunning as a way to prune society into perfection by whittling away an unfit member so they don’t have to provide for them throughout the winter. But Edenbrook sees each new person as someone to help sustain everyone else through the winter months with new stories and new perspectives. It’s a celebration. Your gran was very surprised when she rounded that bend.”

      I could easily picture Gran, her thin white hair whipping across her face as it pulled loose from her bun, standing in shock as all of Edenbrook met her along the forest path. “So you turn the Shunning into a party?”

      “Better than the alternative. Imagine your whole life stripped away in an instant, with no warning. No friends, no family, no supplies, and you’re told that you are totally unwanted. For anyone, it’s devastating and results in deep wounds that leave scars that never heal.”

      My heart tore a little as I saw pain glimmer within the depths of Greyson’s dark eyes.

      The brief sensation vanished when he almost immediately smirked and continued, “At least for everyone else, that is. It never bothered me.”

      For the first time, I was able to see past his hard exterior of sarcasm, even if only for a moment. As we approached the small one-room schoolhouse, I saw a cluster of youngsters gathered around a tree in the yard. Tad was amongst them. Greyson held a finger to his lips and gestured me closer to join the throng. A young woman stood in front of the students, her light brown hair knotted up into a loose bun on top of her head, where several writing styluses were used to pin it in place. I could see the enthusiasm in the eyes of all the children as their teacher pointed to a thin spider’s web stretched between two branches.

      “As you can see, the orb weaver spider has a distinct pattern on its body. It’s easy to see now, while it’s resting in the middle of its web. Each evening, it consumes the web it spun the day before and rebuilds a new one during the night.”

      Several of the children oohed and aahed. One small girl piped up, “But I thought spiders eat bugs!”

      “Good point, Amelia. They do eat bugs; that’s why they spin the web. But the orb weaver is a clever spider. It builds new webs each night to avoid the web being filled with debris and makes sure it stays hidden. If other insects see the web, they will avoid it. So having a clean web is crucial for its survival.”

      I looked around at the children in the circle, all shuffling closer for a better look at the arachnid. Several of the older students were busily copying down tidbits from the lecture on bound parchment notebooks, or else scratching out sketches of the spider. I closed my eyes to feel for any magic, but other than the faint waves coming from Greyson and Tad, I felt nothing. No one was actively using magic. This woman teaching the children was keeping them engrossed by her words alone, with no magic to manipulate their feelings or keep them spellbound by force. Even without the magical pull, I felt drawn into the lecture by her sheer enthusiasm. She clearly loved teaching.

      “It’s interesting to note,” continued the teacher, “that not all orb weaver spiders spin webs. A few will create a circular globule of sticky silk and hang it down from a branch, just like a fishing line. Then when an insect flies into it and gets stuck, the spider will reel it in and eat it.”

      “What bugs do they eat?” Tad asked. His notebook was filled with sloppily scrawled facts, far more than anyone else’s, his eyes hungry for knowledge.

      The teacher smiled. “All sorts. While they’re not as large as the more common yellow garden spider, the orb weaver can consume most insects. Who can tell me why it is important to have spiders in our environment?”

      The children pondered for a moment, then Tad spoke up. “Without spiders, there’d be too many bugs!”

      “Precisely! Now for break today, we’re going to have a contest. I want everyone to pair up, an older student with a younger. Your job is to draw a map and hunt all over for spiders. Mark the location on your map, and we will report back afterwards. Bonus points if you can identify what type of spider it is. Just remember, don’t disturb their homes. Whichever team finds the most will get the loaf of sourdough bread I made during cooking class yesterday. Pair up, and good luck!”

      The children quickly split into pairs and were off, the older student making the map and the younger scouring the bushes.

      I moved in to squint at the tiny orb weaver the teacher had shown the class, which was huddled at the joint of the two branches. I had never paid any attention to spiders before except to kill them. How fascinating they were.

      With all of her charges off on the spider-hunting adventure, the teacher turned towards Greyson and me. “Good morning! I was glad to have more students today.”

      Greyson leaned over to give her a one-armed hug as he replied, “Kitty, I wanted to introduce you to Scarlett, who’s here visiting from Hamelin. Scarlett, this is Kitty.”

      The teacher raised an eyebrow at me. “Visiting from Hamelin, are you? By choice? We don’t get many of those here, so we’re extra glad to have you!” She reached out and shook my hand. “What do you think so far?”

      “It’s…different.”

      Kitty laughed. She had a warm, boisterous laugh that could put even the most anxiety-ridden person at ease. “That’s what I’ve heard.”

      “Have you ever, uh…been to Hamelin?” I didn’t want to ask if she had been chosen during a Shunning, and she didn’t look familiar.

      Kitty shook her head. “No, I was lucky enough to be born and raised here in Edenbrook.” Her eyes sparkled, as if she knew exactly what I had thought. “My great-grandfather was shunned as a young man and became one of the first founders of Edenbrook.”

      “Oh.” I felt slightly uncomfortable. Would she blame me and my ancestors for casting out her family? I would, if I were in her position. But Kitty looked completely at ease talking about it and continued to chat away for a few more minutes before she excused herself, saying that she needed to prepare for the next lesson.

      On her way back to the schoolhouse, multiple children accosted her with questions. She never once seemed irritated by their inquiries. If anything, she seemed pleased that they had asked. It was such a different dynamic from Hamelin, and I wasn’t sure what to think. On one hand, I wanted very much to tell Pierre about Kitty’s methods, but at the same time, I didn’t want to do anything that would ruffle anyone’s feathers. Keeping my head down and not drawing any attention to myself had worked well in Hamelin and avoided getting me an obscene number of marks.

      Greyson led me past all the pairs of children, still scurrying about and marking locations of webs on their maps. Many had climbed trees, and a couple were even climbing onto the roofs of the school building and nearby homes. “They aren’t in the schoolhouse,” I commented. “In Hamelin, the students are always inside during school hours. Only the youngest children that Piper entertains are kept outside.”

      Greyson nodded. “I remember! I also remember staring out the window all day, wishing I could go outside, but feeling guilty for thinking so. Coming here was a breath of fresh air. They encourage having class outside, and the schoolroom’s only used on days with particularly bad weather. And I seem to recall that back in Hamelin, any climbing of the school building was severely punished.”

      I glanced again at the children parading across rooftops and swinging in the trees and marveled inwardly. They seemed so perfectly content, so eager to learn, even without any magic to hold their attention. When I said so, Greyson merely responded, “Learning for the joy of learning is its own kind of magic.”

      We traipsed away from the schoolhouse, deep in conversation about the differences between Hamelin’s and Edenbrook’s education systems. When he wasn’t teasing me, Greyson was fairly easy to talk to. He seemed eager to prove that Edenbrook was not the disgusting prison for criminals that I supposed it to be, but a haven for individuals of all abilities. Likewise, I felt obligated to stick up for Hamelin, since Greyson would surely be resentful for being cast out from our midst.

      I came to the conclusion that both school systems had their benefits and drawbacks. In Hamelin, all of the students could recite the history of our village with precision. It was the topic that Pierre emphasized most. They could do sums and diagram sentences, but when they were away from their teacher, their motivation dropped. It was nearly impossible to convince a child to read independently, and getting them to go to school was a struggle. I heard many families arguing about it every day, keeping their voices hushed to avoid disturbing passersby.

      In comparison, Greyson admitted that Edenbrook’s students were not as well-versed in history and grammar as Hamelin’s. But, he noted, they were encouraged to think critically, to ask questions, and to discover the answers for themselves, not just memorize then regurgitate what the teacher deemed important. They were eager to learn, both in school and out.

      Which was better? Having students who were able to recite more and were discouraged from speaking up, or having students who thought for themselves? Hamelin’s pupils were praised for sitting quietly and doing their work without a fuss, which they did, even if it came at the expense of seeking education enthusiastically. It was certainly easier on the teacher to use Hamelin’s method and have students that never questioned the system. In contrast, Edenbrook’s residents were the opposite of mediocrity. They wanted each person to shine in their own way. There was danger in that way of thinking, I knew. If people refused to obey orders, chaos would ensue.

      A dragonfly darted across the path, the erratic flying pattern mesmerizing me as it would alight on a flower momentarily before zipping away again. As it flashed into a red-and-gold shrub, a large monarch butterfly emerged, flapping its majestic orange-and-black wings and moving much slower than the dragonfly, just as Hamelin and Edenbrook were so vastly different. Was one better than the other, or were they simply different?
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      “That’s the basic tour,” Greyson concluded later that afternoon, turning onto the road that led to Gran’s house. “Tomorrow I’ll take you over to the apple harvest. Everyone helps pick apples in the morning, and then”—he winked—“people pair up in the afternoon and disappear for a bit.”

      My neck muscles grew rigid. “Don’t get any ideas, wolf boy. I’m not that kind of girl.”

      He smirked. “Too bad. I’m that kind of guy.”

      “I gathered that, funnily enough.” I couldn’t resist smiling back. Greyson pressed his advantage, stepping in so close that his wild, foresty scent assailed my nostrils, smelling far more pleasant than I would have expected. “You seem very untrustworthy.”

      “Even if I am untrustworthy, I’m not the worst guy in Edenbrook to spend an afternoon with, you know.” He fingered the black laces that cinched up the front of my sage-green dress. “Scared of being alone with me, princess?”

      “Greyson!” A man’s voice cut across our conversation, and I hastily stepped back from Greyson, glad I didn’t have to answer him. Greyson and I turned to acknowledge the newcomer, an astonishingly handsome man, well-built with perfectly defined muscles showing through an uncommonly tight shirt. He looked very much like an upside-down triangle, and his very walk conveyed an impenetrable confidence. Even from a distance, I could feel the magic radiating off of him in waves and fought down a laugh. His magic was a toxic shade of hot pink, a color I had never encountered before. It felt at odds with the man in front of me who radiated an air of pure masculinity and strength.

      “Speak of the elect.” Greyson swore under his breath then continued in a normal tone, loud enough for the approaching man to hear. “Tristan! How are you?”

      “Superfluous, as always! May I inquire as to the identity of your radiant companion?” His immaculate teeth gleamed in the afternoon sun, drawing attention down to his strong jaw. Greyson rolled his eyes behind Tristan’s back, but Tristan beamed, conceit written over each line in his face.

      I wrinkled my nose in confusion. “Superfluous?”

      “Sincerest of apologies, maiden divine. My vocabulary and mastery of the intimacies of language hold all within my physical proximity enthralled.”

      “…did you mean intricacies?”

      We must have been far enough away from the forest that I was able to sense the tendrils of his garishly hot-pink magic reaching out for me. I didn’t know what sort of powers Tristan had and wasn’t sure I wanted to find out. I had thought Greyson was arrogant, but Tristan was on a different level.

      I reeled in the threads of magic to replenish the stock that the forest had somehow leeched away, storing them for later use. At least that was one benefit of being close to him. Tristan flashed a toothy smile and took my hand the moment he was close enough, grazing his full lips against my knuckles.

      “To simplify, know that my enlightened intellectualism allows me to predicate and elaborate on things that simple villagers have never considered.”

      “Pontificate,” I corrected.

      “What?”

      “I think you mean pontificate, and I can tell you must be an expert at it.” I beamed back just as brightly as I withdrew my hand, earning me an oblivious, preening smile from Tristan and a snort of laughter from Greyson.

      “That I am. My expansive mastication of linguistics makes me a far superior orator than any of the plebeians here.”

      Greyson shot me a sly wink then furrowed his eyebrows in mock puzzlement. “I’m having a hard time chewing on that one. Help me understand.”

      Tristan’s mouth quirked into the smuggest smile I had ever seen. “Undoubtedly, such orifices are beyond your compatibility to comprehend.”

      After nodding as though lost in deep thought, Greyson responded gravely, “I don’t think either of us want to be compatible with your orifices.”

      I had to bite my tongue to prevent myself from laughing and worked hard to keep my face straight. Tristan looked between myself and Greyson, clearly trying to figure out if we were making fun of him or not. I sensed an upsurge in the tendrils of magic flowing from him. I had never been so grateful to be immune to the magic of others and continued to reel in the strands.

      Deciding to overlook Greyson’s comment, Tristan held his head high. “Have you two heard tell of the surreptitious drains in yonder timberland, perchance?” He waved his hand toward the forest.

      “Perchance I have,” Greyson said, voice dripping with feigned solemnity. “It’s almost like hunting down those artifacts encompasses the entirety of my job.”

      What was Greyson’s job? Tristan tossed his blond hair out of his eyes with a well-practiced head flip and heaved a long-suffering sigh. “The issue’s ubiquity is indisputable, and though it’s a gregarious crime to be sure—”

      “Egregious,” I corrected, unable to restrain myself.

      Tristan broke off, confused again.

      “You said gregarious,” Greyson chimed in. “Scarlett said that you probably meant to say egregious.”

      “I don’t expect a simple creature like you to fathom the magnanimity of my vocabulary,” Tristan sniffed at him.

      “Ah, well. This simple creature would challenge you to a battle of wits, but alas, I don’t fight unarmed people.”

      My sides ached and my ribs threatened to break from the force of holding in my laughter. I finally reeled in the last bit of Tristan’s powers, glad to know that whatever enchantment he had planned, he wouldn’t be able to complete it.

      Tristan returned his attention to me. “If we are going to talk of anyone, it should be you. I must admit, the tales of your beauty don’t do you justice.”

      “Really? I have no doubt that the tales of your arrogance are surprisingly accurate.”

      Greyson turned a bark of laughter into a hacking cough. Tristan looked as astonished as if I had sprouted wings and flown, then smoothed his face into a playful expression. “You are a coquettish one, aren’t you? I haven’t told you much about myself yet. I will do so if you would join me on a walk, or better yet, join me for the apple harvest tomorrow.”

      “No need; I already have a date.” I slipped my hand into Greyson’s and leaned my head onto his shoulder. His fingers were rigid with shock for a fraction of a second before they laced around mine. “Greyson here already invited me.”

      Tristan frowned, clearly wrong-footed. “But…but I asked you.”

      “And I’m saying no, but thank you for the offer.”

      Greyson’s fingers pulsed once around mine before he smirked at Tristan. “Maybe she thinks I’m more handsome than you are.”

      “Or not,” I whispered into his ear while giving a coy smile to Tristan.

      I wished I could have framed the dumbfounded expression on Tristan’s face. “But…but I have a smoldering personality,” he said, deflated by my refusal.

      “I’d pay quite a bit to see you smolder,” I heard Greyson mutter under his breath. “Double, if you burn up afterward.”

      Tristan redoubled his efforts. “Feasibly, you are unfamiliar with the nefarious shapeshifter to whom you have entwined your fingers. The probability of his transformation into a ferocious commodore and subsequent consumption of you is undoubtedly assured.”

      I tapped my forefinger against my chin, eyebrows knotted in deep focus. “Fascinating.”

      Tristan’s blinding smile broadened, certain he had me hanging on his every word. “What is it that fascinates you about me, Goddess Divine?”

      Greyson rolled his eyes and imitated vomiting.

      “I simply cannot decide which is more frightening—the possibility of being eaten by a shunned shapeshifter…or your ego.”

      Greyson laughed so hard that he let go of my hand and fell to the ground, clutching his sides. Tristan flushed a deep red, snapped his jaw closed, and turned on his heel. I heard him grumbling as he stomped away, “Ugly anyway, not worth my time of day.”

      I watched him leave, satisfied. “Serves him right, the pompous prat.”

      Greyson recovered himself enough to wipe the tears of laughter streaming from his eyes and choke out, “That’s rich of you to call anyone pompous when you’re an elect.” He winked and held out his hand again. “Need to hold hands again?”

      “Rich of you to think I would want anything of the sort,” I quipped, but smiled nonetheless. “I get the impression that all the men here are shameless flirts. Is he always that way?”

      “Oh yeah. He’s always after the newest flavor of the week when it comes to girls and has no idea how to be rejected.”

      “You could teach him. I’m sure you have lots of experience,” I responded sweetly.

      Greyson grinned. “Well, aren’t you an absolute delight to have around. I’m holding you to that date, by the way.”

      “Trying to snap me up before Tristan can steal my heart, are you?”

      “Yep, that’s it. I get Tristan’s leftovers.”

      “That doesn’t include me. I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole.”

      Greyson shot me a curious expression. “So tell me, how did you resist him?”

      I snorted. “He’s easy to resist. What, you think I’m the kind of desperate damsel who will fall into the arms of any male that’s in my vicinity? Think again, wolf boy.”

      He continued to watch me critically, as though determining how much he should say. “Every other girl falls for him instantly.”

      I smirked. “Maybe being an elect isn’t such a bad thing if I’m able to resist his romantic advances. At least I have standards.”

      Greyson shook his head. “No, you don’t understand. Other girls are literally unable to resist. They fall all over themselves to get to him. Tristan knows it, too. That’s why he was shunned.”

      The significance of his hot-pink aura instantly made sense. I began to snigger. When Greyson asked what was so humorous, I explained how I was immune to the effects of others’ magic and could sense the shades of everyone else’s. His eyebrows raised. “What color is mine?”

      “Dark green.”

      “At least it’s better than pink!”

      “A much better color,” I agreed, then snapped my mouth shut before I revealed that his was one of my favorites. I didn’t want to give Greyson the impression that I found his aura increasingly appealing, in a highly obnoxious way. It had the mysterious ability to remind me constantly of its presence and when I thought of it, Greyson’s stupid, smirking face would inevitably pop into my mind’s eye right after.

      “What about your gran?”

      “Hers is silver,” I said, and proceeded to explain how I could hold the fibers of others until they were called on to be used, and transform them into whichever spell I wanted.

      “So you don’t produce your own magic?”

      “No. Quite the opposite, actually.” I tugged the handkerchief hanging out of Greyson’s pocket and mopped the sweat off my forehead and neck, glad I hadn’t brought my sweltering cloak along. “Everyone else produces magic, and it pools around them until they use it, but I can absorb as much as I want then use it in whatever way I want. But I can only take magic until all of their stores are gone, then I can only absorb it as fast as they produce.”

      “So, you’re a thief.”

      “What? No!”

      His familiar smirk was firmly in place. “No shame in being a thief, but I do find it interesting. Isn’t that one of the reasons you didn’t want to come here? Because you thought we’re all criminals? I suppose there’s some truth to it. Even Tristan goes around stealing hearts.”

      “And you wish that you could do the same.”

