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No, good swabber; I am to hull here a little 

longer. Some mollification for your giant, sweet 

lady. Tell me your mind: I am a messenger.



—Shakespeare, Twelfth Night, Act 1, Scene 5








PART ONE




Once upon a time, there was a girl who sacrificed herself to save her sister.

Avalon never could remember who had suggested playing hide and seek as she and Cassia had walked home from the school house that day, but she supposed it didn’t matter. Cassia had been hiding, and Avalon had been seeking, and they’d gone so far into the woods that they couldn’t find their way back. They’d pushed through the undergrowth in the gathering darkness until they’d stumbled upon a gingerbread house that belonged to a witch of the worst variety, although she’d appeared to be a kindly, if somewhat confused, old woman. The witch—whose name was Helene—took them in, and fed them, and put them to bed, and when they awoke, they were bound together by an unbreakable silver chain around their ankles.

Well, there was one way to break it.

They spent weeks in the gingerbread house, with the witch threatening to eat them as soon as they were plump enough, and just when things were looking dire, they managed to burn the witch to death in the oven, and the chain fell from their ankles.

Unfortunately, the witch refused to stay dead and clambered back out.

Helene wielded more magic than Avalon had ever believed in, and the chain stalked her like she was prey. It wasn’t long before the chain snapped closed around Avalon’s ankle once more, like the jaws of a ferocious beast.

But just because she was a prisoner again, that didn’t mean Cassia had to be. Cassia had managed to break a hole through the gingerbread wall, but she was standing there, watching instead of fleeing.

“Go!” Avalon called. “Run!”

“I won’t leave you!” Cassia called back.

Her words drew the witch’s attention—as if she’d forgotten for a moment that there were two girls, not one—and she sent the other end of the chain snaking across the room. Avalon, who had been holding a carving knife like a sword and a pot lid like a shield, dropped them both and grabbed the chain instead. She twisted it around herself until she was as tangled as a fly in a spider’s web. Then she lost her balance and dropped to the floor.

“Go,” Avalon repeated. “Before it’s too late.”

Cassia’s expression crumbled, as if she were made of gingerbread and had been dunked too long in a glass of milk, but she did as she was told.

Helene watched her go. Her burned and blackened skin had sloughed off, and she was now young and beautiful, as if she were a phoenix reborn from the fire. She glanced down at Avalon, who expected to see rage and hatred in her expression. Instead, there was only mild annoyance. With a gesture, she used her magic to set Avalon back on her feet and unwind her from the chain. The end, which was no longer bound to Cassia, returned to the witch’s side like an obedient pet.

“Well,” she said, “now that she’s out of the way, shall we get back to work?”

The work she was referring to included the usual household chores of sweeping the wafer floors, cleaning the sugar glass windows, and harvesting sweets from the garden. But Helene also owned a set of magical spindles, which she kept in a purpose-made wooden box. Avalon had never spun before—her parents were woodcutters and she had more experience with saws and axes than spindles and needles—but she picked it up quickly enough.

Avalon was exactly as obedient as she needed to be. The chain around her ankle stretched and shrank as she moved around the house, the other end locked in placed as if it were tied to a hitching post. It let her wander through the garden and even amongst the trees, but eventually it would stop growing, and if she tried to run, it would pull her back like a fish hooked on a line.

Every day, she would spin until her fingers cramped, until the balls of yarn began to pile up like stones in a cairn. She would knit and crochet, and then unravel all her work, sometimes under the watchful eye of a friendly guinea pig. And every night before she went to bed, the witch would say, “Good work today, child. Sleep well. I’ll most likely eat you in the morning.”

And Avalon would go to sleep hoping that tomorrow would be the day when Cassia returned with their parents—or even better, a troop of soldiers—to rescue her.

It took almost a year until Avalon accepted the fact that neither of those things was going to happen. The witch never meant to eat her. And Cassia was never coming back.

Her sister would be a fool to attempt a rescue. The witch was just too powerful, and Cassia would only end up her prisoner again.

Avalon didn’t regret her decision to tell her sister to flee, but still she hated Cassia for leaving. She wished more than once that their positions had been reversed, and then she hated herself for that.

But her father had a saying.

If a tree falls in the forest, and there’s no one around to hear it … claim the wood.

A giant tree had fallen, blocking the path Avalon had expected her life to take. But she had a roof over her head, and food in her belly, and really, things could have been a lot worse. So she locked those hateful feelings away, in a forgotten place, deep inside herself, and decided to focus on the positive.

At first, Godmother wouldn’t leave her alone for more than an hour. Though an hour was plenty of time to attempt an escape and realize it was hopeless. Eventually, the witch started disappearing for longer periods. Most of a day. Over night. A week.

And one day, after three years of a rather monotonous existence, Avalon got her first visitor.

Helene—whom Avalon had begun calling Godmother—was away when a man let himself into the gingerbread house. Avalon’s heart leapt. It was early in the morning, and she was sitting up in the loft where she slept, newly woken. To see someone new, someone who might rescue her, was unheard of. But the way he moved about the place suggested a familiarity that meant he was more likely another captor.

He was of indeterminate age, though Avalon would have guessed he was older than her father, but he was ruggedly handsome with blond hair and a trim beard. He was dressed all in black, from his boots, to his trousers, to his vest. She watched him curiously as he laid a series of weapons upon the dining table: a bow, a short sword, a dagger, a cudgel, and a mace that resembled a longer, more brutal version of a spindle.

He crossed his arms, making his muscles bulge, and looked directly up at the loft. She ducked back, hoping he hadn’t seen her.

“Come down.”

When she hesitated, his voice softened.

“I’d rather not force you.”

Avalon peeked over the edge and met his gaze. If Godmother had sent the man here to kill her, there wasn’t much she could do about it. She couldn’t run, because her chain would only stretch so far before it yanked her back. She couldn’t hide, because the chain would betray her location. And anyway, he didn’t seem like the type to go around murdering people, and she was pretty sure all of Godmother’s threats were merely part of an act. So she climbed down the ladder and stood across the table from him, absently twisting a lock of her ash brown hair around her fingers, like she was spinning it.

He gestured to the weapons. “Choose.”

Would it be better to be stabbed or bludgeoned? Neither sounded particularly good to Avalon, but her gaze returned repeatedly to the mace, so, deciding upon her doom, she pointed to it.

“Good,” he said. “Bring it.” Then he strode across the room to a closet that sat to one side of the kitchen.

Avalon picked up the mace and followed him. It wasn’t as heavy as she expected, and though it was larger than the spindles, the balance felt right.

The man took a stick of chalk from where it lay on the windowsill and wrote Training Room on the closet door. When he pulled it open, the tiny closet didn’t contain its usual mops, brooms, and buckets. In fact, the closet wasn’t there at all. It had been replaced by a vast room.

Avalon blinked and scrubbed at her eyes, but the mops and brooms didn’t return.

“I’m Bernard,” the man said, “and I’m going to teach you to fight.”

For the next year, Bernard came every day. He was patient and softly spoken, and Avalon very quickly grew to like him. He trained her with the five weapons he’d originally shown her, as well as how to use everyday objects to defend herself: a pot lid as a shield, a shoe as a projectile, a shirt twisted tightly into a bludgeon. He ran her through calisthenics, and the kitchen churned out hearty meals, so she grew big and fit and strong.

As the years passed, Bernard stopped visiting—saying he’d taught her all he could—and even Godmother spent more and more time away. Avalon’s days grew monotonous again.

One morning, after she’d been in the gingerbread house for ten years, started off like all the others.

She dressed and made her bed before descending from the loft.

She moved her favorite chair next to the oven, where it was always warm, and set her box of spindles and basket of fleece next to it, ready for her day’s work.

She picked some candied flowers from the garden and placed them in a vase on the small dining table.

The kitchen was tidy as always, and a large pot of porridge was bubbling on the stove, but before she ate, she went through into the training room to perform her calisthenics and hone her skills.

Two hours later, when she stepped back into the gingerbread house—drenched in perspiration and not really in the mood for hot porridge—something felt off. Two empty bowls sat on the dining table. One of the chairs was lying on its side. Clothes and boots were strewn across the floor.

There was no way Godmother would be back so soon. And if she was, she certainly wouldn’t leave the house in such a state. Neither would Bernard, if he ever returned.

That could mean only one thing.

Someone else had found the gingerbread house.








PART TWO




The air in the gingerbread house felt thick, as if a pall had been draped over it.

Avalon eased the closet door shut behind her and padded across the room, carrying her mace, scanning for the intruders.

The downstairs wasn’t big, and she could see that it was empty.

Which left only one place they could be hiding.

Avalon placed her feet carefully on the ladder, so as not to make the rungs creak or her chain rattle, and poked her head up to peer into the loft.