      Greyson’s face crinkled as he scrunched up his face and ignored my comment. “I’ve never seen any magic threads floating around me. How do you use them? Do you have to wave your hands to make a spell or something?” He gestured with his hands, as if strumming a large, invisible harp.

      I grinned. “As far as I know, only I can see them. And no, I don’t have to move at all to gather or use the magic.”

      “Where do you store it?”

      I considered. “Some of it stores best in my head, like Piper’s storytelling or his brother’s ability to manipulate emotions. But your magic, and Tristan’s, would be held here.” I tapped on Greyson’s chest.

      “Right near your heart, huh?”

      I blushed and whipped my hand away from Greyson. “Times like these remind me of how much I loathe you.”

      Greyson fanned himself dramatically. “Ah, princess, your romantic wooings and proclamations of love are sure to make me blush.” He dropped his hand and smirked. “Besides, what’s the use of being an outcast if I can’t make people a little uneasy from time to time?”

      He didn’t deserve an answer. I lifted my nose in the air, but Greyson was so preoccupied with learning about my magic that he didn’t notice my poised silence. He muttered to himself, and I caught a few phrases like, “Just like stopping me from shifting,” and “probably same method.”

      He fixed me with a surprisingly serious stare, curious but devoid of his usual carefree airs. “Does it matter which state I’m in? As in, is it harder to extract it if I’m a wolf or human? And do they go to your head or chest when I’m a wolf?”

      I focused on his question to stop myself thinking about how his chest had felt under my hand when I touched him. “I don’t know,” I admitted slowly. “Gran and I weren’t able to experiment much.” I wasn’t sure why I suddenly felt free to discuss my abilities when I had kept them concealed my entire life, and it was somewhat relieving to have someone else to talk to about it.

      In a flash, Greyson shifted and became the enormous grey wolf. He sat back on his haunches and cocked his head at me, plainly asking me to check. I closed my eyes and searched with my mind. There they were, the dark green fibers generated by Greyson, floating in the air. I tugged on them experimentally. They drifted toward me and again, wrapped their alluring strands around my heart, building within my chest so that I could have almost burst with the wild energy that accompanied them.

      I opened my eyes and tapped on my chest. “No difference.”

      Greyson shifted back to human moments later, nodding pensively. “So I really do have a hold on your heart, whatever form I take.”

      I shoved his shoulder. “You’re just as arrogant as Tristan! It’s no wonder I’m not attracted to either of you.” I tried very hard to forget just how much the hand that touched Greyson tingled. I clasped my hands behind my back, out of Greyson’s line of sight, and flexed my fingers.
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      On the way back to Gran’s house, Greyson stopped once again at the schoolhouse and let me watch the students. Everyone, including Kitty, was sprawled out on the grass or reclined against trees, reading silently. I even saw one young girl hanging upside down in a tree, her knees crooked over a limb and her skirt falling up to her chin as she dangled from the branch, nose buried in her novel. Her frilly bloomers gave the impression that there was white moss growing rampantly on the tree.

      “I thought Kitty would be teaching them how to read,” I commented, staring in amazement at the children, all of whom were completely engrossed in their books.

      “She does.” Greyson nodded at the teacher, who was stretched out on her stomach, feet kicking in the air as she propped her head up with one hand and flipped pages with the other. As I watched, she burst out laughing at something in her book, and several children scooted closer to see what she found so humorous. In a hushed tone, she laid her finger on the page and read aloud quietly to her pupils, who also began to giggle. “But what’s the use of teaching reading if it’s not coupled with the passion for reading?”

      The moment he said it, I knew he was right. It was the key factor missing from Hamelin’s school, where reading was treated like a tedious chore that had to be done. I couldn’t even remember Pierre reading aloud to the class or engaging them the way Kitty had. If anything, Piper’s brother was the one hookwinking all the children into being quiet while he lectured, using his ability to manipulate emotions to trick the children into appreciating what he taught. The students in Hamelin thought they enjoyed school, but the children in Edenbrook truly loved learning.
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      The apple harvest the following day turned out to be much more fun than I expected. Everyone in Edenbrook chipped in somehow, either by gathering the fruit that hung heavy on the branches, fetching barrels for the next load, or setting out a picnic lunch for the workers.

      Gran waved merrily at me when Greyson and I came over for a cup of cider. She looked happier than I had ever seen her before, and that alone made up for me having to stay in a village filled with the shunned.

      I had all but forgotten about Greyson’s offhanded comment about couples pairing up in the afternoon until a man with a spectacularly bushy mustache waved his hands for everyone to quiet down. The chatter dwindled, with several people shushing their neighbors, and the man cleared his throat importantly.

      “We would like to thank everyone for their assistance in this year’s apple harvest!” He applauded the crowd, and I joined in along with everyone around me. Once the cheering died down, he continued, “Now, we know what happens at the conclusion of each harvest festival. For those wanting to participate, the rules dictate that each couple must be one man and one woman, so find your partner!”

      Greyson immediately threw his arm around my shoulders, pinning me to his side. I glanced around in a panic. What sort of bizarre tradition was this? Everyone was pairing off in twos, eagerly watching the man on the podium.

      “What—” I began uncertainly but was cut off by the man’s booming voice.

      “On your marks, get set, go!”

      Everyone scattered, dashing in every direction. Greyson’s hand clenched around my own, and my arm was nearly ripped out of its socket as he yanked me toward a meadow of sheep. “Wait, wait!” I spluttered but may as well have remained silent for all the notice he took of me.

      As soon as we were out of sight of the village, Greyson slowed and began scanning the ground then lifting his eyes to search each of the sheep in turn.

      “What are we doing?”

      “Playing a game, of course. We’re looking for the golden apple.” Greyson tugged a sheep over and dug through its thick woolen coat, the creature bleating in panic. “The winning couple get to be King and Queen of the Harvest Festival feast tonight, so help me look.”

      I stood dumbfounded for several seconds. Greyson’s face split into a wicked grin, then morphed as he contorted his face into the most unconvincingly innocent expression I’d ever seen. “Why, Scarlett, what did you think I meant when I said we would pair off and disappear for a while?”

      “You…you know what it sounded like!” I tried hard to suppress the blush sneaking up to warm my cheeks, but with very little success.

      Greyson tsked again, clicking his tongue on the top of his mouth as he shook his head from side to side. “Your mind always jumps to assuming that I’m desperate to kiss you. I think you must like me an awful lot if that’s what you’re always thinking about.”

      “You’re terrible,” I told him, but couldn’t prevent the smile that slowly spread over my face.

      “And you love me for it.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      His eyes flashed dangerously. “Oh, but you will.”

      “So this apple could be anywhere in all of Edenbrook?” I asked several minutes later, trying to look through the flock for any glimmer of gold.

      “Anywhere,” he confirmed. “They sometimes reuse hiding spots, and they had an apple tied onto one of the ewes about seven years ago. I found that one.”

      “Did you?”

      He nodded solemnly. “I have a special gift with sheep.”

      I snickered. Every time Greyson approached one of the sheep, it would bleat and try to bound away, laden down by its heavy fleece coat. “Yes, it looks like they adore you.”

      “Of course they do. Don’t you, Sheeping Beauty?” He flung one of his arms around the neck of one particularly large sheep, who struggled and squirmed away, her eyes wide with fear.

      “Sheeping Beauty?” I laughed, then pointed to another. “What’s this one’s name?”

      “Ah, that one is Sheer Elegance, but don’t let her name fool you. She’s baaaad to the bone. We should’ve named her Wooly Bully instead.”

      I stopped looking for the apple and instead let Greyson take me through the flock, listing off each of the names in turn.

      “That’s Baa Baa Bandit.”

      “She is Bewety, and the one beside her is Lambchop.”

      My sides ached from laughing so much. “This one?” I asked, wiping away the tears that formed at the edges of my eyes.

      “Pirate Sheep, and the daddy over there is AbraRam.”

      “What about the one by the trough?” I gestured to one that was being chased around by its offspring.

      “Mary.”

      “Just Mary? No play on names?”

      His face remained deadpan. “She did just have a little lamb, and I must say, I think it is cute as a mutton.”

      “If there’s another one soon,” I suggested with a smirk, “you could name it Ewegene.”

      Greyson’s face lit up with a smile. “Well, well, well, ladies and gentlemen. Has the high and mighty elect deigned to gift us with a joke?”

      I tossed my hair and turned my nose up. “Cherish it,” I said in a falsely frosty voice. “Such an honor is rarely bestowed.”
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      Unsurprisingly, Greyson and I didn’t win the hunt for the golden apple. Greyson spent more than an hour chasing me around the flock in his wolf form, snapping playfully at my heels or tugging on my skirts as I sprinted to try and out maneuver him while simultaneously avoiding being trampled by the terrified sheep. I became breathless from running and finally collapsed onto the cool meadow, sweating and smiling like a fool. The flock scurried away from us, eager to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the wolf.

      Greyson, still in his wolf form, curled up next to me, and I ran my fingers through the fur on his back. It was much softer than I ever would have dreamed. I had always thought of wolves as having coarse, shaggy fur, but Greyson’s was thick and fluffy, more like a giant bunny rabbit’s than a ferocious wolf’s.

      “I like you much better as a wolf, you know,” I told him, watching his pointed ears cock backwards to listen to me. “Want to know the best part?”

      He lifted his head and I grinned.

      “That smart mouth of yours is finally silenced.”

      In an instant, Greyson transformed back into a human. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” For a second, we held each other’s gaze. The harsh sound of a woodpecker’s bill hammering against a tree trunk across the field did little to quell the rush of emotions that swelled within my chest as I stared at the shapeshifter.

      He was handsome. Greyson wasn’t attractive in the pristine, self-absorbed way that Tristan was, but in a rugged, dangerous way that made every nerve in my body tingle with simultaneous warnings and eagerness. Men like him couldn’t be trusted.

      But, I reasoned, it wasn’t that I trusted him. My curiosity was simply piqued by the shapeshifter who had such a casual way to life. Fleetingly, I wondered what it would feel like if he ran one of his calloused hands up my—

      No! No, I mustn’t think those sorts of thoughts. I was only here to make sure Gran was safe and well settled, and for no other reason. The frantic, intense need to extract her from the village I’d felt when I first arrived had even died down. I should have been much more alarmed by how content I felt in Edenbrook, and realized that I likely didn’t need a week to decide if I wanted to return to Hamelin. If Gran was happy, I could find happiness here, too. I was certain of it.

      A thunderous cheer rose from the village to the east, and the woodpecker took flight in alarm. “Sounds like someone found the apple,” Greyson commented, still holding my gaze steadily.

      “We should go back and see who it was,” I said, but made no effort to move. By the shunned, did I want to explore these preposterous feelings swirling inside me? No, Greyson was simply teasing me again, just as he always did. He likely treated all girls the way he treated me. The hot rush of heady recklessness began to fade away, but the lingering attraction remained.

      “Let’s go.” I pushed myself back onto my feet.

      Looking slightly disappointed, Greyson followed suit.
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      Sitting on the plinth at the head of the end-of-day harvest feast, we saw Tristan and a beautiful young woman with dark red hair being crowned. Tristan held the golden apple in one hand and was waving to the crowd with the other, positively shouting, “Really, any fool should have been able to find it. The conclusion was quite elemental!”

      Greyson leaned close to whisper in my ear as he pulled the chair out for me to sit at the feast. “Someone here is most certainly a fool, and out of their element for sure, but I doubt he realizes it yet.”

      Greyson and I had a good time during the feast, whispering back and forth about things that Tristan said as his face became redder and redder with every goblet of wine he consumed. Near the end of the feast, Gran claimed that she wasn’t feeling well and wished to retire early, but urged me to stay and enjoy myself.

      She did look a little pale but had a knowing twinkle in her eye that made me think she knew that I secretly enjoyed the sensation of Greyson brushing my hair back every time he leaned over to whisper a hushed insult about Tristan’s misused vocabulary.

      By the end of the meal, I was full to bursting but still wide awake and energized, though others yawned widely and stretched. I should feel tired. In the last few days, my world had been completely upended. I should be exhausted and want nothing more than to sleep for a full day.

      The chill wind snapped my cloak’s hood around my neck, and I tugged the folds of my newly repaired cloak around my shoulders, glad that Gran had been able to mend it in time for the temperature drop that occurred each day around nightfall. My attention was caught by faintly twinkling lights up the hill between Edenbrook and the forest.

      “Fireflies,” Greyson told me, his lips mere inches from my ears once again. “Want me to show you?”

      “You aren’t luring me away to eat me, are you?”

      Greyson groaned and rubbed his stomach, which protruded from his oversized portions from the feast. “I don’t think I could eat another crumb, let alone a tasty morsel like you.”

      “As long as you promise, then yes.”

      I made my way over to the hill, climbing up the steep incline and ignoring the chill wind that bit at my exposed face and forearms. Winter would be here before I knew it. Gran and I would need to stockpile our woodshed and can some of the food and—

      Without understanding quite how it had happened, I realized that I fully intended to stay in Edenbrook. There was nothing for me back in Hamelin. Nothing, except…Piper’s lucky coin suddenly felt much heavier in my cloak’s pocket, but I shook the feeling off. I had never promised him anything, and he had never shown any interest in me beyond the day of Gran’s Shunning. Sure, we had briefly danced around the topic of submitting a pairing request, but he was young and handsome and good with children. Any girl would be lucky to have him. Maybe my friend Nix would be the one to catch his eye. A twinge of sadness panged in my heart. Even with all of its faults, Hamelin was where I had grown up, and even though I would rather be with Gran than anyone else, it was still slightly depressing to think of the friends I’d left behind.

      I returned my focus to Greyson, who had clambered ahead of me and held his hand out to help me over the final ridge. My mouth hung agape. The sight of the village at nighttime, speckled with fireflies blinking on and off, was like something out of a storybook, and the cheerful babble of well-fed people floated up to us on the breeze.

      “Pull up some grass, princess,” Greyson said with a smirk.

      It was so peaceful out here, watching the settlement from the hilltop. The high, rapid twittering of sparrows intermingled with the long, loud cawing of crows and the musical melodies of mockingbirds into a symphony of woodland songs. Several people, Kitty and Diedre included, sat around the fire, laughing and talking. I began to see why Gran was so content to be an outcast. Out here, there was no pressure to be perfect. There was no looming threat of a possible Shunning constantly hanging over my head. Everyone was accepted just the way they were, quirks and all. Wasn’t that what a community was really all about?

      I stared at the glowing fireflies. Every time I tried to fix my sights on one, it would disappear, and another would flash on elsewhere. When I tried to anticipate one appearing, anywhere I watched would suddenly become devoid of any lights.

      “Mesmerizing, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, still entranced. “I never noticed them before.”

      “No mandatory curfew here like there is in Hamelin. We can stay out as long as you like.”

      We stayed quiet for a long time, silent observers as stars winked into existence far above us, adding to dots of light that filled the entire world in front of us. The crescent moon’s dim glow barely showed the outlines of the houses and surrounding forest. The night sounds of owls, crickets, and the rustling of leaves sounded relaxing, not at all the threatening noises I’d heard my first night in the forest.

      “Is anyone welcome to stay in Edenbrook?” I asked, then hastened to add, “I mean, do people from other villages come to live here without being shunned?”

      Greyson shot me a quick look, then returned to watching the fireflies and answered softly. “Anyone. You could too, you know. It would make your gran happy. I saw that she already added your name to the sign over her door.”

      I pulled up several blades of grass. It was true. The idea of Gran and me staying here together, being included and accepted, was much more attractive than the stressful, secretive life of trying to sneak Gran back into Hamelin and hiding her from the elders. What life would that be for her? Here, she had friends, many more than she did in Hamelin. Some she remembered from childhood, and others had scooped her into their lives as if she had been a childhood friend all along.

      “I want Gran to be happy,” I confessed quietly.

      I heard Greyson swallow before he asked, “Do you want to stay? Your happiness matters too.”

      A firefly blinked on less than a foot away. What would make me happy? Would it be returning to Hamelin, where I had always imagined my future? The future I had pictured had always included Gran; I couldn’t leave her. If Gran truly was intent on staying, and I was determined to be with Gran, there was only one conclusion to draw.

      I shifted positions so I could fold my legs under my dress. “I could possibly be convinced to stay.”

      Fully expecting Greyson to make some flirtatious comment about finding a way to convince me to stay, I kept my gaze fixed forward, but no such comment came. The night air bit at my exposed face, and I shivered slightly as the breeze found its way through my cloak. I secured it around myself and spotted Greyson shiver as well.

      “I thought wolves don’t get cold,” I teased, eager to cover up my brief moment of vulnerability. “Aren’t you supposed to have a big shaggy fur coat?”

      “When I’m a wolf, I do. But see here, Miss Elect, I’m human, and humans don’t have natural fur coats.”

      “Shame. I like you better as a wolf. If you were warm and furry, I just might cuddle up with you.”

      “Would you now?” Greyson asked with a wolfish grin. “Let’s test that theory.”

      His face elongated as fur sprouted all over his body. A bushy tail grew, and in moments, Greyson the wolf sat on his haunches beside me, his head tilted quizzically.

      “Ah, finally a handsome face to look at.” I patted my lap. “Come here, you big puppy dog. Want to snuggle?”

      I could see a glint of laughter in his eyes as he placed his front paws on my knees and rested his head on my thighs.

      “Why, Greyson, what big ears you have,” I told him, tickling behind his large, pointed ears. He rolled over to look up at me, and I grinned. “And what big eyes you have.”

      His teeth bared, either in a smile or growl, I wasn’t sure which. “Oooh, and what big teeth you have.” I patted his head and moved my fingers to ruffle the fur on his back. His soft fur radiated heat that warmed my legs where he lay.

      Fireflies continued to flash all around us, illuminating the dark woods with their dancing, flickering light. I found myself glad that there was only a pale crescent moon. The smattering of stars and glowing fireflies fused together in the dark sky, making it feel like Greyson and I had entered an alternate world in which we floated amongst the stars.

      Without thinking, I dug my hands through Greyson’s fur, rubbing it the wrong way then smoothing it back down again. At least when he was a wolf, I didn’t have to worry about him talking back to me.

      “I almost like you this way,” I whispered, bending low.

      In response, he flicked his long tongue up and caught the end of my nose. “Blergh.” I rubbed my face with the folds of my cloak. “I take it back; wolf breath stinks. Get off of me, you worthless sack of hairballs.”

      Instead of retreating, Greyson bounded up and pressed his paws onto my shoulders, forcing me to topple over onto my back in the grass.

      “Get off, you mangy mutt,” I said, uselessly shoving at the weight holding me captive in the cold grass.

      Greyson didn’t need a human face for me to sense the laughter coming from him. His warm, scratchy tongue ran up the length of my cheek, and I gagged on the stench of his breath. “You’re disgusting, you know that?”

      The fur retracted, and within seconds, Greyson’s face had replaced the wolf’s muzzle, only inches from mine. He still had me trapped, pinned down on the hilltop. His face was barely visible in the night sky, but what I could see was smirking. By the shunned, he was handsome. The wild scent that lingered about him wafted over me, intoxicating me far better than his atrocious wolf breath.

      “What, did you decide to finally stop assaulting my nose with your foul wolf breath?”

      He frowned slightly. “No, we must be too near the forest. I can’t hold my form."

      Now that he mentioned it, I couldn’t feel the dark green strands of magic coming off him that I had been able to the day before. What sort of darkness haunted the woods?

      “Well, wolf or human, you need to get off, you big lug. If you squash me, you’ll have to answer to Gran.”

      To my slight disappointment, Greyson obeyed and rolled away. “Say no more! I mustn’t invoke the wrath of the elderly woman who likes me better than her own granddaughter.”

      “Whatever. You just wish someone liked you as much as Gran loves me.”

      “Are you offering?”

      Heat rushed up to color my cheeks and I suddenly found it difficult to find my voice. “N…no. I’m not saying that I—”

      Greyson flipped the hood of my cloak over my eyes. “Shame. I might’ve liked that.” He threw another look at the surrounding trees. “I’ll need to do another sweep soon if the forest is sucking this much magic.”

      “What do you mean?” I flicked my hood back to expose my face again. “What do you do during the day, besides bothering newcomers?”

      He tried to wiggle his broad shoulders beside mine, tucking the trailing fabric around his torso so he could share the cloak. “I’ll have to show you soon. Not to brag or anything, but I’m Edenbrook’s primary protector. Nothing like having a wolf who can smell out an outsider miles away and track them. Why do you think I followed you in the first place?”

      “What, it wasn’t my charm and dazzling good looks?” I teased.

      Greyson cinched the cloak so that I was pulled against his side, our bodies warm from the shared heat. “No, that was just an added bonus.”
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      I ended up staying in Edenbrook past the week I initially anticipated, and though I wasn’t certain the arrangement would be permanent, Gran and I were happy for the time being. It wasn’t until almost two weeks later that Greyson took me on one of the sweeps he did for his duties. Over that time, my days fell into a comfortable rhythm. Gran, who insisted that she would much rather stay home and knit with Diedre, kept kicking me out of the house to go on long walks with Greyson. I found that I was growing to enjoy the time I spent with the handsome shapeshifter more and more, though I would never admit it to anyone.

      As I stepped out of the house, the vast profile of Tristan leaned up against the porch railing. My shoulders slumped slightly. Greyson had been the one waiting for me each morning, and I had been looking forward to another walk with him.

      “Ah, my pulchritudinous brunette, I’ve yearned for your pretense without ceasing.”

      “One impressive word used correctly, well done,” I congratulated him flatly, eyes sweeping from side to side to see if Greyson was around. “But it’s presence, not pretense.” After his first disastrous attempt to woo me, Tristan had given up making advances. Perhaps enough time had elapsed that he felt the time was ripe to try again.

      Tristan took a step back in surprise. “Nay, fair maiden! It was thine pretenses of which I spoke.”

      “Was it now?” I answered dully. Greyson had met me every day before; was he running late and Tristan took advantage of his absence?

      “Indeed. Your pale façade that you find me anything but totally entrancing and appalling is laughable.”

      “Appalling would be the correct word there.” I trotted off the front steps, heading toward Greyson’s house to see if he had somehow lost track of the time. Tristan fell into step beside me, staying a little too close for comfort. I quickened my steps and drew my cloak around my torso.

      “Why do you flee, princess?”

      Something in Tristan’s tone made me pause, then I pivoted to stare at him. His smile was not the typical, conceited grin that made each tooth gleam, and there was a mischievous quirk to his mouth.

      “…Greyson?”

      His grin broadened, and his appearance began to shift. The blond hair darkened as Tristan shrank a couple inches and morphed back into Greyson. I swatted at his shoulder. “Since when can you look like other people?” What Piper said on the day of the Shunning about a shapeshifter who transformed himself to look like Gran fell into place.

      He dodged my blow easily and laughed. “What can I say, I just prefer a wolf form most of the time. It’s much more intimidating than Tristan.”

      I smiled. “I can’t argue there. Are you trying to think up new tactics to continue to spy on me?”

      Greyson nodded solemnly. “What better way to spend my time than keeping an eye on the most dangerous threat here? Some protector I would be if I let you run around unchecked.”

      I crossed my arms and pretended to huff. “What, so you’re babysitting me?”

      Greyson snatched one of my hands and looped it around his elbow. “Think of it as my keeping everyone else safe from your inflated ego.”

      “You are the irrefutable expert on inflated egos,” I shot back with a grin. I couldn’t help but enjoy the playful insults we hurled back and forth, and secretly, I was quite pleased by the idea of spending yet another day with Greyson.

      As we passed the village center, a middle-aged man made a beeline toward me, babbling to himself in a high-pitched voice and repeating his words over and over while he wrung his hands together. His electric-blue eyes, much larger than an average person’s, darted about from side to side as he fidgeted, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      “Ah, yes,” Greyson said casually. “I don’t know if you have met Norrix before. Scarlett, this is Norrix, our resident preparedness fanatic.”

      “Not fanatic, no, no, no! I am simply aware. Yes, yes, yes, aware and prepared! I see the signs of the times, do you?” He leaned uncomfortably close to me, staring straight into my eyes, and I shied away.

      Norrix wore thick lenses that enlarged his already enormous eyes to several times their normal size, and his hair was a frizzy mass of brown tangles. He rather looked like a deranged otter that had been struck by lightning. His clothing was a hodge-podge of mismatched articles, giving me the distinct impression of a man who was not all there in the head.

      He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “The elect, they will march on us soon enough, they will! Take heed; they come, they seek us…” He clutched his hair and pulled, widening his eyes to emphasize the danger.

      “I need you to back up,” I stated firmly, holding my palm out to stop his advance. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      Greyson slipped a hand around my waist and pulled me backward, discreetly placing himself between Norrix and me. Norrix’s eyes began their darting dance again. He continued to repeat, “They come, they come” over and over, but did step a few paces backward, much to my relief. I found a twisted, forbidden comfort in having Greyson’s hand wrapped securely around my waist and shrank into his side.

      Greyson slapped the man on his back and guided me past him. “Thanks, Norrix, we’ll remember that! See you around.”

      His fingers tightened as we walked away, and I couldn’t avoid my thoughts drifting back down to where Greyson’s hand was placed, even as I kept looking over my shoulder to ensure that the madman wasn’t following us.

      “What’s his problem?”

      Greyson shrugged casually. “He’s just eccentric is all. Brilliant, but a little eccentric.”

      “A little?”

      “He was the one who solved the irrigation problems with our crops and came up with the idea of the storage silos. That sustained us through the drought last year.”

      “He’s crazy.”

      “You can be as crazy as you want if you’re a genius.”

      “I’m glad I’m not a genius, then.”

      Greyson laughed and dropped his arm from around my waist. I felt its absence acutely, as if I were missing a part of myself the second he stopped touching me. Greyson jerked his head back in Norrix’s direction. “He’s a little odd, but we all are in our own way. Look at your gran. In Hamelin, she was cast out for not fitting the old-woman mold they expected. Do you think they were right in shunning her?”

      “No.”

      “Or what about Tad? Did he deserve to be thrown out for thinking differently? Just because he asks questions and doesn’t sit still, should he be labeled as a problem to be thrown away?”

      “No.”

      Greyson spread his arms wide. “Who are we to judge? Not every person who’s shunned is a criminal, just as not each of the elect is a pillar of virtue.”

      There he went again, making far more sense than I ever would have believed from one of the shunned. He fascinated me in a way I hadn’t ever anticipated. “What about you? Did you deserve to be thrown out?”

      Greyson flashed his cocky grin at me. “If it meant that I would end up in Edenbrook, I would’ve done anything to leave. I just didn’t know it at the time. Now, I do work that helps everyone, and I can feel like a contributing member of society instead of someone who is horribly unfit to be with normal society.”

      “You actually do work?” I let my jaw fall open and widened my eyes innocently. “You mean it isn’t just lounging about and preying on lost girls in the forest?”

      “No, that’s just a perk.”

      “Is it being the village flirt?”

      “No, I save that just for you.” He winked. “Tristan takes care of the rest.”

      “Are you ever going to show me this supposed work, or are you just making it up?”

      “I’d be happy to show you.” He took my hand and began jogging away from Edenbrook’s center toward Darkwood Forest.

      “Are you taking me into the forest to kill me?” I laughed, hurrying to keep up with his long, loping strides. “Are you trying to tell me that you’re actually the village assassin?”

      “The opposite, actually.”

      Once we stepped through the tree line and the village chatter faded, Greyson slowed to a walk, scouring the ground.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “This.” Greyson stooped down and picked up a scrap of cloth, completely unordinary in appearance.

      “You collect trash? You protect the town from litter; very noble.”

      “Can you not sense it?” He held the fabric out to me. I took it, sure that Greyson was pulling my leg.

      “It looks like something that got torn off a shirt.”

      “No. Feel it. With your mind. Like how you sense the colors.”

      After throwing a suspicious glance his way, I shut my eyes and opened my mind, reaching out. There was an empty void, with nothing around me besides the usual forest sounds and the crisp smell of fallen leaves.

      “I can’t feel anything.” I opened my eyes and tried to hand back the scrap, but Greyson didn’t take it.

      “Nothing? Not even my magic?”

      Startled, I looked back down at the fabric. It looked perfectly ordinary, but the strings of dark green magic that normally lingered about Greyson were noticeably absent. He stared intently at me. “You can’t feel it, can you?”

      I shook my head. “But isn’t that the forest’s doing?”

      Greyson accepted the fabric and tucked it into his pocket. “Not the forest itself, but things being left in the forest. We’ve been finding them more and more often lately, but we haven’t figured out where they’re coming from. They’re always objects that are easy to mistake for common litter, but they absorb magic.”

      “How did you know it was there?”

      He tapped his nose knowingly. “Wolf’s privilege. You can see strands of magic that are invisible to the rest of us, and I can smell the magical drain. It smells…well, it smells a little like you, actually.”

      “Me?”

      Greyson raised his shoulders apologetically. “You drain people of their magic, and so do these items. I suppose that sort of power smells the same to me.”

      “I can’t smell anything.”

      “Nor are you a wolf.”

      I frowned, thinking about the implications of a draining power. “That’s unsettling. If enough of those objects are placed around Edenbrook, it might drain everyone of their magic. At least I can control how much I take. These appear and just suck away everyone’s abilities without discriminating from whom or how much?”

      “Exactly.”

      “No wonder I can’t use my magic here then,” I mused, thinking back to all the times I had tried to access my power but it drained away too quickly to use. “They must slowly suck away abilities over time.”

      “Frightening, isn’t it?” Greyson quirked his eyebrows at me.

      “I’m not scared of that.”

      “What are you scared of, then?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” He stepped closer, a crafty look appearing on his face. “Nothing at all? The elect are always scared of the shunned.”

      My heart leapt into my throat as I spotted the same heat in Greyson’s eyes that Piper’s had right before I left to find Gran. “Nothing,” I repeated, forcing my voice to remain calm and steady.

      “I think we should test that theory.” Greyson curled folds of my cloak around his fingers, forcing me to step closer to him as the fabric was drawn tight across my back.

      “You can’t shift into a wolf to scare me with that leeching fabric in your pocket, you know,” I said breathlessly. He continued to step in closer until we were toe to toe.

      “I didn’t plan on it. But remember—you can’t use your magic either. It’s just you and me. Are you scared now? Tense?”

      I exhaled through my nose, feeling the air swirl on my lips to warm them. “Not at all. You may be handsome, but perhaps not the most astute at discerning my emotions.”

      “You think I’m handsome, do you?” His head tilted as he looked down at me. As I stared up at him, I was reminded all over again of our proximity. My heart sped up, and though I firmly instructed it to stop that nonsense, it had a mind of its own and continued to pound as though desperate to get at Greyson.

      “Don’t let it go to your head, wolf boy. Tristan’s handsome too, and I can’t stand him. I was merely stating my astonishment that you had the capability of doing anything other than lounging about.”

      “I have lots of capabilities you have yet to discover.”

      “But perhaps not mental acuity. How does it feel to know that you were wrong about me? You said that the elect are scared of the shunned, and here I am, proving you wrong.” I ignored the way my heart raced inside of my chest, sending a rush of blood to my brain that heightened every sensation.

      Greyson gave an extra tug to the back of my cloak that flipped my hood back to reveal my face. My neck muscles felt strained from the force of staring up at Greyson. By the shunned, why was I feeling so flushed and unmotivated to shove him away, even though he was crowding me closer than ever before? That cursed fabric had surely sucked away all my good sense along with my magic.

      Greyson’s eyes flicked down to my mouth once then snapped back up to meet my gaze.

      “What? Do I have something on my lip again?” I made to raise my fingers to brush at my face but ended up resting my hand at Greyson’s side instead, magnetically attracted to the cords of muscle tensed all up and down his torso.

      “No, but I still think that some kissing would do you good.” His eyes skated across the whole of my face, lingering on my mouth longer than before, and I became intensely aware of his presence, his every movement, even his every breath, which thankfully, smelled much better than when he was a wolf.

      Even though the weather was cool, the day suddenly felt much warmer, and my heart began to beat even more rapidly, as though it would pound right through my chest at any moment. I studied Greyson’s eager eyes to see whether he was joking or serious. If this was a plot to tease me, I was determined not to rise to his bait and be embarrassed by his forwardness. It was what he wanted.

      Despite all my reasoning, my mouth suddenly felt dry. To cover for it, I tried to toss my hair, acting far more confident than I felt. I could not, would not, let Greyson know that he was making me feel flushed and giddy. He would never stop gloating until the day he died. The longer I remained near him, the more lightheaded I began to feel. The only logical conclusion to avoid any of his mockery about being a prude elect was to brazenly go along with his implied proposal until he backed out first. Two could play his little flirting game. If anyone should have gloating rights, it was me. He ought to get a taste of his own medicine.

      “Oh, were you planning to lick me again? Don’t do it unless you’re prepared for me to lick you back.” I forced every ounce of seduction I could muster into my voice and gaze.

      “Do you promise?” The mischievous glint in Greyson’s eyes sparkled.

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out.” I slowly ran my palms up his sides and onto his chest, never dropping my eyes from his, careful to watch for any sign of trepidation on his part.

      He pulled in a short, quiet breath at my touch but didn’t flinch away. On the contrary, Greyson slipped his hand behind my head. “My thoughts exactly. Let’s see how brave you actually are.”

      As our heads tilted toward each other, I expected Greyson to laugh and pull away with every second that trickled by. I nearly did so myself, but it was as though our mouths were drawn together by a power beyond any magic I had ever known. I felt his heart beating in time with mine beneath the solid chest muscles under my hands and the strength in his large hand cupping the back of my head. I didn’t want him to let go, despite alarm bells clanging wildly inside my head. I paused a centimeter away from Greyson’s lips, giving him one final chance to back out and act as though it was all a big joke. He couldn’t be serious…could he?

      It came as a shock when he didn’t stop. He closed the small gap between our mouths and touched his lips to mine, gently at first, then with increasing intensity. It took all my self-control not to let out a squeak of surprise, then I nearly swooned as the impact of the kiss’s passion hit me. Some forgotten fire inside me kindled and flared white-hot after a lifetime of lying dormant. My hands convulsed, clutching the folds of his shirt. Greyson likely misinterpreted my action as a sign of desire rather than bordering panic, and he gripped me more firmly, dropping his arm to flex his fingers around my ribs. Emotions threatened to overwhelm me, raging through my body with the force of a thunderous stampede.

      A primitive, irrational want that I had never experienced before flared up within my chest, causing me to return Greyson’s kisses with many of my own. The heat of it both thrilled and terrified me. I wasn’t experienced in kissing, and the fear of doing it wrong was heavy on my mind at first. Although, I reasoned, if he thought this was a joke and I was bad at kissing, he would assume I was performing poorly on purpose, rather than due to my lack of experience. The longer we stayed locked together in our embrace, however, the more tension I felt drain out of my body, replaced by a devout desire to stay wrapped up in Greyson’s arms, alone together for as long as possible.

      When breathlessness finally forced us to break apart, Greyson leaned his forehead against mine. His dimples stood out in the dim light and drew my eyes repeatedly. “Well, what do you think? Did some kissing do you good?”

      Curse him, it had. “I’m not sure yet,” I answered casually, hoping against hope that my face wasn’t bright red. “Do you need to try again?” I simultaneously hoped that he would and that he would refuse. My heart wasn’t used to racing this fast; it may explode if we continued.

      Greyson’s eyes, still alight with the same playful enthusiasm that was always there, dropped back down to my lips. “That depends on if you want to try again. I’m willing to help you relieve some stress whenever you need it.” His hands gripped the folds of my cloak, and he used them to tug me closer, then paused to dig a hidden item out of the cloak’s inside pocket and inspected it closely before slipping the golden trinket back into my pocket.

      It had been Piper’s lucky coin. I had a momentary pang of guilt as I saw the good luck token, but it was quickly suppressed as Greyson turned his attention back to me, tracing the seams on my dress up and down my sides as he inclined his head back toward me.

      The combination of my frantically pounding heart and the fact that I didn’t think I had inhaled once in the last several minutes was making me lightheaded. “No one can see, right?” I asked, forcing my voice to remain steady. “I can’t have my reputation tarnished by associating with a shunned shapeshifter. What would the other elect think of me?”