Someone was sleeping in her bed.

Someone.

Was sleeping.

In. Her. Bed.

She ducked down again.

Who would be fool enough to break into the gingerbread house?

She needed to warn them to flee before Godmother found them and they became her prisoner too.

She opened her mouth to call out to them, but something made her hesitate.

What if they weren’t a fool who’d stumbled upon the gingerbread house like she had when she was a child? If they’d come here on purpose, they must have believed they were a match for Godmother. Which meant Avalon needed to take care. She would back herself in a fight, thanks to Bernard’s training, but she’d never actually fought anyone outside the training room, and she would rather avoid it if she could.

She crept the rest of the way up the ladder and crouched under the rafters. Now she could see that there were two people in the bed, cuddled together. All the more reason to be wary. Only their heads were poking out from the blanket, and as they both had short hair, she couldn’t tell if they were men or women, but she supposed she would find out soon enough.

She reached out with her mace, aiming to poke what she hoped was the hip of the one lying closest to her.

Before she even made contact, the person burst out from under the blanket, revealing himself to be a young man dressed only in a pair of undershorts. He was lean but muscled, with brown hair, shadowed eyes, and a wicked scar on his stomach which suggested he’d met the pointy end of a blade at least once.

He crouched in a fighting stance, positioned between Avalon and his companion. One hand held a short dagger, while his other hand closed around hers on the shaft of her mace, causing Avalon to wonder if she should’ve brained him while she had the chance. Instead of attempting to pull away, her own free hand shot out to catch his dagger hand, bending his wrist back sharply to make him drop the weapon.

He winced but didn’t drop it. And he didn’t retaliate.

The potential for violence charged the air between them, as if a thunderstorm was on its way. Avalon’s heart attempted to kick its way through her ribs.

“We appear to be at an impasse,” the young man said, speaking the common language of the Seven Realms, his voice tight with pain.

The sleeping form still in the bed mumbled something.

“I apologize, my love,” he said. He didn’t take his eyes from Avalon, though he clearly wasn’t speaking to her. “But you need to wake up.”

The form slowly rose until Avalon could see she was a young woman. Her short hair was bright red, a thin scar cut through the freckles on one pale cheek, and she rubbed sleepily at her eyes. She appeared to be wearing little more than the blanket wrapped around herself. She finally spotted Avalon, blinked, and froze with her mouth slightly open. Then she smacked the young man’s shoulder and snapped, “Rory!”

“In my defense,” he replied, “Bernard implied the house was vacant.”

“You know Bernard?” Avalon asked, cursing herself for sounding more delighted than threatening.

“You know Bernard?” the young man—Rory—echoed.

Avalon eased off the pressure she was applying to his wrist. “Are you our Rory, then?”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m nobody’s Rory but hers,” he said, nodding in his companion’s direction. “But, yes, I suppose so.”

“This is a trick,” the young woman said, her expression darkening.

Avalon tensed and tightened her grip on her mace, but Rory released her hand and briefly held his up to show he meant no harm before reaching back to reassure his companion.

“It’s just a simple misunderstanding,” he murmured. “No need to take it out on the nice young woman whose house I think we’ve invaded.”

Avalon swallowed and loosened her grip on Rory’s dagger hand before quickly drawing away.

He didn’t attempt to stab her. Instead, with a casual flick of his wrist, he slotted his dagger into the bracer strapped to his forearm.

“You need to leave,” she said.

He nodded. “We’ll go. There’s no need for violence.” He tugged on his companion’s hand. “You go first.”

“Where’s my shirt?” the young woman asked, glancing around and pawing the floor around her.

“Downstairs,” Avalon murmured.

Rory winced. “We really did think we were alone.”

The young woman, grasping the blanket around her with one hand, carefully descended the ladder before Rory moved to follow her. When he had one foot on a rung, he paused, his gaze snagging on the chain that was trailing over the edge of the loft. His hand moved, reaching for it.

“Don’t touch that,” Avalon said, brandishing her weapon. The last thing she needed was for the chain to grab him and leave her bound to this stranger.

He yanked his hand back as if the chain had burned him, and his gaze snapped to hers. He studied her for a long moment before finishing his descent.

Avalon stayed perched on the edge of the loft as she waited for them pull on their discarded clothing.

The young woman—who was now dressed in a fetching, if practical, pair of flowing gray trousers and a simple white blouse—picked up the empty porridge bowls. Before she could carry them to the sink, Avalon said, “Leave them. You just need to go.”