      Greyson made an exaggerated show of looking all around. “Wow, it looks like you’re in luck—no one is here but the two of us. So, unless you are afraid to be very, very alone with me—”

      A reckless abandon seized me. “It takes more than a big, bad wolf to frighten me.” To prove it, I grabbed hold of the front of his shirt again, pulled him toward me, and bestowed a fierce, roguish kiss on him.
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      Greyson finished collecting all the other items he could find and buried them in a sand pit far away from the village. I expected to feel more magic flowing from him the further we got from the sand pit, since the cursed items were disposed of, but I was disappointed. The air around me felt just as empty and depleted as ever before, and I threw a mistrusting glare around at the oppressive trees. What if Greyson was wrong, and the rumors I’d heard growing up were true? What if there was a dark magic that imbued these woods with the sinister ability to suck away my abilities?

      As we walked along, I fiddled with the coin in my pocket, turning it over in my fingers and tracing each side with my thumb. I knew one side was engraved with trees, and the other, a flute with musical notes surrounding it. Edenbrook…or Hamelin? Elect…or shunned? Greyson…or Piper? Had I already made my choice?

      “How long since you first found those things?” I gestured my hand in the direction we came from.

      “About eight or nine years.”

      “No idea where they’re coming from? Is anyone in Edenbrook capable of enchanting items like that?”

      Greyson frowned. “Why would they do that? And no. If everyone in Hamelin wasn’t so scared of leaving their town, I’d suspect them.”

      Perhaps it was having the reminder of Hamelin tucked into my pocket, but a rush of protectiveness for my hometown and its residents surged. Even if they weren’t perfect, they were doing the best they could. “They aren’t like that. They wouldn’t try to suck away peoples’ powers. We use our gifts to help the town.”

      “Did you?”

      “Did I what, help the town? I was training to be an elder.”

      “Ah, so you are a princess.”

      I turned so he wouldn’t see me smile. “Shut up, I am not. And I didn’t actually use my powers there.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…I worried they would fear it.” My stomach clenched. Another throb of defensiveness pulsed for Hamelin. Even with its faults, it was still my hometown.

      “Did you use your abilities to enchant things like that so they would drain people of their magic?” He waved his hand toward the sand pit we’d left.

      “I can’t put lasting enchantments on objects. Gran could put her protective magic into things like the barrier and the cloak that last a long time, but my magic fades once it’s used.”

      “It just seems too similar to be coincidental that you and the items would be so alike, and—”

      “Are you blaming me?” The happiness that had warmed me after kissing Greyson began to fade as a cold breeze picked up.

      “No, but I’m pointing out that there are unusual similarities. You even smell the same, at least most of the time.”

      “I already told you I can’t enchant items to continue to drain power after I leave. I have to be close to the person I’m drawing power from, and I can only draw magic directly from them into myself.”

      “Have you ever tried to pull magic from an item?”

      The chill swirling around me penetrated deeper and stabbed at my heart. “No, because items don’t produce magic; only people do. I’ve never tried to pull from something like Gran’s cloak before, because the forest sucked away all of my magic. I couldn’t even sense the magic on the things you picked up. It feels like you’re accusing me.”

      “I’m not; I’m just interested that what you do is remarkably similar to what the items do, and they’re leeching magic away from our town, so they need to be stopped.”

      I came to a halt so abruptly that dirt skidded up in front of me in a puff of dust. “Is that why you’re following me around all the time? To make sure I’m not the cause of Edenbrook’s difficulties?” My tone became just as cold as the weather.

      “What? No. I just meant—”

      “I know what you meant.” Defensiveness surged up within my chest. “You don’t trust me.”

      “What, and you trust me?”

      “I thought I did, but clearly that was a mistake.” A raw hollow expanded where I thought feelings for Greyson might have been developing. Had he been testing me this whole time? Was kissing me merely his latest experiment so he could eliminate another threat to Edenbrook’s safety? These last weeks of spending every day together, I’d thought that he wanted to spend time with me and had enjoyed my company. I should have known that he only thought of me as the latest source of entertainment; everything had just been a game to him.

      “C’mon, Scarlett, don’t be like that again.”

      “Be like what?”

      Greyson’s eyebrows creased into a frown. “Like an elect,” he finally spat, a biting edge to his voice.

      “I am an elect, nitwit!”

      “I can see that now.” He glanced up at the setting sun. “So much for thinking you were one of us. I’ll take you home so that you don’t have to associate with someone as low as one of the shunned like me.”

      “Don’t bother!” I snapped. “I’m not so stupid that I can’t find my own way back.”

      The cutting edge in his voice deepened. “Because you were so successful when you wandered aimlessly through the forest before, and I still have to babysit you.”

      I pivoted sharply and marched back toward Gran’s house without another word. How had I been so deluded as to think that Greyson and I could ever have worked out? That egotistical, self-absorbed, shunned shapeshifter wasn’t worth my time. He had twisted everything I ever said, and I had been foolish enough to think that he was extending a hand of friendship, or dared to dream that it was possibly something more. That hypocritical, pushy, reckless, cocky…

      I continued to furiously berate him inwardly, and my feet increased their pace to match my racing thoughts until I was in a dead sprint. I heard Greyson’s thundering footsteps behind me vanish and knew he had transformed into the beast-like wolf again, which only sped me up.

      Stupid feelings. I had known they would get me into trouble one of these days, and I hated that I had embarrassed myself by allowing that narcissistic flirt to trifle with my emotions and weasel his way into kissing me. He was probably going to go home and put up another mark on his wall to symbolize another girl’s lips that he had won. I was disgusted with myself.

      Refusing to look back at Greyson, I burst through the front door, then slammed and locked it behind me.

      A weak cough sounded from Gran’s bed. “Heavens, child, you act as though the shunned were after you.”

      “He was,” I whispered to myself, pressing my forehead against the door. I could faintly hear the wolf’s panting on the doorstep, coupled with the scratching of Greyson’s claws on the porch.

      The cough came again, and this time, continued for a full minute. I whirled around. “Gran?”

      She sat propped up in bed, and her face was paler than I had ever seen it before. Her frail shoulder shook as the force of the coughing racked her body. She waved her hand dismissively. “Just old age, child. Don’t fuss. How was your day with that handsome young man?”

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

      Most unusually, Gran didn’t press for more information, for which I was thankful. As I banked the fire in the stove and extinguished the oil lamp on the nightstand, I heard Gran cough yet again. Worry about her health added to the mental weight of my day, and I burrowed under the covers, wanting nothing more than to close my eyes and forget Greyson forever.
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      I woke after only a few hours of sleep as Gran continued to hack with increasing frequency and intensity, coupled with gasping for air between her coughing fits. It was impossible to sleep when I knew that just across the room, my grandmother was barely able to breathe. When I touched her skin with the back of my hand, I was shocked to discover that she was burning up with a fever. Anxiously, I boiled water over the fire in the hearth and brought the pot to rest on the floor beside her, then wafted the steaming vapors to try and open her airways, but with no measurable success.

      I relit the oil lamp and set the light over a mortar as I used a pestle to crush frankincense and lavender, then added the paste to the boiling water. I nearly choked on the heavy scents but continued to swill the herbs around, and the aroma seemed to help Gran sleep slightly more peacefully, even if she did continue to cough. At least it began to sound productive. I draped cool cloths over her forehead to try to bring her temperature down, and fretted each time I heard her breathing vary from the normal, measured pace. Sometimes she refrained from taking a breath for so long that I was on the verge of shaking her awake when she would inhale once more.

      If we were still in Hamelin, Arthur would be able to cure her. The elderly man outstripped even Gran in age and was so thin and frail that it was a wonder he was still alive. Perhaps his healing powers helped ward off any infection or illness and granted him eternal life, though his body looked just as withered as one would expect from a person who had lived for nearly a century. If Gran hadn’t been shunned, she wouldn’t be ill. Arthur would have healed her immediately.

      By the time dawn arrived, my eyes were bloodshot and burning from exhaustion. My face dripped with condensation from hovering over the boiling water for so long, and my fingers had grown wrinkled and prune-like after the hours of dipping cloths in and out of the water.

      Normally, Gran was up the moment the sky became fractionally lighter to indicate the impending dawn. It wasn’t until the sun rose above the treetops surrounding Edenbrook and spilled its autumn rays into the room that Gran finally stirred.

      “Gran!” I nearly sobbed in relief. “How are you feeling?”

      She answered my question with yet another heavy coughing fit, and I was terrified to see her hand come away with blood speckled over her fist. “Gran! You’re…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the word dying.

      She waved her hand, trying to physically brush away my concerns. “It’ll happen to all of us one day or another. I’ve lived a full life, child.”

      “No! Arthur can heal you. We can bring him here and, and—”

      Gran let out a cackling laugh that turned quickly into a hacking cough. “Arthur’s a dear friend, but I’m sure he wouldn’t be interested in leaving Hamelin to come look for one of the shunned, darling. It’s all right.”

      It was not all right. I wasn’t going to give up on my grandmother’s life, not if I could help it! I held her hand and helped her take sips of honey lemon tea until she drifted back to sleep. Once I heard her breathing ease and slow down, I rose. I refused to let my grandmother be just another of the shunned who were forgotten and cast off. Though Edenbrook had its benefits, it lacked a healer like Arthur. I silently slipped out of the door and steeled myself. If I was to have any chance of success in retrieving someone who could help Gran, I needed to shelve my pride and find a guide to lead me back to Hamelin. I needed Greyson.
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      I found the shapeshifter rocking in a chair on his front porch with his boots propped up on the railing, chatting casually with Norrix, who was rambling on and on about his latest conspiracy theory.

      “That’s why we were all banished,” Norrix was saying in his high-pitched chattering voice, eyes darting all around. “It’s true, I know it. Once they knew that our abilities could overthrow the powers that be—”

      “Greyson, may I speak with you?” I asked, then looked pointedly at Norrix, who continued to babble as if I weren’t there. “Privately?”

      Norrix looked highly affronted, but Greyson, who looked to be back to his regular easygoing self, jumped lightly to his feet and slapped his friend on the shoulder. “You’ll have to finish this story soon, Nor. I can’t wait to hear the rest.”

      He trotted over to me and matched my pace as I marched toward the outskirts of town.

      “Couldn’t stay away from me, could you?” He winked. “Ready to make up from our little lover’s spat?”

      I was in no mood for his flirting. “I think Gran’s dying.”

      Greyson’s playful air dropped immediately, his face becoming somber. “I’m sorry.”

      I held my head high, refusing to let my eyes well up with tears, as they were so dangerously close to doing. “There’s someone in Hamelin who can help her.”

      Understanding dawned in Greyson’s eyes. “Scarlett,” he began, warning in his voice.

      “I need you to take me there. Please,” I added.

      Greyson’s jaw tightened, and I knew he was steeling himself to answer me. “Scarlett, I wish I could help your gran, but—”

      “You aren’t going to take me? Please! I need you.”

      He closed his eyes at my words. “It isn’t safe in Hamelin.”

      “I’ve lived there my whole life and I was safe the whole time. Arthur knows Gran. He’ll help, I know it! And…and you don’t even have to get close. You can just take me part of the way and I will go the rest of the way alone. I can’t…I can’t let Gran die.” The intensity of the need almost caused my throat to tear, and my vision began to swim.

      “You can’t go back,” he said softly.

      “Yes, I can!” I shouted, feeling like a toddler as I stamped my foot. “If you won’t take me, I’ll find someone who will!”

      Greyson caught my arm as I tried to stomp away and pulled me to a halt. “I’m not trying to be unkind, Scarlett. Truly, I’m not. But this is just the way of—”

      “Don’t say it!” I screeched. “You want Gran to die, don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t. I’d happily sit with her and feed her soup and whatever else needs to be done, but banking on the goodwill of the elect who threw her out won’t work. No one in town will even get close to Hamelin. It’s too dangerous, especially with those magic-leeching things lying around in the forest. Who’s to say this healer won’t have his abilities taken away by the time he gets here? I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      I began to cry. I hated doing so, especially in front of Greyson, but my emotions couldn’t be held in check any longer. Was he trying to punish me for arguing with him yesterday? The irrational part of my brain wanted to think so, but it was more likely that his stupid prejudice toward Hamelin was blinding him from seeing the benefit of having a healer like Arthur.

      A heavy arm slipped around my shoulders as Greyson tried to fold me into a hug, but I elbowed him away, too angry to care about being rude. I didn’t need him. I should have known better than to rely on any of the shunned for help when the time came to see who my true friends were. There were other people in Edenbrook besides Greyson. Surely, at least one of them would care enough to lead me back home.

      My optimism was sorely misplaced. All that day, between checking on Gran, who continued to decline, I dashed around the village, begging anyone and everyone for help. They all refused. Each one pretended to be sorry for my misfortune, but I knew better. They didn’t actually care. None wanted to help one of the elect. They acted just as I should have expected from the shunned—devoid of compassion, uncaring, and ready to sacrifice Gran even when there was a way to save her.

      Near nightfall, Greyson came to call and brought a large basket with soup, tonics, and herbs and offered to stay and help. My wounded ego wanted to throw the basket to the ground, but Gran’s unbroken fever, my fear of losing her, and my fatigue from not sleeping caused me to silently accept the peace offering—but I refused his offer to sit with us. Gran’s health was more important than my stubborn pride, but that didn’t mean I had to let Greyson see close up just how vulnerable I felt.
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      Back at the house the following morning, I pressed damp cloths across Gran’s forehead as she twisted under the blankets, tears welling up in my eyes. I wanted to curse this sickness into oblivion. Nothing I had tried helped. The broths and tonics that Greyson brought only spilled out of Gran’s mouth when I tried to spoon-feed her. Her fever refused to break, and she began babbling to mid-air, nonsensically stringing sounds together then getting angry when I didn’t understand her.

      The blind panic wracking my soul rose with every hour that passed. Gran couldn’t die. She had always been such a source of strength and optimism, not just for me but for everyone around her. Even when she had been shunned, I had been accosted with visions of her beating away a bear and scolding it for not listening to her. This feeble, weak Gran who was wholly dependent on me for everything would rend my soul in half if I let it.

      “Flurd obsten gammot,” Gran mumbled, incoherent as ever. “Vert madow.”

      “Oh really?” I asked, fighting back tears as I struggled to keep my voice level and casual. “What happened then?”

      “Plidon raust.”

      The soft rapping that sounded at the door was a welcome distraction, and I tugged the door open without looking through the peephole, prepared to accept another useless tonic or basket of baked goods from the shape-shifter I wanted so badly to despise. I froze, staring at the man on the doorstep.

      It wasn’t Greyson at all.

      It was Piper.

      Travel-worn and exhausted, with dust coating his breeches and shoes, it was Piper nonetheless. His strawberry-blond hair reflected the sun’s orange glow and each one of his freckles stood out in the morning light. A threadbare traveling cloak with tears gashed down the side hung limply on his lanky frame.

      “What…what are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Piper, good to see you would’ve been nice to hear,” he answered. “But I came to…to rescue you from the shunned.” He awkwardly bounced his long arms off his sides and shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “But I don’t need to be…” I began, then trailed away as the realization hit me.

      As noble as his intentions were, and as angry as I was with the residents who refused to help me get back to Hamelin to retrieve Arthur, I didn’t need or want to be saved. Edenbrook wasn’t the horrible cesspool of vagabonds and thieves I had first imagined. The warm, welcoming camaraderie of the villagers here was nothing like Hamelin’s rigid schedules and anxiety-ridden shifty glances as everyone thought the worst of each other. There was no Shunning here, and no desperation for pointing fingers about who did what in order to throw someone, anyone, out that wasn’t yourself. I didn’t feel the need to return to Hamelin for myself, but I was still glad to see the storyteller.

      The first smile since Gran became sick lifted the corners of my mouth. “Hello, Piper. It’s good to see you. Won’t you come in?”

      Piper ducked under the low doorframe.

      I couldn’t stop staring at him. How had he managed to find us? As if he heard my unspoken question, he gestured at the porch. “The sign was rather helpful.”

      I had forgotten that Gran put up a sign above our door that read Agatha and Scarlett. Piper caught sight of Gran, whose eyes were stretched wide as she stared blankly at the ceiling. Piper’s eyebrows knitted together in sympathy as he crossed to Gran’s side and covered her hand with his own.

      “Arblad!” Gran croaked. “Drast elbon gouk.”

      “She’s very ill,” I explained softly. My chin began to quiver. “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “She needs Arthur,” Piper said, staring critically at my grandmother. “He’s healed people like this before.”

      “I can’t take her to Arthur, she’s too weak,” I lamented. “I can’t even feed her while she’s in bed.”

      “Then we can bring Arthur here.”

      “Would he come?”

      “We can persuade him,” Piper said with a grimace. “By whatever means necessary. We can save both you and your grandmother at once. After she’s healed, I can bring you both back to Hamelin and we will sneak your grandmother in—”

      “Can you bring him back here?”

      Piper bit his lip. “I could try, but Arthur’s old too, and we may need to both support him.”

      “I can’t leave Gran. Could Otto help you? He’s used to the forest.”

      “It would take time to convince him. Do you have anyone who can stay with your gran and watch over her? It will take less than a day if we hurry.”

      Furrows appeared in my forehead. Someone to feed her soup and take care of her…the only person I knew well enough to ask was Greyson. I felt certain that he would help, even if we had argued. He might be annoying, flirtatious, a pain to be around, and impossible to stop thinking about, but I knew that he cared for Gran. He wouldn’t have given us the tonics and broths if he didn’t. “I can ask.”

      “Want me to stay with Agatha while you ask?” Piper pulled up the stool by Gran’s bedside. “I’ll watch over her.”

      My shoulders sagged in relief. It had been nearly two days since I’d had a full night of sleep. I was exhausted, and the thought that Piper would sit with Gran and tend to her was a boon to my eyes that itched with tiredness.
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      Greyson was re-thatching his roof. Even though the day was cool and breezy, he was working hard enough that he had stripped off his shirt, and his chest and back gleamed with sweat.

      I swallowed my pride as I approached. “Greyson?”

      He tossed his shaggy hair out of his eyes as he looked down at me. “Scarlett, how is—”

      “Not good.” My voice trembled as I stared hard at the last resilient flowers lining the walk, their heads drooping just as much as mine was.

      Greyson slid down the straw thatching on his low roof and landed with a heavy thud on the ground in front of me. I continued to stare at the dying flower beds, trying hard not to sound as pathetic as I felt inside. “There’s someone who can help her back in Hamelin—”

      “Scarlett,” Greyson said very quietly. “I really don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go back.”

      “I have to! I can’t let her die without trying. You don’t have to take me. I…I just need you to stay with Gran for a day or so.”

      “You don’t know the way.”

      “I found someone who can show me.”

      His eyebrows knitted together. “Who?”