The woman hesitated for a moment before muttering, “Once a waitress, always a waitress,” and ignoring Avalon’s directive.

Not that it mattered, they couldn’t leave until Rory was ready, and he was still buttoning his shirt.

The young woman returned from the kitchen, stood close to Rory, and whispered something in his ear. Avalon tensed. He nodded, glanced up at her, then righted the tipped over chair so he could sit down to pull on his boots.

“How long have you been her prisoner?” he asked casually.

“None of your business,” Avalon said, though why her first instinct wasn’t to beg for their help to escape, she didn’t know. Except, they seemed like ordinary people. Certainly no match for Godmother’s magic.

“What are the terms of your deal?”

“What deal?”

Rory paused in lacing his boots to stare up at her. “You didn’t make a deal?”

“You mean the deal where if I did what she asked she wouldn’t eat me? That deal?”

“She threatened to eat you?” the young woman asked, appalled.

Rory pushed to his feet. “Are you saying you didn’t make a wish?”

“I’ve made dozens of wishes over the years, but none of them ever came true.” Avalon glanced at the door. “You really need to leave before she finds you here.”

The young couple didn’t leave. Instead, they exchanged a look then shared a muted conversation in a language Avalon couldn’t understand.

Eventually, Rory turned back to her. He rubbed absently at his wrist, and Avalon felt a twinge of remorse at hurting him. “Are you, by any chance, waiting to be rescued by a passing royal?”

“No.” Avalon laughed at how ridiculous it sounded. “Why would some snobby royal come here?”

“Privacy,” Rory muttered. Then he sighed. “You may as well come down. If we’re going to rescue you, we need to hear the full story.”

“Rescue me?” Avalon gaped, because despite being “our Rory,” the young man clearly had no idea who they were up against. Godmother wouldn’t let anyone rescue her.

Would she?

Hope began to fill Avalon’s chest until it threatened to overflow, like the popping corn the kitchen sometimes produced. She tried to press the lid down, to keep from getting too excited. But maybe this young couple was another tree that had fallen in the forest. Maybe, after ten long years, her dreams of escape were about to come true.

“You’re going to rescue me?” she asked, glancing from one to the other, searching for confirmation.

“Well, we certainly aren’t going to leave you here,” the young woman said. “I’m Ella, by the way. And you are?”

“Avalon.” She slid down the ladder, bounced across the room, and wrapped Ella in such a tight hug that it squeezed a surprised yelp out of her. “It’s so nice to meet you. You’re the first visitors I’ve had in … well, forever.”

The kitchen produced a pot of tea and some freshly baked sugar cookies, which Avalon took as a sign that the guests were welcome, and they sat around the table to tell their stories.

Rory and Ella had come to the gingerbread house on their honeymoon. (“I told him it was a bad idea,” Ella said. “Bernard clearly had a plan,” Rory shot back.) When Avalon asked how he knew Bernard, Rory explained that he’d been the fairy godmother’s prisoner for five years and that Bernard had taught him to fight. (“Only five?” Avalon thought, but what she said out loud was, “Me, too.”) Ella hadn’t been a prisoner, but she’d made a wish that the fairy godmother had granted in exchange for a simple task.

“Godmother grants wishes?” Avalon asked. She sat on her chair with her feet tucked up on the seat, hugging her knees. Her cup of tea sat on the table, going cold, and her mace was propped beside her. “I thought she was a witch.”

“She’s that, too.” Rory was holding Ella’s hand. He had a single bracer on his right forearm, and she had one on her left, like they were two halves of a matching pair.

“Then what makes you think you can save me from her?”

“Because we’ve both played her game and won,” Ella said. She looked determined and confident. Rory appeared less sure, and Avalon wondered what price his freedom—or long imprisonment—had cost.

“If you make a wish to be free,” he said, “she’ll offer you a deal. If you decide not to accept it, you’ll be no worse off.”

“Why would she make a deal when she has everything to lose and nothing to gain?”

“Because she can’t resist playing the game,” Ella said.

“And because Bernard sent us here for a reason.” Rory shook his head. His hand tightened on Ella’s. “I hate to admit it, but they haven’t finished with us yet.”

Avalon studied the young couple. They weren’t merely some random strangers who had stumbled upon the gingerbread house. They were as bound up with Godmother as she was.

“What do I need to do?” she asked.