      I shrugged. “A friend.” I found that I didn’t much want to discuss Piper with Greyson.

      Greyson immediately grasped the gravity of the situation and pulled on his shirt as he followed me back, not even taking the time to put away his tools that lay scattered around his yard.
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      The instant I pushed open the door to Gran’s cottage, the autumn breeze forced its way in, slamming the door open with unnecessary force and bringing a flurry of dried leaves that swirled in the corners until Greyson shut the door behind me.

      “What do you want me to do?” he asked quietly, touching my elbow in a way that made me feel like he had forgotten all about our previous arguments. The memory of our kiss burst into my mind with full force, but I wrestled the thought away. I didn’t have time to think about that. Gran needed me focused on her, not some imaginary romance that clearly hadn’t meant anything to Greyson.

      Piper, who had been nearly invisible in the corner by Gran’s bedside, immediately rose and crossed to me, eyeing Greyson up and down as he did so, a look of stunned disbelief on his face. “Greyson the shapeshifter? Is that you?”

      Greyson’s expression of shock morphed into one of deep mistrust as Piper moved to stand so close to me that our legs brushed. To my slight surprise, Piper slipped my hand into his and interlaced our fingers. Greyson’s eyes narrowed as he watched, his own hands balling into tightly clenched fists.

      “Piper the storyteller. It’s been a long time.” Greyson’s voice came out strained and hoarse. “Still telling fairy tales to entertain children, are you?”

      I frowned. Piper’s storytelling capabilities had always been lauded as one of the most valuable contributions in Hamelin. The way Greyson spat the words out, it sounded like a demeaning occupation. Piper’s fingers around my hand felt more intimate than what I was prepared for, and I tried to surreptitiously withdraw my palm from his.

      Piper’s fingers tensed over my hand so I couldn’t pull away easily. “I am, and I love it. How about you? Still running around on four legs like the primitive animal you are?”

      Greyson’s upper lip curled in disdain. I flicked my gaze back and forth between the two men. Both were acting very oddly. I tugged a little harder on my hand, but he only tightened his grip and stared combatively back at Greyson.

      “I protect all of Edenbrook,” Greyson growled, sounding more wolf-like than human, and his eyes flicked down to where I was trying to untangle my fingers from Piper’s. Greyson’s frown deepened.

      “And yet I was able to slip through with no trouble at all. One might think you’ve been distracted of late…”

      “Mulk evet yornt,” Gran babbled in the corner, and my panic grew as I looked out at the sun’s position in the sky. We were wasting time.

      My apprehension was clearly shared by Piper, who said, “Greyson, as much as I know you love verbal banter, we don’t have time for it. Scarlett and I have to get help for Agatha.”

      “I can take Scarlett,” Greyson said aggressively, stepping up and acting like he was about to take my other hand.

      “You said you wouldn’t!” I said, outraged, and whipped my unclaimed hand away from Greyson.

      “I didn’t know you would go with him. You can’t trust one of the elect.”

      “I am one of the elect!”

      “But you don’t belong with them, you belong—” Greyson broke off and clenched his jaw.

      “What, with you?” I glared at Greyson. He’d had his chance and had squandered it. Did he just enjoy toying with my feelings? Did he have any idea how close I had been to falling in love with him before I’d come to my senses? Now, I was determined not to be in love with him.

      “Are you trying to say that you would accompany Scarlett merely to stop her from spending time with me, but not to save Agatha’s life?” Piper cut in smoothly. “I see where your priorities are.”

      “Both of you are being ridiculous,” I snapped. I had no intention of being the rope in a tug-of-war between two men who both had superiority complexes.

      “Yes, we need to go. We really appreciate your help in watching Agatha,” Piper said. “It means a lot to us.” He placed particular emphasis on the last word as he squeezed my hand and shot a smirk Greyson’s way. “It’s nice to know that you’ve been a good friend to Scarlett and kept her safe until I could come for her.”

      Greyson straightened to his full, and considerable, height as his chest swelled and arms tensed. A vein started pulsing in his temple as his neck tightened. Greyson’s eyes hadn’t moved from our linked hands, and I stopped trying to free my hand from Piper’s. Secretly, it was somewhat validating to see Greyson discomfited. Now he knew that I wasn’t some desperate elect girl who would latch onto whatever man she met. He should see that I had people who cared about me so that he wouldn’t assume I would come groveling back to him no matter what.

      “Why don’t you go by yourself, storyteller?” Greyson asked, sounding much harsher than his usual, carefree tone. “Scarlett’s gran needs her. Or do you need a girl to keep you safe in the woods?”

      “Maybe I simply value Scarlett’s companionship and want her with me.” Pressure was lightly applied to my fingers again. “Is that an issue?”

      Greyson grumbled an inaudible string of words with a few soft oaths thrown in, and Piper tugged on my hand, pulling me toward the door. Greyson followed, his face darkening with every step he took. “Do you even know the way?” he snarled at Piper.

      “I made it here, didn’t I? I’m sure we’ll manage splendidly.”

      “What if you get lost? Don’t expect me to come chasing after some namby-pamby elect who can’t manage on their own.”

      As worried as he was about Gran, Piper managed to grin at me. “There’s no one else I’d rather be lost in the woods with.”
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      “What’s his problem?” I vented as Piper led me away toward the forest, walking as quickly as possible. “He’s never acted like that before; I’m so sorry.”

      “He likes you,” Piper said simply, struggling up the steep incline while keeping a firm hold on my hand.

      “No, he doesn’t. He’s always making fun of me and teasing and—”

      “And he likes you.” Piper shrugged. “You can’t blame the guy. You’re beautiful and driven and have powerful magic. Anyone would be attracted to you. I know I am.”

      A delicate blush crept up to color my cheeks. The memory of my heated kiss with Greyson flooded my brain once more, and I suddenly became fervently glad that he hadn’t brought it up to Piper. It had been a foolish whim to act on at the time. Had it meant anything to Greyson? I felt something for him, but my emotions battled back and forth inside of me, so I wasn’t sure which feelings they were.

      Love should be effortless and easy, something that flowed seamlessly like it did with Piper. While my feelings for Piper were more platonic and based on mutual respect rather than wild attraction, he was here and willing to help me in the way that I wanted, while Greyson had tried to deter me from my goals. The idea of kissing Piper didn’t fill me with the primitive, fierce desire I felt when I imagined kissing Greyson, but the notion wasn’t repugnant either. Piper was dependable and steady. Just the sort of man I needed in my life, especially where I needed stability in order to care for Gran.

      “That place was easier to find than I expected,” Piper commented. I guiltily wrenched my thoughts away from the comparative analysis of what it would be like to kiss Piper versus Greyson. “Did they treat you poorly?”

      “Actually—no,” I admitted. “It isn’t at all like I expected. I thought with them all being shunned, that they would be horrible, but they really weren’t. None of them wanted to take me back to Hamelin, but I think it was because they’re scared, not because they didn’t want to help me. Greyson too, even though he always went out of his way to annoy me.”

      “Because he likes you,” grumbled Piper in an undertone. But after a moment, he hitched a smile onto his face. “But it doesn’t matter. You’re here with me, and we’ll get Arthur back to your gran by early morning if we hurry.”

      Fatigue from lack of sleep still pressed at my eyelids, but I resolutely placed one foot in front of the other, determinedly plowing on as the morning faded to afternoon. Around nightfall, Piper lit a torch and held it aloft, but the biting wind constantly blew it out, plunging us into the increasing darkness.

      “Can you use a spell to give us light?” Piper asked after stumbling over a protruding tree root. We had long since abandoned holding hands and now blindly stretched our fingers out in front of us, cautiously exploring our foreboding surroundings.

      I reached out with my mind to find the threads of magic that had always been easy to access before leaving Hamelin but found nothing. No matter how much I searched, the invisible barrier that somehow blocked my mind lately persisted to barricade my abilities.

      “No, I don’t think I can,” I told him, then was struck with a sudden thought. “I hadn’t realized you knew that I had abilities.”

      “Your gran told me when she was encouraging me to submit a request for a pairing with you—Ouch!” Piper sucked in his breath as he fell yet again. “Shun it…beg pardon,” he apologized as he scrambled to his feet. “I’m used to just me and Otto and Pierre; I need to remember that there’s a lady around and I need to control my mouth.”

      “I’ve said it before too.”

      Piper let out a mock gasp of horror. “Scandalous.”

      Thorns snagged at my exposed forearms, and I rubbed the scratches to lessen the stinging. “Gran wanted you to submit a request, did she?”

      Piper nodded. “Yes, but I had already considered it before that. We’re well suited for each other. If you’re agreeable to the arrangement, that is.”

      Did I even want a future in Hamelin anymore? Did my decision rest on the outcome of Gran’s illness? I wished I could have felt more excited about Piper’s offer, but it felt just as transactional as what I had always anticipated becoming engaged would feel like before I left Hamelin, and I had no immediate desire to accept. No giddy thrill enveloped me, and no racing of my heart followed his statement. There was nothing to do but logically evaluate the cost-benefit analysis of such a proposal, as Hamelin’s traditions dictated.

      It was better that way. It was better to proceed logically and rationally, without the messy affair of having my emotions tied up into not knowing if someone returned my affections, and the laborious ordeal of trying to determine if someone felt the same way about me. With Greyson, his playing with my emotions monopolized my brain space, and I had been increasingly driven to distraction as I thought about him and wondered if he thought similarly about me. It had been a phenomenal waste of time to entertain the fantasy of a romance with Greyson. A thrilling and exciting waste of time, perhaps, but far riskier than what Piper was offering.

      If I had continued my silly philandering with Greyson, he likely would have discarded me once he became bored with me, and I couldn’t subject my heart to that sort of rejection. No, Edenbrook’s laissez-faire way of approaching relationships was far too chancy for my taste. Perhaps Hamelin’s methods were not as exhilarating, but they were steady and dependable, not at all like the easygoing shapeshifter.

      Shun it, I was doing it again—thinking about Greyson when I had vowed to purge him from my thoughts.

      “Have you given it any consideration?” Piper prompted after waiting several minutes.

      “Oh…the pairing request?”

      He nodded, still fighting his way through the underbrush. I didn’t remember this many brambles when Greyson guided me through, and even though I had been blindfolded at the time, I hadn’t received this many scratches and scrapes. But it wasn’t fair to compare the two men. Greyson had lived in Darkwood Forest for years and was used to finding hidden trails and secluded places. Secluded places like the one where he had capitalized on our time alone together…

      “It’s okay if you need some time to think about it,” Piper added hastily. “You have a lot on your mind right now, with your gran and all. Don’t worry, we’ll get her help.”

      I guiltily jerked my thoughts away from a scene in which Greyson and I were alone yet again. “Right,” I said, barely aware of what I was agreeing to. “We’ll help Gran first, then figure out the rest.”

      “Almost there,” he said encouragingly.

      As I clutched at the fabric of my cloak, the lucky coin dug into my fingers. I held on to it, still safe in my pocket after all this time. Its presence, far from fortifying me, only served to remind me of how my feelings for Greyson, just like the coin, were two-sided. I pulled the token out and turned it over in my fingers. When I’d first met Greyson, I had loathed him. Then, I thought I had been developing feelings for him and convinced myself that he felt similarly, followed almost immediately by being angry with him. Would I ever be able to forget him? Or would he always stay to torment my thoughts?

      Gold-brushed leaves trimmed with amber skittered along the ground as a cold breeze bit at my exposed skin. Shivers ran down my body, and I tugged the cloak tighter around myself. If Greyson had been here, he would have rubbed my arms to keep me warm, made a coy and somewhat embarrassing comment, then placed his hand on my lower back. I could perfectly imagine his fingers flexing on the curve above my hip.

      With a half-glance at Piper, I suddenly wished that I had come alone, or that I had asked Piper to stay with Gran and let Greyson take me back instead. I shook my head. I was being stupid; obsessing about a romance that would never work out was useless. Gran needed my help now.

      Twigs snapped beneath my boots and autumn’s chill breeze nipped at my exposed face and hands as Hamelin’s gate crept into view. The moon shone down, throwing a ghostly, silver light over the rusted metal. Hamelin no longer looked like the safe haven I had always imagined it to be, but a cold, unfeeling prison, and I found myself longing for the comfort of Edenbrook, even as the familiarity of the rooftops peeking over the wall’s border called to me. The palms of my hands grew damp with perspiration, and I hastily wiped them on the interior of the red cloak, trying to avoid showing Piper any sign of my nerves.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Piper asked. “Did you want to stop and see anyone else, or are we just getting Arthur and going?”

      “Just getting Arthur. Gran needs him as soon as possible.” I bit my lip. I wasn’t concerned about getting into Hamelin. My worry was that Arthur would refuse to come with me to help Gran. Even though they had been friends for years, the tradition of the Shunning being an absolute end was a deep one.

      The moment I got to the gate, my anxiety rushed back in full force. I held up my hand, stopping Piper from coming any nearer. “Something’s wrong.” I couldn’t explain it, couldn’t even identify it, but I knew it was true. The village was too quiet and far too still. There was no laughter from the children, no chatter from the townsfolk as they prepared to bed down for the night. No crackling of flames met my ears, nor the rhythmic clanking of a hammer on metal from the blacksmith’s shop, who was notorious for working late into the night.

      Piper touched my shoulder, silently supporting me as I strained to listen for any sound of the usual noises—rugs being beaten, dogs barking, anything. But it was as though the village was deserted. I exchanged a concerned look with Piper before moving forward, treading as lightly as I could on the beaten dirt floor strewn with pine needles and moss-covered rocks.

      My stomach curdled from an unidentifiable source as I searched the streets for any sign of life. No birds sang, and my eyes latched on to smoke furling up from a few chimneys. So people must be alive in those silent homes, even if the streets were deserted. It all felt unnatural. What had happened in the few short weeks that I had been gone?

      “Let’s just get him and go,” Piper urged me, looking just as antsy as I felt. “Want me to keep a lookout?”

      I nodded and delved into the heart of the town, my footsteps quick and light as I hurried past the bell tower and schoolyard. I averted my eyes from the platform where Octavius had stood only a few weeks ago, shunning Gran. Now her life was in far greater danger than it had been on that pivotal day.

      With each step I took, I felt more and more like an interloper in my hometown. I scoured each cottage’s yard for the small sign that read Healer, trying to recall where Arthur lived. He and Gran had been such good friends that any time I needed to be healed, Arthur would come to our house. For a small town that I thought I had memorized, Arthur’s house suddenly seemed much more difficult to find when I felt the ominous lack of signs of civilization pressing on me from all directions.

      I glanced back, looking for Piper, but the twists and turns of the street hid him from view, and my stomach sank lower than the sun that had dipped below the horizon hours ago. What had happened to Hamelin? Had the absence of Gran’s regular protective spells allowed some dark force to enter that wiped out the whole village? My skin crawled as I imagined all of the horrific possibilities.

      When I finally located the correct cottage, I found myself appalled at the stale sense of neglect that hovered around the derelict building. The sign in front seemed shabbier than I remembered, and no smoke furled from the chimney. The gate leading up to the front door groaned as I swung it inward, and in the absolute silence of the town’s suspicious stillness, it sounded as loud as the blacksmith’s grinding stone.

      The small stones that normally lined the front walk were strewn about haphazardly, and there were furrows in the dirt yard, as if someone had been dragged through, heels pressed into the earth. Trying very hard to imagine a scenario that did not involve someone being unconscious or dead, I rapped my knuckles against the wooden door and waited. No sound came from inside. I pounded again, louder, and still, no shuffling footsteps or call of welcome greeted me. Upon jiggling the handle, I discovered that the lock had broken, so the door proved easy to shove ajar. I cautiously stepped across the threshold, fearing what I would find inside.

      At first, I thought that the tiny cottage was deserted. No friendly fire warmed the hearth, and the scrubbed wooden table lay barren, just like the sitting room I entered. “Arthur?” I called quietly, anxiety knotting in the pit of my stomach about what I may unearth behind a door or lying in a bed. I quickly scrunched my eyes shut then forced them back open. Gran needed Arthur, and in order to get Arthur, I needed to be brave.

      I ventured a few more steps into the house, every nerve in my body screaming in alarm. Above my own ragged breathing, I heard the quiet intake of air from the next room. Devoutly hoping that it was Arthur and not whatever creature had laid waste to the town, I hesitantly edged my way into the small bedroom.

      Crouched behind the bed and shaking more than willow branches during a storm was Arthur. He looked older than ever, but mad with terror, trembling from head to toe, every inch of his withered old body shuddering as his petrified eyes peeked out at me from behind the bed.

      “Healer!” I sighed in relief. “What are you—”

      With a panicked glance toward the window, the healer shushed me with a frantic flapping of his gnarled and liver-spotted hands. Confused, I dropped down to crouch beside him, utterly baffled by what had come over the town, and followed his gaze out of the grimy window.

      Other than the eerie, creepy sensation and strange absence of people, nothing outside struck me as odd. The healer shuddered violently as he stared at the empty street, lit by a few torches. The shadows danced and stretched along the main street, giving the illusion that figures were hiding just out of sight.

      “What’s wrong?” I whispered, keeping my voice as hushed as possible and resting my hand on his frail humped back.

      “They’ll find us, they’ll find us,” he murmured, pulling at his frizzy white hair and rocking back and forth.

      “Arthur, I need your help. Gran’s ill—”

      “They’ll find us.” Arthur’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Quite unnerved, I looked around. The bedroom was empty except for the two of us, and the bleak landscape beyond his gate showed nothing, not even a swooping owl or passing cat.

      “Who?” I demanded.

      “The children.” Arthur clutched at his hair and pulled, his pupils fully dilated as he turned his mad gaze onto me. “Their eyes do not see, their ears do not hear, and I cannot help them.”

      “But you can help Gran,” I said, resolutely plowing on. His ravings were just as incomprehensible as Gran’s nonsensical babbling, but I didn’t care what he said as long as he could help Gran. I understood what Piper meant about needing two people to get Arthur back to Gran. If I was alone, I doubted I would be able to drag him all the way back to Edenbrook. “Come on, Gran needs you.”

      I held my hand out, half expecting him to bite at me, but to my immense relief, he took it and allowed me to pull him to stand. “Agatha?” he asked, sounding almost like his old self.

      “Yes, she needs you, but that means we need to leave Hamelin. Let’s go.”

      I had expected to spend extensive amounts of time convincing Arthur to leave Hamelin and was surprised by his willingness to accompany me as he shambled alongside me. Typical of those at such an advanced age, his feet dragged against the wooden floor, catching on every rug as he shuffled along the best he could, and I tried to support him as well as I could on my own.

      Leaving his broken door swinging in the wind, I tried to hurry the old man along as quickly as possible, heading for the single gate out of Hamelin. It was impossible to see it in the settling darkness, and Piper was nowhere in sight.

      I licked my dry lips, trying to work up the courage to call out for him in the darkness. Visions of monsters rushing out to consume me plagued my imagination, and it wasn’t until Arthur gave a squeak of protest that I realized I had clenched his hand too hard.

      “Sorry,” I apologized, wishing more than ever to leave Hamelin as a part of my past and retreat back to the solitude and peace that lay ahead of me. How differently I saw Darkwood Forest than the first time I’d entered it!

      Just as I neared the open gate, I heard the crunch of leaves behind me and spotted a silhouette approaching, the person’s outline visible by the few lights flickering in the windows.

      “Piper?” I called in a whisper. “Is that you?”

      Arthur began edging his way toward the forest, an unusual movement for any of Hamelin’s residents, but I didn’t complain. I released his hand, and he tottered past the gate and into the trees. I hung back, waiting for Piper, but a sudden howl and snarl from directly ahead, followed by a shrill scream from Arthur, paralyzed me with fright, and I whipped around to stare after him into the darkness.

      “Arth—” I began to scream, but was cut off by a massive hand—far larger and stronger than Piper’s—that clapped over my mouth.

      I struggled against the man who held me trapped as he shoved the heavy gate closed with his free hand. It wasn’t Piper at all; it was his huntsman brother, Otto.

      He chuckled, low and dangerous. “Took your sweet time, didn’t you, girlie? I’ve waited a long time for this.”
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      “Get off me!” I tried to scream, writhing with all my might, but my words were lost between my lips and his rough hand. No matter how hard I fought, I was no match for Otto’s brute strength.

      With a flip of his hand, a gag forced my teeth apart as Otto tied it roughly around my head. I struggled, kicking wildly at my captor, but Piper’s brother merely laughed and tightened the scratchy burlap. A few hairs were ripped from my scalp, and the delicate skin near the edges of my mouth broke open, a trickle of blood falling to blend with my crimson cloak.

      Faces flashed in the windows of houses closest to the barrier between Hamelin and Darkwood Forest, then disappeared as those inside pretended not to notice the kidnapping right in front of them. The whine of panic engulfing my brain rose to such a pitch that a tinny whistling vibrated my eardrums. Why was no one helping me? Was it because they knew I’d gone after Gran, so I was counted as one of the shunned? Did they fear Otto’s retribution if they interfered?

      I frantically searched for any threads of magic, desperate to pull in anything that would aid me in getting free. Piper always had magic about him. He couldn’t have gone far, but the air felt as dry and empty as a desert, devoid of the threads that fed my powers. I had never struggled with finding sources of magic in Hamelin before; why was there nothing now? Had Gran’s absence caused the barrier to fail?

      Finally, I was forced into a kneeling position, hands tied so tightly behind my back that my shoulder sockets screamed in protest. Tears sprang to my eyes from the pain. I attempted to scream out for Piper to save me, but my voice came out muffled and garbled, impeded by the gag that prevented me from closing my mouth. The putrid cloth absorbed all moisture out of my mouth and sent dry fibers of cotton into the back of my throat, which caused me to retch, eyes streaming worse than ever. This cloth smelled like it had never been washed and I did everything I could to keep my tongue from tasting it.

      “Where are my manners?” Otto chortled. “Allow me to escort you home.”

      My arms, already bound behind my back, were wrenched upward, and a cry was ripped from my body as I staggered to my feet. Otto administered a swift heel kick to my lower back with his boot, and I collapsed back down to my knees onto the compacted dirt path. All this time, nobody rushed from their comfortable homes or moved a muscle to help me ward off the attack. For a fleeting moment, I wondered what would happen if the attack had happened in Edenbrook. I had no doubt all the villagers would rush to my aid there.

      “Come on, shunned sympathizer. I thought you were supposed to be all-powerful.” His jeering behind me barely registered above the stabs of pain shooting through my body. My back and knees began to throb and new cuts appeared from my fall. Otto’s large hand latched onto my hair and jerked me back to my feet, propelling me towards his small house.

      I strained to think of anything that would distract me from the pain this huntsman was inflicting on me. What had happened to Arthur? Greyson wasn’t the only wolf in that forest. Where was Piper? Nowhere in my vision, swimming with tears, was he to be found. He would have no idea that I had been taken, but once he came for me, he wouldn’t stand for the treatment his brother was doling out. If he came in time, that was. At this rate, who knew what he would find left of me.

      Otto slammed my body against the front door of his house to force it open, which caused the rough-cut wood to scrape my face and neck. Once inside the one-room cottage, he flung me forward. After a few staggering steps, my weakened knees buckled and I toppled against the bed, the musty blankets breaking the worst of my fall, but my hip collided with the bedframe as I fell to the wooden floor. I scrambled back up to my feet and turned quickly, prepared for Otto to continue his assault, but he made no such effort.

      Instead, he stood in the doorway, his burly arms crossed over his massive chest. “I’m disappointed, Scarlett. I really thought that you’d put up more of a fight. It makes it more fun that way, see?” Lit candles from the scrubbed kitchen table cast an odd, flickering light over his features that threw half of his face into shadow, but his evil leer stood out, clear as day.

      Once again, I searched the air for any shred of evidence that Piper was near, but again found no strands of dark red storytelling magic in the air. What was going on? Only the forest could strip me of my powers; I had always been able to use my magic in Hamelin. Why was I suddenly as powerless as I had been in the heart of Darkwood Forest?

      With a gag in my mouth and my hands tied behind my back, I was just as defenseless physically as I was magically. Otto smirked, fully aware of my helplessness, then moved around the one-room house, removing all his weapons and anything I might have otherwise been able to use to cut through my bonds.

      “We can’t have you armed, now can we?” he sneered.

      I glanced at the open door, trying to gauge how long it would take me to sprint to the door with bound hands. Otto followed my line of sight and guffawed. “You don’t have a chance, girl. I hunt things much stronger and faster than you. You’d be caught again within half a minute. But by all means, try. It would amuse me.”

      I didn’t need to escape, I just needed to alert Piper to my predicament. He should have noticed my absence by now. Was he looking for me? Slowly, I shifted my weight onto my feet, and the moment Otto turned his back on me, I bolted.

      The huntsman was right. I didn’t even make it off the front porch before I was caught again. Otto flung me over his massive shoulder, laughing fit to burst. I screamed through my gag, desperate for Piper, or anyone, to help me. The muffled sound only made Otto roar louder. He threw me back down to the wooden-plank floor. My tailbone bruised on impact, and I felt the skin tear where Otto had kicked me earlier as my back slammed against the bed’s frame, only slightly cushioned by my bruised arms. Spots popped into my vision as he loomed over me.

      “Try again if you want to, but I assure you: there’s no escape from me. What I hunt, I always capture.”

      My breath came in hot, ragged gasps as I fought for air through the gag, my lungs begging for relief and my mouth continuing to bleed. Otto’s upper lip curled in disdain.

      “Enjoy your visit,” he sneered. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some business to tend to.” He slammed the door behind him. I heard the key scrape in the lock moments later.

      Slowly, I tried to steady my breathing, closing my eyes and fighting to think clearly. After several moments of pulling deep breaths in through my nose, my eyes flashed open and I slowly scanned the room. Otto had been thorough with removing any weapons. For a moment, I debated trying to shatter a window, but discarded the notion. Otto would hear the glass breaking, and it was high enough that I only had my head to use as a weapon.

      Finally, my gaze settled on a ceramic pitcher on the table. I eyed it and tested my fingers, flexing them to see how much sensation still remained. It was very little. Ignoring how painfully my shoulder sockets burned, I crouched to wedge myself back through my arms. Just as my hands passed under my backside, I lost my balance and fell, crashing down to the floor on my shoulder.

      An involuntary cry was wrenched from my chest as I hit the ground with a shuddering impact that vibrated the floor. Face screwed up in pain, I continued to work my arms under my legs. The cloak’s fastener snagged at my throat as my hands yanked on the fabric beneath me, but I didn’t stop until my hands finally slipped over my feet.

      Instantly, I raised my aching and numb fingers to work the gag down over my lower jaw and inhaled my first satisfactory breath in almost an hour, pausing to appreciate the way I was able to draw breath without the stale, moldy scent of the gag in my mouth.

      Once I could breathe easily again, I shifted my focus to my hands. I threw an anxious glance out of the window, expecting to see Otto staring in at me and waiting to burst in to gag me again. Nothing but the waving branches of the tree outside was visible in the moonlight.

      Setting my jaw, I returned my attention to the ceramic pitcher. It looked flimsy enough to break, but would it be sturdy enough once broken to saw through my bindings? Would the shattering sound bring Otto running? I gripped the rim of the pitcher, fighting to hold it steady and not drop it as I examined it, mentally running through my options. The last thing I wanted was to alert Otto, but I also needed to act quickly.

      Finally, I placed the pitcher on the bed and sat on it as hard as I could, which was just enough to crack the pitcher. Once more I threw my weight onto the pitcher, and it broke, the sound muffled between the folds of my cloak and the blankets. Thank goodness that Otto’s mattress was as unyielding as his personality.

      “Finally,” I sighed. “Some luck.”

      My celebration was premature. The dull edges of the ceramic pitcher turned to dust as I tried to use them to saw through my bindings.

      After several long minutes of trying all the edges I could, I abandoned the ceramic shards and began using my teeth to try to undo the rope knots that cut into my skin. Ever so slowly, I began to make progress. I was so fixated on unfastening my bindings that I didn’t notice the door slowly open.

      “Scarlett?”

      My eyes flicked upward in a panic, but then I sagged in relief. Piper had finally found me. He hurried to my side and gripped me under my elbow to help me to my feet. I obeyed the pressure and extended my hands so he could release me.

      “It was Otto,” I told Piper as he bent over the knots. “He just attacked me.”

      “I know.”

      “How did you know? Did you see—ouch! That hurt.”

      Instead of loosening, the ropes dug into my skin with renewed force. Before Piper could respond, Otto barged into the room through the open door.

      Piper looked up to glare at his brother. “Idiot! You can’t leave the captive alone. She nearly got away.”

      “What—” The rope’s frayed fibers scraped at my swollen wrists again, and the red, inflamed skin rubbed raw as I twisted my hands. Piper gave the ropes a final jerk, and all the progress I’d made loosening the ropes was undone.

      Otto scowled and I looked wildly back and forth between the two brothers, confusion knotting my brow. What was Piper doing?

      Piper smiled. It wasn’t his usual, friendly expression, but a dark, sinister leer that matched his brother’s. “Don’t act so surprised. You really thought that I was going to endanger everything I’ve worked for all these years…for you?”

      “What are you—”

      Piper looped another rope around my bindings and tugged me along behind him as he left Otto’s house, forcing me to follow like some twisted version of a pet dog. “You really never suspected, did you?”

      Suspected? Suspected what? Was Piper somehow connected with Otto’s scheme, or was he merely playing along with his brother’s sick games in order to get me far enough away to free me?

      “She has no idea. Well done,” Otto crowed. “I told you she was too stupid to figure it out.”

      “What’s he talking about?” I burst out, looking desperately, pleadingly, at Piper. A sinking pit developed in my stomach that was impossible to ignore.

      “He is talking about how all of this”—he gestured at my bindings—“was my idea, and you walked right into my trap while never suspecting a thing.”

      What trap? My head, which still pounded from my mistreatment, throbbed painfully.

      Piper jerked on the rope he held, forcing me to step down the porch steps onto the front walk. For a moment, I thought he was reaching for my waist in the same way that he had the night after the Shunning, but instead, he tucked two of his fingers into the cloak’s inner pocket and withdrew his lucky coin.

      “Haven’t you wondered why you were unable to access your magic anytime you wore your cloak?”

      The cloak? But it had been those items placed around the forest that had stripped me of my powers…hadn’t it?

      “Allow me to explain,” Piper said, flipping the coin into the air and catching it again. “You seem to think that you’re the only one special enough to have your particular set of powers, and that you somehow managed to conceal it from everyone. Little did you know that Otto here”—he slapped his brother on the shoulder—“has the same ability.”

      My jaw fell open as I gaped.

      “Not exactly, of course,” amended Piper. “Otto can’t recycle the magic he collects to use for himself the way you do, but he can leave lasting enchantments on objects such as…coins.” He spun the small golden talisman in his long fingers before drawing close and tucking it back into my cloak’s interior pocket. “The enchanted object will drain magic from anyone nearby, for as long as it remains close to them. Convenient, isn’t it?”

      Horrible realization crashed into me with the force of a rampaging bull. That night when I thought Piper had been about to kiss me, he only came close to slip the coin into my pocket. It was the coin that had been leeching away my powers all this time, not the forest or those items placed around the woods. The day that Greyson took me on the tour and I had been able to access my abilities again, it wasn’t because I was away from the forest, it was because the cloak, with the coin in the pocket, had been back at the cottage with Gran, where it had likely finished draining her of her protective spells against illness. When Greyson had struggled to hold his form as a wolf, it had been after he had been near me, near my cloak, for an extended period of time.

      Waves of numb horror washed over me in a tumultuous barrage that stole my voice. Piper, the children’s storyteller, was a mastermind of magical manipulation?

      “Why?” I burst out. Piper was never in danger of being shunned. Everyone adored him. How would it benefit him to drain everyone else of their magic when he had plenty of his own?

      Piper’s eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “Everyone thinks Hamelin is so wonderful. They fail to recognize that the Shunning system isn’t enough, isn’t nearly enough, to elicit a truly utopian society. People, children especially, still garner marks against their names and mistreat Pierre and me. Even you helped lock him in the coat closet last year. All the parents were so eager for us to keep their children occupied and out of trouble during the day, glad to let their poor behavior reflect badly on us instead of them. No longer. I am here to help Hamelin finally achieve the perfection it lacks.”

      A fire blazed in his eyes, and his face became maniacal. “Everyone will hail me as the hero who finally figured out how to make every child always behave. Now, they have no choice but to obey. Let me show you.” He tugged the rope that looped around my bindings again. I dug my heels into the compacted earth, but Piper wrenched me forward.

      “Quite frankly,” he commented lightly, ignoring that I was fighting every step, “I’m astounded you didn’t catch on before now. It’s highly flattering that you kept the coin on you at all times. I wasn’t sure my little performance before you left was enough. How touching that you cared. Otto’s magic isn’t perfect, you know. The enchanted item must be in close physical proximity and works over time. As long as you keep that little good luck charm on you, you can’t use your powers, and many of the others in the shunned village would be similarly affected. So I must thank you for keeping it on you all the time so we could drain them from the inside. I always knew it would bring me good fortune.”

      He laughed a hair-raising chortle that made my skin crawl. “It was so simple to have Otto enchant it right before you left, and you never once suspected. I’m willing to bet that you were gullible enough to even think I was being romantic. Now, watch. I don’t just tell amusing stories, you know. I can do so much more.”

      As he turned and whistled, an eerie melody spread through all of Hamelin, expanding and amplifying with every ghostly note. I didn’t need access to my abilities to sense the flow of magic that laced his tuneless whistle. It was as though the dark energy made the skin on my face tingle.

      A chorus of wails rose from the houses, cries of anguish and despair that stabbed at my ears and cut my very soul.

      “No, no!”

      “Don’t!”

      “Not again, please!”

      Bewildered, I tried to shuffle away from Piper, but he held tightly to the rope lashed to my bindings. “Come closer. You’ll want to see the whites of their eyes. That’s the best part.”

      Whose eyes?

      Once I was at the center of town, Otto grabbed my head and forced me to look toward the dark alleys only somewhat lit by the moon and stars. Ominous shadows drew nearer, walking as slowly as Arthur had done, but without being hunched over by age. Some shadows were very small.

      He was calling the children. As they drew nearer, I began to tremble. What madness had possessed them? In their eyes, there was nothing but white.

      “Their eyes! What’s wrong with their eyes?” My voice quivered as icy terror clutched at my heart. All the children surrounding me had deadened eyes, fogged over as they stared with wide, unseeing expressions, entranced beyond any ability to call them back.

      Piper’s face lit up with a manic gleam. “All the better for them to see their true purpose: to obey.”

      “Then why take me?” I cried, wrenching on my bindings and trying to distance myself from the children who stood in perfectly straight, rigid rows, faces blank and empty. If only I could access my abilities so I could strip Piper of his powers and free the children. I needed to keep him talking and distracted until I thought of a plan. “You have your control; why did you come get me? You can’t control me like you can them.”

      Otto leered at the lines of children as he ran his hand over their heads, and Piper chuckled low in his throat. “Ah, you found the tiny flaw in our brilliant plan. My magic only works on children, see. But you…you have the remarkable ability to mimic others’ powers, and I think it could be of use. I’m willing to teach you how to manipulate minds, and I’m certain you can help convince some of their parents who are unhappy with the arrangement. Together, we can make Hamelin perfect.”

      “And what if I don’t?” I snarled. How dare he even think that I would be willing to participate in something so heinous?

      He shrugged indifferently. “If you don’t cooperate, we’ll march on your precious little shunned village. Let’s see how successfully your ill grandmother can fight back against children. They are so obedient; they’re willing to do anything I say. Do you really think anyone would ever dream of harming such sweet faces, even in self-defense?”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the vacant faces of the youth I had been raised with, and I couldn’t prevent Piper’s words from stabbing at me, searing themselves into my brain forevermore.

      “We were a little concerned about you at first, you know. Otto realized that you shared his ability when he sensed you drawing magic in from others. You seem to be immune to magic and easily could have stripped us of our powers and ruined our plan. They wanted to have you shunned, but I saw your potential and knew you could be of use.”

      “I’ll never help you!” I spat and threw another wild glance around at the surrounding houses. Why had the parents not intervened? Was everyone so used to mindlessly obeying that they refused to fight for their own children?

      “I thought having your grandmother shunned would be enough. She was a little too adept at creating protective personal barriers to keep around, anyway. She might have been able to shield the children from my calls. I assumed that once she was gone, you would have no one left to turn to but me, the ever-so-kind and understanding storyteller whom everyone loves.” His eyes flashed.