“Just make the wish,” Rory said. “And she’ll appear.”

Avalon hugged her knees tighter, glanced around the only home she’d known for the past ten years, and said, “I wish I was free.”

“Well,” Godmother said from behind her. “That took you long enough.”








PART THREE




Avalon was about to point out that she would have made the wish earlier had she known, but Ella and Rory both sprang from their chairs, snapping daggers into their hands in a synchronized display. Only, Rory held onto his while Ella fired hers at Godmother. The witch stepped casually aside, and the dagger flew past her to bury itself in the arm of the couch.

“How rude,” Godmother murmured.

Rory growled Ella’s name under his breath, and Ella replied with, “Sorry. Reflex.” Although, she didn’t appear sorry at all. She looked as if she would happily fire daggers at Godmother all day, and indeed, another dagger was already in her hand.

“How are you enjoying your honeymoon?” Godmother asked as she strolled around the room. “I heard the wedding was beautiful, by the way. I’m rather offended I wasn’t invited.”

As she circled behind them, both Rory and Ella turned to keep her in view. Avalon played absently with the hem of her skirt, waiting for them to get their posturing over and done with.

“That’s a better wedding present than I could have hoped for,” Ella said coolly.

Rory said nothing, but his shoulders were tight, his knuckles white as he gripped his dagger, as if he were truly afraid of Godmother. Couldn’t he see through her performance?

“Speaking of presents,” Godmother continued idly. “I am so looking forward to meeting your firstborn. I have the perfect royal gift in mind.” She pursed her lips. “She should arrive in approximately nine months.”

Rory let out a strangled sound as he glanced first at Ella’s belly then up to the loft and back to Godmother. “But we only just …”

Godmother smirked at him. “Yes, that is how it works.”

“Don’t let her rile you,” Ella murmured, laying her hand between his shoulder blades. “She can’t hurt us anymore.”

Godmother’s smirk deepened, and Avalon rolled her eyes. It had been a long time since the witch had put on this sort of show. “Now we both know that’s not true, don’t we?”

“Bernard promised.”

“And you believe Bernard can control me?”

Avalon, growing bored, cleared her throat, and everyone turned her way. “Our Rory said you’d offer me a deal if I made a wish.”

Rory’s eyes bulged at her abruptness, but after ten years, she wanted to get on with it, especially if it was going to be this easy. And she really didn’t want to think about what Rory and Ella had been doing up in the loft.

Godmother seated herself at the table, crossed one leg over the other, and rested her hands in her lap. “If that’s what you want, I’m happy to bargain.”

“What would you demand for her freedom?” Rory asked.

“Demand?” Godmother arched one eyebrow and sent him a withering look before turning back to Avalon. “I don’t make demands. If freedom is what you desire, all I ask in return is that you complete three simple tasks.”

“What tasks?” Avalon asked.

“And how long will they take?” Rory added.

“Oh, no time at all.”

“The tasks?” Avalon pressed. She wasn’t agreeing to anything until she knew the terms.

“All you have to do is retrieve a single hair from a unicorn’s tail, another from a giant’s beard, and a third from the nose of a troll.”

“It’s a trick,” Rory said.

“Well, of course it’s a trick.” Godmother tossed the words over her shoulder then rolled her eyes at Avalon and lowered her voice, as if they were sharing a joke, “You’d think he’d never met me before.”

“Just those three things?” Avalon asked. “That’s all I have to do, and you’ll let me go? I’ll be free to leave the gingerbread house and never return?”

“Indeed.” Godmother held out her hand. “Do we have a deal?”

“No,” Rory said, his voice sharp as a dagger. “Don’t.”

Avalon ignored him, shook Godmother’s hand, and said, “We do.”

Rory strode around the table to stand beside her. “She’s set you an impossible task. A giant will never give up a hair from their beard.”

“Then I’ll steal one,” Avalon said with a shrug. It didn’t seem that hard to her.

Rory groaned and rubbed the spot between his eyebrows. “Do you even know where to find a giant?”

Avalon felt a prick of irritation at his condescending attitude. “No. Do you?”

He grimaced. “Yes, actually.”

Avalon’s irritation melted away, and she grinned. “Oh, great. You can show me.”

Godmother clapped her hands. “That is an excellent idea.”

“What?” Rory said, the color draining from his face. “No.”

With a gesture of Godmother’s hand, the other end of Avalon’s chain, which had been lolling about in the kitchen, snaked toward Rory.