      Rolling waves of nausea churned my stomach. How had he avoided detection all this time? My hands had gone completely numb from lack of circulation, and my blood pressure rose so high that my vision throbbed in a blind panic.

      “You running after your gran was unexpected, of course, but it also provided the perfect opportunity I needed to test out my theories without interference until I knew if you were needed or not. All I had to do was slip Otto’s coin into your pocket before you left to ensure that you wouldn’t be able to collect any additional magic, so that if I did decide to use you, you’d be powerless by then and much easier to convince.”

      Piper strolled up and down the line of silently standing children, dragging me after him so I was forced to look my childhood friends in their fogged eyes.

      “The parents will sometimes put up a bit of a struggle, you know. How convenient for me that when I decided I could use your help to control them after all, your gran was so sick and you needed a hero. Shame that you holding onto that little coin there drained your grandmother of her protective spells against infections. Really, if anyone is to blame for her sickness, it’s you.”

      My entire body trembled with rage. “And everyone here just let you waltz over to Edenbrook to take me, did they? You deserve a hanging.”

      Otto laughed, a harsh, guttural sound that grated at my ears. “You underestimate how easy it is to seize control. When I spread all those rumors about the terrors of the forest, and Piper perpetuated them for years, everyone became too scared to step foot into Darkwood Forest, even if it meant watching their children become mindless slaves.”

      “There’s the wall, too,” Piper added. “We have your dear Gran to thank for that. All these years, she thought she was building a barrier to keep the shunned out, but really, all it does is trap everyone in. We have a captive population that are too frightened to leave, and as long as the tales of a dreadfully haunted forest continued, we were able to take complete control and create the perfect community where everyone does exactly what they are told.”

      “Don’t forget Pierre,” Otto interjected.

      “Ah yes, Pierre! He’s very talented,” Piper said in his continued monologue, still pacing around the still, silent children, only half illuminated by the guttering torches. “Everyone assumes he uses his talents to make our little friends here eager for learning, but no one ever suspected that the town’s increased suspicion and fear came from him. It proved all too easy to sway the elders to vote for whomever we wanted shunned, year after year.

      “It was almost too easy; I thought someone would suspect us. Leading up to any Shunning, all Pierre had to do was give the elders a little taste of apprehension around the person we wanted shunned, and”—he snapped his fingers—“they were gone, easy as that. Everyone makes mistakes. As long as he kept everyone suspicious, no one was willing to trust each other.”

      It felt like all the air had been sucked out of my body. All those innocent people shunned, and many more that were being trapped by their own thoughts and emotions… The sheer magnitude of what these brothers were doing repulsed me as I had never experienced before. I wanted to shout and scream at them, but my voice had vanished.

      Piper saw my facial expression and snorted with laughter. “You act so surprised. What did you think would happen with a town like this? Children are discouraged to question authority or step out of line for fear of having one of the all-powerful marks placed against their names. I feel I’m to be commended on keeping everyone so safe—after all, my stories kept children within the boundaries of our walls, away from those savage, bloodthirsty outcasts.”

      I wrenched at my bindings, desperate to do something, anything other than stand helplessly by. I wanted to yank Otto’s axe from his oversized hands and throw it at Piper. I wanted to shepherd all the children away from Piper and Otto to keep them safe. I wanted, I wanted…my face went ashen as another silhouette came shuffling slowly into view, thrown into shadow by the moon’s silvery light. The person walked with a cane tapping out in front of her, hobbling along with a limp that I knew all too well. My stomach dropped down to my feet.

      It was Gran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I stood frozen in shock. It couldn’t be Gran! She was supposed to be back in Edenbrook with Greyson, waiting for Arthur’s arrival so she could be healed. I had done all of this to keep her safe. If it was all for naught…

      Otto followed my line of sight and crowed in laughter. “How delightful. A sweet little old grandmother.” His leer spelled trouble.

      Piper joined in. “I thought that she’d be too ill to join us, but what a pleasant surprise. Scarlett, dear, it seems that I did offer to submit a pairing request and let your grandmother stay with us. Who am I to go back on my word? Shall we extend her an invitation?”

      “Gran, go back!” I screamed. She needed to save herself. If she hadn’t been exposed to Otto’s leeching magic yet, she may still have enough time to cast a defensive spell. How had she gotten here when she’d been too ill to leave bed when I left?

      “I think your darling grandmother wants to see you, Scarlett. Let’s give her a warm welcome.” Piper began to drag me past the crowd of silently staring children. I dug my heels into the gravel, elbowed Piper, dropped to become dead weight, and anything else I could think of to slow him down. Townsfolk peeked out of their curtains, but hastily snapped them shut soon after, too terrified at what might happen to their children if they interfered with Piper’s plan.

      “Go on, Scarlett, say hello to your grandmother.” Otto gave me a shove forward.

      Gran held out her wizened finger and beckoned me forward, a feeble smile on her lips.

      “Gran, no,” I whispered. “Go back.” Another push from Otto put me within arm’s reach of Gran, whose hand gripped my wrist with shocking strength and pulled me toward her, backing up several paces until my rope was pulled taut.

      “Gran?”

      A steely glint flickered in Gran’s eye that I had never seen before. She glared at Otto and Piper as she swiftly jerked my lead rope out of Piper’s hands and stepped protectively in front of me. I lifted my bound, swollen fingers to touch Gran’s frail shoulder.

      Piper’s expression betrayed a hint of surprise before he hitched an unconcerned smirk back onto his face. “So you know how to play tug-of-war, do you old woman? You can’t protect your little princess forever.”

      I felt Gran’s shoulder under my fingers ripple and begin to morph, expanding and rising as the old woman’s form grew taller and more muscular by the moment. It wasn’t Gran at all. It was Greyson. The cap and shawl fell away as Greyson transformed, then shunted me a few more steps behind him to ensure my safety.

      “No one,” Greyson growled, “is allowed to call her princess but me.”

      A warmth spread through my chest as Greyson shielded me from the brothers. Greyson’s muscles were tensed, and he never took his eyes off Otto and Piper, who were both glaring back with shrewd, calculating expressions.

      “Pierre!” Piper called over his shoulder. “Get over here!”

      The knot in my gut hardened. If it became a fight of three men against Greyson and me, whose hands were still tied, I knew we didn’t stand a chance.

      “Pierre!” Otto called, imitating his brother. “We have a little situation!” Then in an undertone to Piper, he muttered, “The lout’s probably sleeping already.”

      “Do you have a knife?” I whispered under cover of Otto’s grumblings. “My hands…”

      Without moving his gaze, Greyson slowly unsheathed the knife he always carried strapped to his hip and held it steady, angled back to me. As I began to saw my ropes against the blade, Otto noticed my actions and started forward. Without hesitation, Greyson whipped the knife to point at Otto. “Touch her and I will kill you.”

      Otto’s brutish face curled into a sinister smile. “I’d love to see you try. I look forward to slitting your belly wide open.”

      I wriggled my hands, trying to get the frayed ropes to break.

      “Shun it, Pierre, where are you?” Piper shouted into the darkness once more. “Get over here!”

      Greyson took a step toward Otto, who leered and flexed his fists. I could sense the impending fight that would break out any moment, and frantically pulled at my bindings. Otto chuckled low in his throat and curled his ham-like hands into massive fists.

      The moment my ropes snapped and fell away, Greyson transformed into a wolf and lunged forward with a ferocious snarl. He cleared the ground between him and Otto in a single bound and landed on the huntsman, paws colliding into his chest with such force that Otto was thrown to the ground.

      Piper shouted in alarm and ran forward to help, but I scrambled to stop him from intervening, ignoring the pain that flared through every muscle in my body. As I ran toward Piper, I dug the coin out of my pocket and flung it away. It rolled into the crowd of children, none of whom had moved or showed any reaction to the fight in front of me. It was as though nothing interested them.

      More and more faces began appearing in the windows as I reached Piper and threw a punch. He dodged it easily and I nearly overbalanced from my swing. Piper ducked behind me and wrapped his arm around my neck. I immediately lifted my hands to try and pull Piper’s arm away, but thin as he was, his hold was still stronger than I could break.

      Piper forced me around so I had to watch Otto and Greyson’s brawl. Terror seized my heart. Greyson snapped and snarled at Otto, who swung his knife in vicious slashes through the air. One wrong move and Greyson could easily be killed.

      “No!” I screamed, panic clouding my vision.

      “Screaming won’t help your wolf,” Piper said softly in my ear. “Pierre is a little slow, but no matter. I think this is the perfect opportunity to try out my little army.”

      Another whistle, and I saw the line of silent children all turn as one and begin their slow march toward Greyson, staring with those blank, unseeing eyes. I clawed at Piper’s arm around my neck, gouging long scratches down the length of his upper arm, but he merely laughed. “I can’t march on your precious Edenbrook without a trial run, can I? How fortunate that I have disposable pawns to send into battle to use as shields for the more important players.”

      Slowly, the mass of children filed past me, their hands rising to stretch toward Greyson, who noticed their advance and withdrew from his fight with Otto. Greyson would never harm an innocent child, whether they knew what they were doing or not. Remembering that I had disposed of the enchanted coin as quickly as possible, I reached out with my mind, trying to harness the strands of Piper’s red magic. The sheer quantity of threads that had wrapped around the minds of the children was staggering, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to free them all unless I worked without interference for hours.

      Piper chortled. “How convenient for me to have a population that is so afraid of standing up for themselves that they are willing to hand over control to anyone, just so long as they avoid pain one day at a time. Cowards are always obedient. And obedience turns a troublesome society into a perfect one.”

      Every bone in my body ached from the abuse it had endured that night as I wrenched against Piper’s hold on me and tore my gaze from Greyson to land on the few terrified faces that were peering out of the windows.

      “Help us!” I screamed, my heart thudding madly in my chest. “Do something!”

      The faces whipped out of sight again, and my last shred of hope vanished. When had Hamelin’s residents all become so blinded by cowardice that they would willingly sit by and not fight, even to save their own children?

      Greyson’s eyes flicked back and forth between the children and Otto, and he shifted back into a man. The children formed a solid line between Greyson and Piper, whose arm was still around my throat, while Otto slowly advanced toward Greyson. How could we fight against children? Piper had found the ultimate victory; no one would risk endangering innocent children. Tears sprang to my eyes from the limited oxygen I was getting coupled with my blinding panic.

      “Scarlett!” There was fear in Greyson’s voice as he called out to me.

      “Greyson!” I tried to shout back, but the crook of Piper’s elbow constricted my windpipe and my response came out strangled, which only elevated Greyson’s panic. His eyes shifted wildly between each of the staring children, searching for a nonexistent weakness.

      Otto was only moments away from attacking Greyson again. No help was to be had.

      “Wait,” Piper ordered his brother. My hands still clung to his arm, trying desperately to pull fresh air into my lungs. Piper leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Do you have feelings for this wolf?”

      I answered by grinding the heel of my boot down Piper’s shin. He sucked in a short breath of pain and tightened his hold around my neck until a choked gasp gargled in my throat. Fuzzy black squiggles worked their way into the edges of my vision, threatening to pull me into unconsciousness.

      “Stop! You’ll kill her!” Greyson screamed in panic. He started forward, but Otto growled and a whistle from Piper caused the children to link their arms to form an impenetrable shield. The torches set into brackets along the town square threw a flickering light over Greyson’s anguished face.

      “It seems to me,” Piper said in a calm, pleasant voice, “that I may have found the leverage to get you to cooperate after all.”

      He loosened his hold slightly on my neck, but I still felt light-headed and weak as I struggled for breath. My grip on Piper’s slackened arm became more of a means to keep myself upright than to fight for breath.

      “I’ll never help you!” I gasped, wishing that I could shout the words with enough force to infuse courage into Hamelin’s residents.

      “I think you will,” Piper said, and signaled to Otto, who attacked Greyson with lightning speed.

      My feeble cry was masked by the shouts from Greyson and Otto, who grappled with each other, each fighting for the upper hand once more. When the children started to close in around them, I knew it was a battle Greyson was doomed to lose.

      The brief scuffle was over quickly. Otto grabbed Greyson by his hair, forcing his head back, and held a knife to his neck.

      “No,” I whispered. The buzzing of a thousand bees filled my mind and my vision swam. I couldn’t think, couldn’t focus on anything except that Greyson was in danger, and I was helpless to stop it. Fear clawed at my insides. If Greyson was killed…

      “Now, let’s try some experiments with your remarkable abilities,” Piper crooned. “As long as you cooperate, I’ll let your little pet wolf live. How does that sound?” He caressed my hair, fingers knotting through the dark strands that spilled down my back. I could see the threads of Piper’s red magic corded so tightly around the minds of the children that I knew it would take me too long to reel in enough to free any of the children before Greyson was killed.

      Greyson’s tormented face twisted as he watched Piper stroke my hair. He didn’t even seem to notice the knife pressed against his throat. Our eyes met, and the last, unspoken remnants of hope spiraled into nonexistence, replaced by despair.

      I swallowed the lump rising in my throat.

      Piper snaked his nose right up to my ear. I stiffened, hating the smooth voice that oozed into my ears. “I’ll teach you. Simply use your words to wrap around their minds and bind their will to yours. Are you ready to try, or do you want to watch Greyson suffer because of your delay?”

      Greyson shook his head at me, fire blazing in his eyes. “Don’t worry about me, Scarlett,” he called, as if he had heard what Piper whispered to me. Otto kicked the back of Greyson’s knees, forcing him into a kneeling position.

      A soft snicker made the hair at the back of my neck stand on end. “Once we have all the adults controlled just as well as their precious little cherubs, Hamelin will finally be perfect. I told you before, Scarlett, I need you. It would be a shame if anyone got hurt because you were too selfish to prevent it.” He raised a handful of my hair and let it fall back, strand by strand. I remained just as rigid as ever, trying to ward off Piper’s proximity by sheer force of will.

      Otto looked between me and Greyson, understanding dawning slowly in his eyes. “He loves her,” he said, his gravelly voice low.

      Piper chuckled. “Yes, that much is obvious. If there is one thing that compares to a parent willing to do anything to protect their child, it is what a person in love will do to protect their partner.”

      Otto laughed and adjusted his grip on the knife against Greyson’s neck. “Well then, girl, do you care about this shapeshifter enough to do what we ask?”

      “Don’t!” Greyson called out again, his voice tearing in his throat.

      Otto shook his hand that was clenched around Greyson’s hair. “And you, boy? Do you love her?”

      Greyson’s eyes sought mine out. “More than anything. But I would willingly give my life so that she didn’t have to live hers in fear or servitude.”

      Piper tsked softly. “So sweet. See Scarlett, do you really want him to die needlessly?”

      Before I could even process everything he said, a clamor of noise sounded from near the gate, lost in the darkness beyond the town square. Piper’s head swiveled around to stare at where the sun was just beginning to lighten the sky above the treetops that rose jagged over the village barrier. “Pierre? Is that you? About time, you slugabed!”

      The sky’s inky black began to fade to a deep blue, sign of the impending dawn. What would the new day bring other than pain and Greyson’s inevitable death? Again, my eyes flicked over toward him. His eyes still searched mine hungrily.

      Piper had been watching me. “I knew you had feelings for each other,” he sneered, then raised his voice so Greyson would be able to hear. “I’m not surprised, the way he acted around you. All you need to do, my dear, is help me extend my powers to all the adults here, and I will let your boyfriend live another day. If you don’t, I will have the children march on Edenbrook. With everything that Otto has deposited around that shunned village, I suspect they’re all powerless now.”

      Another scuffling noise came from the direction of the gate, but closer this time.

      Piper looked around. “Pierre?”

      There was no response.

      “Pierre!” Otto barked.

      Again, silence.

      Piper and Otto began alternately shouting for their brother. “Pierre? Pierre! Answer me. Where are you?”

      As light pinks and oranges began to tinge the sky, a figure appeared from the spot where the noise had originated. The muscular silhouette made my heart sink. The villagers of Hamelin had truly abandoned me; Pierre had arrived with nary a word of resistance from the people I would be forced to control.
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      “What took you so long?” Piper called irritably.

      Pierre didn’t respond. The swaggering strut didn’t look like Pierre’s normal gait, and I found myself staring at the anomaly. Otto noticed the difference before Piper. “Wait a second,” he drawled. “That isn’t…”

      From behind the houses burst all the villagers from Edenbrook, just as the sun shot its first morning rays into the sky. The townsfolk waved pitchforks and shovels or else brandished scraps of the enchanted items that had been left around the forest and ran toward Piper and Otto. The silhouetted figure came into focus. It wasn’t Pierre at all; it was Tristan, who shouted, “Valiant countrymen, to arms! No leniency or clementines shall be given!”

      Within seconds, several people converged on Piper, binding him just as tightly as I had been, and forcing the enchanted items onto his person. Otto was receiving the same treatment.

      Encouraged by the sudden appearance of more than a hundred others, the adults in Hamelin finally left their homes and surged toward their children, scooping them into their arms and accepting the enchanted, magic-sucking items from Edenbrook’s villagers and pressing them against their children to drain Piper’s hold over them. Almost immediately, the immense draw of the sheer number of enchanted objects all working together began to do what I could not do alone and relinquished Piper’s hold on the children.

      “No!” Piper screamed, fighting against his captors, but his efforts were futile.

      Villagers from both Hamelin and Edenbrook bound and gagged Piper and Otto, and soon, I saw Pierre being lugged over to his brothers. Items Otto had enchanted over the years were tied onto the ropes or else lay around them. All together, they created a massive black, sucking void that drew in the powers of all the brothers, who were forced to kneel in front of the town’s elders for an immediate trial.

      The moment he was freed from Otto’s clutches, Greyson scrambled to my side, scooping me protectively into his arms.

      My throat convulsed. “You came for me,” I choked out, reaching up to stroke the stubble on his jaw.

      He managed a shadow of his usual smile and dug his hand through my hair to hook around the back of my head. “It’s like I said before: no one is allowed to call you princess but me.”

      I let out a soft laugh, acutely aware of the difference in the effect that Piper and Greyson each had when they ran their hands through my hair. “You really are a big, bad wolf.”

      “Ooh, I am big and bad. And you love me for it.” His eyes searched my face, and I stared back just as hungrily. Even though bedlam swirled around us as parents rushed to reunite with their children and the three brothers were heckled by the irate crowd, it was as if Greyson and I were completely alone on an oasis of happiness.

      “You know, I think I actually do.”

      Pure joy shone from Greyson’s face. “I was hoping you’d say that,” he said, lowering his voice to that deep, heart-stopping growl that I had grown to love so much.

      I felt his calloused fingers tense at the back of my neck and on my side where he held me. It was impossible to look away. Having him near calmed me in a way nothing else ever would. Any shred of doubt about what I felt for him was chased away as I realized that he was my protector, my shunned wolf, and I loved him, truly loved him.

      “Where’s Gran?”

      “She’s fine,” he answered. “I left her with Anita. Once you left and took that blasted coin with you, she started recovering quickly. No wonder you smelled like that awful leeching magic all the time.”

      “And yet you still hung around with me.”

      “I had to make sure you weren’t a threat.” He pressed his forehead against mine. “I never realized just how dangerous it was to be with you. Once Piper took you, I knew I couldn’t let you walk away without fighting for you. You may be a stubborn elect girl, but I want you to be my girl, stubborn elect and all.”

      Greyson’s eyes bored into mine and I felt lightheaded from the heat of his gaze.

      “So you stalked me all the way back to Hamelin?” I couldn’t resist the smile that crept onto my face.

      “I am a wolf, after all. What’d you expect?”

      The sappy grin felt plastered from ear to ear as I beamed back at him, warmth flooding me right down to the tips of my toes. Greyson had been willing to fight for me. Even though we argued and were so vastly different, even though we teased each other and drove each other to the brink of insanity, he wanted me, and I wanted him. This was no logical assessment of the pros and cons of submitting a pairing request. This was far more complex, and it was worth the risk.

      When the time came that I needed someone, he had been the one who was there for me. How foolish I had been to have focused so intently on imagining Greyson to be the enemy for so long when the real wolf, Piper, had been lying in wait the whole time.

      Greyson curled his arm around my shoulders, and we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. “Did you bring all of Edenbrook?” I breathed, our noses a mere inch apart.

      “I got Tristan to rally everyone together. I ran ahead and was able to grab that old healer you were about to come out of the gate with. I dragged him back to where Tristan was marching everyone toward Hamelin and got Norrix to take him back to your grandmother and came back for you. Lucky that wolves are fast.”

      My face shone with adoration as I stared at Greyson. “Thank you.”

      His eyes flashed with that dangerous glint I adored so much, his roguish grin back in place. “I can think of a few ways you could thank me better than that.”

      I shifted my weight so I could grip the front of his shirt. “I already have a few ideas in mind. Prepare yourself, wolf boy, because I intend to thank you for a long time.”

      Greyson’s hold tightened around my waist as I pulled him toward me and kissed him fiercely.
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        Twelve years later

      

      

      Tad, who was playing the role of Greyson, leapt out from behind the curtain, snarling and drooling all over as he crawled toward the character named Red Riding Hood.

      “Oh no, a fearsome wolf!” my daughter Evelyn trilled in a high voice. She held the back of her hand up to her forehead, and swiveled on the spot, pretending to faint near the middle of the stage.

      “I never fainted,” I hissed in an undertone to Greyson, who sat next to me in the audience.

      “No, no, I’m quite sure you did,” he said with a smirk. “At least, that’s what I told them when they wrote the script.”

      “You’re awful,” I laughed, gently detangling our youngest son’s hands from my hair as I turned my attention back to the stage. Greyson had gotten his wish of having a Greyson the Second. “Good thing I told them that you drool all over when you’re a wolf.”

      Greyson squinted at the actors, where the wolf was indeed, dribbling saliva everywhere he went, fake tongue lolling out to halfway down his neck. Greyson snickered. “Maybe if we throw enough of these little fun tidbits in, they’ll stop insisting on reenacting this every year.”

      “Shhhh!” our son Lance scolded as he held his finger up to his lips and gave us a disapproving stare from where he sat on the other side of Greyson. “This is my favorite part.”

      Greyson rolled his eyes. “I knew we’d have at least one child with an elect-like attitude.”

      Most of the children in Edenbrook had some part in the play and enthusiastically acted out the rest of the story of Hamelin, from Red Riding Hood teaming up with the wolf to save her grandmother to them overpowering the three evil brothers who’d taken over the minds of all of Hamelin’s children.

      During the finale, the boy who was playing the role of Piper wiggled his fingers at the cluster of small children. “You are under my control, little minions. Come and obey me!” The children held their arms in front of them and walked, stiff-legged and wide-eyed, toward him.

      Tad, hunched over in a shawl, tapped his way toward the group with a cane while Evelyn was held captive by the boys playing Pierre and Otto.

      “Well, what have we here, a sweet little grandmother?” the Piper character chortled. “What big eyes you have.”

      “All the better to see you with,” Tad croaked from beneath the shawl.

      “And what big ears you have.”

      “All the better to hear you with, and now, I will show you what big teeth I have!” roared Tad, and pounced on the actors playing Piper, Otto, and Pierre, who screamed dramatically and tried to inconspicuously wiggle their way down a trapdoor while the children of Hamelin did a celebratory dance in front of them.

      “Well, look at that, now everyone will think you ate them,” I laughed to Greyson. “Did you tell them that instead of the truth?”

      “A wolf eating them sounded much better,” he answered with a shrug. “Them standing trial and sentenced to life in prison surrounded by their own magic-draining items isn’t very exciting.”

      “Shhh!” Lance reprimanded us again, looking much more like a parent than the six-year-old boy that he was.

      “Red Riding Hood, Red Riding Hood, are you okay?” Tad crawled over to Evelyn.

      “Oh, I am now that you are here,” she cooed.

      Greyson wolf-whistled, and I held a hand up to my face in embarrassment. “Next year, I’m writing the script.”

      “You can try, but I think it was perfectly captured this year.”

      Gran got to her feet after all the children had taken their bows and went to the front of the crowd, guided by Lance, whose stoic face showed that he took his responsibility very seriously.

      “Each year,” Gran announced, “as fall harvest ends, we commemorate the day that our two towns, Hamelin and Edenbrook, came together.”

      Thunderous applause met her words.

      “Edenbrook welcomed all of Hamelin’s residents with open arms after they left their homes, but now, during each autumn equinox, we remember the time when our two towns joined into one, and we have Greyson and Scarlett to thank for it, who, as an elect and as a shunned, not only unified our people, but also were unified in marriage. Will they please stand so we can acknowledge them?”

      Greyson and I exchanged longsuffering looks and didn’t rise to stand until Tristan pushed us from behind, whispering, “Arise, luminaries of fame, and bask in your revealing!”

      “Revelry,” I corrected automatically, but allowed myself to be pushed to stand, holding our son in my arms.

      “The wolf!” a little girl nearby shrieked in glee, pointing at Greyson. He flashed his grin at the small girl, then bent over to nibble my ear.

      “Eewww!” several children squealed in delight while some of the young girls cheered, “Kiss her, don’t bite her!”

      Lance frowned at us, disapproval etched all over his young face, and shook his head slightly.

      Greyson wasn’t deterred. Complying with the wishes of the crowd, he dipped me low, baby and all, and kissed me.

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed Scarlett and the Dark Woods, please recommend it to others!

      All the advertising and marketing in the world cannot compare to real readers who recommend books to their friends. Please take a minute to leave a review (a sentence or two is great) for other potential readers on Amazon, Goodreads, or anywhere else.

      Word of mouth is essential for authors, so if you enjoyed Scarlett and Greyson’s story, tell a friend! Take a photo of the book and post on social media. Tag me. I love connecting with my readers!

      If you would like to receive a FREE ebook of A Curse of Gold and Beauty, a Rumpelstiltskin retelling, please go to my website and sign up for my newsletter at MaryMecham.com

      

      Happy Reading,

      Mary Mecham
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      Becoming Hook

      Inspired by “Peter Pan”

      

      Hunting Sirens

      Inspired by “Little Mermaid”

      

      Poisoned: Snow White’s Story

      A Disability Inclusive Snow White Retelling

      

      To Defy A Dream

      Inspired by “Sleeping Beauty”

      

      Ugly: The Stepsister’s Story

      Inspired by “Cinderella”

      

      A Curse of Gold and Beauty
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      The Autumn Fairy Tales is a collection of eight cozy retellings of your favorite fairy tales. Each book can be enjoyed in any order, so grab a delectable cinnamon roll and “fall” in love with the romance, pumpkin spice, and everything nice of these sweet and clean novellas!

      
        
        Filia and the Fall Festival

        (A Little Mermaid Retelling) 

        by Leialoha Humpherys

      

        

      
        Charlotte and the Cozy Cottage

        (A Rumpelstiltskin Retelling) 

        by Abigail Manning

      

        

      
        Frey and the Icy Orchard

        (A Snow Queen Retelling) 

        by Scarlett Luna Strange

      

      

      

      
        
        Scarlett and the Dark Woods

        (A Red Riding Hood Retelling) 

        by Mary Mecham

      

        

      
        Willow and the Harvest Moon

        (An Ugly Duckling Retelling) 

        by Kayla Eshbaugh

      

        

      
        Jacklyn and the Twisted Beanstalk

        (A Jack and the Beanstalk Retelling) 

        by Callie Thomas

      

        

      
        Callie and the Pumpkin Seed

        (A Cinderella Retelling) 

        by Sarah Beran

      

        

      
        Astryn and the Golden Goose

        (A Princess Who Never Smiled Retelling)

        by M.J. Padgett
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      Danger. That was the clear message that the bewitched spindle’s cold, unforgiving metal gave me as it rolled between my fingers, the sharpened silver tip drawing my eyes repeatedly. It hummed with a secret enchantment that reeked of sinister magic. I could almost smell the acrid poison that I knew was concealed within the needle, waiting to render its victim incapacitated with unimaginable pain as they were transported to the alternate world in which my people were being held hostage by a demonic djinni.

      That journey was the fate that awaited me.

      Concealing the shaking that threatened to consume my body that was caused by more than the turret’s chilliness, I glanced up at Irsula. My fairy godmother smiled, a disturbing, foreboding expression that gave me no comfort. When I had requested my coronation gift to be something to help end the plague and revive my people, I didn’t anticipate her solution to be so…evil.

      “Tell me again what I need to do.” The forced calmness of my voice hid the terror that urged me to flee, shrieking, from the lonely tower room. Irsula had already enumerated just how excruciating it would be, and I paled at the thought.

      “Once the potion enters your body, you will be put into a deep sleep, just like those trapped in the dream realm. You’ll be able to return and bring one person with you.” She handed me two additional identical spindles. “These are for you and your brother Waylon’s return journey, easy as that.”

      None of this sounded easy to me, but the thought of my gangly older brother sustained me. I numbly accepted the silver spindles, my fingers curling automatically and bundling them into scraps of fabric to avoid inadvertently pricking myself, then swept my cloak aside and tucked them into my dress pocket. If only they provided the calm assurance that they would return me once my mission was completed. “They’ll stay with me when I go to the dream world?” The last thing I needed was to be stuck in the dream world and leave Terrene heirless.

      “Correct,” she confirmed. “It’ll be painful, but you’ll be able to go find your brother.”

      I could endure anything if it meant bringing Waylon home. For years, I’d spent every spare moment studying both djinnis and the mysterious illness that plagued all of Terrene. When my father unexpectedly took ill and passed away a year prior, my mother fell into a deep depression. As consort, she had never intended to rule, and leadership should have passed to Waylon, but in his absence, I’d been forced to take on all the duties of the heir to the throne: negotiating treaties, holding court, settling domestic and international disputes, and balancing complicated budgets during the day, followed by the nights of rigorous study.

      My mother, regent ruler until my upcoming coronation, did the best she could, but she had barely stopped mourning Waylon when Father died. Her grief often left her numb to the world, and I had to step in and do everything. I couldn’t bring Father back from the dead, but maybe, just maybe, I could rescue Waylon.

      Each breath weighed heavily in my chest. The fear of the unknown, coupled with the dread of impending pain, left me tense with apprehension, my knuckles white as they clutched at the spindle, whose surface gleamed wickedly. Other royalty had fairy godmothers who blessed them with beauty, quick wit, or the gift of discernment.

      True, once I learned that Irsula was capable of granting such a wish, I’d been the one to ask for a way in and out of the dream world where all of the victims of the Eternal Slumber were being held. But I’d never know why Isrula’s solution had been a poisoned spindle that acted as a gateway to a realm haunted by a dark force. Suddenly, the onerous responsibilities belonging to the heir to the throne didn’t seem quite as daunting as I’d previously imagined. Would I always be burdened with more and more difficult tasks?

      Irsula’s lip curled back, revealing two rows of jagged, yellowing teeth. “I know you’ll succeed.”

      I met her eyes, chin lifted in feigned confidence. “As do I.” I had to succeed. The kingdom depended on it.

      For five long years, my subjects had been falling prey to the Eternal Slumber, minds trapped in an alternate realm, and for all five years, our best teams of scientists, physicians, and researchers had failed to discover the cure or source of the mysterious disease. The same conclusion was drawn each time: it was the work of a powerful djinni. The glint of the lethal spindle caught a flickering reflection from the hearth’s dying fire, and my gaze was attracted back to the item that would force me into that same cursed sleep—the sleep from which no one had ever awakened.

      No matter how much Professor Dyvan lectured me about the nature and magic of djinnis, my brain was often so full from the day’s work that it felt like a saturated sponge, unable to absorb any more information, and now there was no more time for study. I understood enough about djinnis to know that the object to which their powers were connected had to be destroyed if there was any chance of ridding our kingdom of the creature’s otherworldly pull. Such an item would be well hidden in their mystical dream world. If I was going to kill a djinni and save my people, I had to enter its realm.

      Suddenly chilled to my very core at the prospect of what I faced, I paced the circular tower room in which Irsula and I had hidden ourselves, knowing that Mother would never approve of letting the only remaining heir to the throne embark on such a risky endeavor. If I stayed, it was only a matter of time before I was forced into an engagement for political reasons. Mother visited Waylon’s comatose body every day, where she watched his chest rise and fall as his unbroken slumber continued. He lay with the hundreds of other victims who were continually nourished and watched over in the east wing, unable to be buried, for they weren’t truly dead. I would join that number soon.

      With every step I took, my blood pulsed to my very fingertips, drawing attention to what I still clutched in my hand—forbidden dark magic. I could feel every curve of the tiny spindle and continued to nervously avoid the razor-sharp tips as I flexed my fingers around the base. The heavy weight of the metal spindles intended for our return journey weighed in my pocket, reminding me of the enormous responsibility that had settled onto my shoulders.

      To avoid looking at Irsula’s disturbing leer, I turned my attention to the sweeping view visible from the turret’s open window. The picturesque scene of a tidy village, complete with orchards in full bloom and a bustling street lined with booths, belied the true state of affairs in my kingdom. I leaned forward, fingers gripping the sill as my eyes hungrily searched for any reason to procrastinate the task I knew I must complete but which I dreaded.

      The limping figure of the Viscount of Silverdale caught my eye, and I curled my lip in disdain. At least when I stabbed myself, I wouldn’t have to deal with him until I returned. Why couldn’t he have been one of those taken by the Eternal Slumber? The pompous, self-righteous, pitiful excuse for nobility never wasted an opportunity to incite riots against the crown. The despicable man!

      If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with the all-consuming stress of finding a cure and managing the aftermath of the disease’s effects, the tedious paperwork to strip him of his title and imprison him for treason would have already been filed. In recent years, he had lobbied for increasingly aggressive measures to cure the disease, like capturing fairies and forcing them to grant wishes, which most weren’t powerful enough to do, though the commoners didn’t know that. It was only a matter of time before he tried to seize the throne, as he hinted he would if the issue was not resolved soon.

      It wasn’t an idle threat. He had amassed a loyal following of commoners who agreed with his philosophies and blamed the crown for failing to bring their family members out of the cursed sleep. How satisfying it would be to fling a chamber pot down onto the viscount’s shining bald spot. It didn’t matter to me that he was in his mid-fifties and should be treated with respect. The man had done nothing to earn my respect, and I refused to give it, even if I was forced to behave cordially in public.

      “Princess Aurelia!” The shrill sound of one of my ladies-in-waiting calling my name lurched me back to the present. The spindle’s metal, which remained cold despite the extended contact with my skin, leeched my body’s heat from me and reminded me of just how aggressively I planned to fight for a solution to the problem.

      “Better hurry,” Irsula urged, nodding at the weapon in my fist.

      “Princess Aureeeeelia!”

      Sweat broke out on my forehead.

      Do it now! an insistent voice at the back of my head screamed at me. I had tried without success to suppress my impulsive nature for years and mold my temperament into the patient, logical ruler that Terrene needed. But now that the time had come to embrace my reckless, impulsive nature, it abandoned me. Try as I might to conceal it, violent trembling shuddered throughout my body, and the interior of my mouth became bone dry.

      Footsteps echoed up the stone stairwell, drawing nearer. I stared down at the spindle.

      Seconds trickled by as the lady-in-waiting sent to find me came closer, step by step. It wasn’t the act of piercing my skin that caused my apprehension; it was the pain that I knew would follow.

      The heavy wooden door’s handle rattled, and the hinges creaked.

      Time was up. I had to act. For Terrene.

      Before I lost my nerve, I swung the spindle high into the air and plunged it down, the sharpened silver tip piercing my forearm. Poison flooded into my system through the needle embedded deep in my muscle. The effect instantly froze my insides while simultaneously burning every inch of my skin. I tried to scream, but my lungs had solidified into two useless lumps of ice. I was trapped—trapped inside my own head, and my body curled in on itself, writhing in agony.

      Wave after wave of blinding, excruciating pain swept through my body, incapacitating me far more readily than any torture our dungeon’s jailers could ever have dreamt up. I collapsed to the floor, unable to register any sensation beyond the suffering I was forcing myself to endure. The only thought in my mind beyond my torment was the knowledge that by doing this, I had a chance, slim though it was, to relieve the suffering of my people and rescue my brother.

      Just as I felt that I would surely die from the pain, the most curious sensation I had ever experienced flowed through me. It felt as though my conscious mind was floating away, far away from my pain-riddled body, away from the abandoned tower room, away from everything I knew and held dear. Darkness swelled and overpowered the fragmented bits of awareness I had left, but before I lost complete consciousness, I heard, as if from worlds away, the lady-in-waiting scream as she found my motionless body, Irsula long gone.
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      Enjoy chapter 1? Finish reading To Defy A Dream: A Shattered Sleeping Beauty HERE.
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