“Look out!” Ella cried.

Rory danced backward, hurdled the furniture, and attempted to fight off the chain with his dagger. But his acrobatics were no match for its maneuverability, and it soon backed him into a corner and caught his ankle. He grabbed the chain in return and attempted to slice it in two, but his blade passed through without fraying a single thread.

“No,” Ella growled, her eyes blazing with barely controlled rage. “That’s not fair.”

“Honestly,” Godmother said. “It’s like you two don’t know me at all. I don’t play fair. But it’s really very simple. Complete the tasks and you’ll both be free. Fail and, well, nothing much will change for our Avalon, but I hope you two can work out some sort of shared care arrangement for the baby.” Her gaze lingered on Rory. “And since I know you’re concerned about these tasks dragging on, let’s set an arbitrary deadline. Complete them within a week or the deal’s off.”

Avalon felt a twinge of doubt. “You can’t change the terms of a deal after it’s been struck.”

“Can’t I?” Godmother pushed to her feet. “It’s been so nice seeing you all together. I honestly can’t remember why I kept you apart all these years.” Then she clapped her hands and disappeared in a cloud of acrid smoke.

Rory closed his eyes and slid down the wall to land on the floor with a thud. Ella ran across the room to sit beside him. They held each other tight as she murmured to him in their unfamiliar language, her tone soothing.

They were behaving as if they’d been doomed to spend an eternity apart rather than complete a few simple tasks. Sure, Avalon was mildly concerned by the fact that Godmother had changed the deal. But in the past ten years, Godmother had never given her a task she couldn’t complete. So she has no reason to think this would be any different.

It was all part of the act. To make it seem more challenging.

And it would definitely be challenging now that she was bound to Rory.

The chain trailed across the wafer flooring on its path from Avalon’s left ankle to Rory’s right. It felt strange to be joined to someone again, after so long, when she’d gotten used to the free end locking itself in place somewhere.

Eventually, the young couple rose from the floor. Rory’s expression was one of grim determination. Ella’s was pure fury. Avalon was just looking forward to adventuring further than the gardens.

“I know where to find a giant and a troll,” Rory said, “though whether they’ll give us what we want is another matter. But I have no idea where to find a unicorn.”

Avalon bounced to her feet, grinning once again. “I can help with that.”








PART FOUR




Avalon, Ella, and Rory stood in the garden at the back of the gingerbread house, staring into the wood where Waffles was grazing.

At first glance, Waffles looked like an ordinary llama, though why a llama would be roaming the forest Avalon didn’t know. But when she shut one eye and squinted the other, a silvery glow surrounded Waffles. And sometimes when the animal flicked her head, Avalon would catch a glimpse of a nubby little horn hiding under her woolen fringe.

Rory crossed his arms and drummed his fingers on his biceps. “Why did it have to be a unicorn?”

“What’s wrong with unicorns?” Avalon asked, offended on Waffles’ behalf.

“They spit,” he ground out.

“You’ve met one before?”

“Briefly. It wasn’t an experience I was keen to repeat.”

“Waffles is lovely. She’s never spat at me.”

Ella tilted her head as she studied the unicorn, seemingly unsurprised at the animal’s mundane appearance. “Did you choose her name?”

Avalon opened her mouth to answer then hesitated. It was an interesting question, and one she’d never really thought about before. “No …” she said slowly. “I didn’t choose it, exactly. It just popped into my head.”

Rory’s brows rose, as if that were stranger than anything else that had happened that day. Then he loosed his arms and started to roll his shoulders as if preparing for combat. “How do we do this?”

“I’ll distract her,” Avalon said, “while you grab the hair.”

“What do I do?” Ella asked.

Rory took hold of her shoulders and guided her toward the house. “You can stay back.”

Her expression puckered. “You can’t expect me to stand by—”

“Yes, I can. If you truly are with child—”

Ella shook free of his grasp. “I’m no more fragile than I was yesterday.”

Rory dropped his voice. “Please.”

They stared at each other until Ella sighed, said, “Well, I wouldn’t want to succumb to a case of the vapors,” and backed up two steps.

Avalon glided forward, placing her feet softly, moving to the right. “Waffles …” she murmured. “Come here, darling.”

Rory mirrored her, moving silently to the left. Waffles’ ears flicked toward him, and her posture changed. She sank down, tensing, as if she were preparing to run. Avalon held her hand out in warning, and Rory froze.

“Waffles …” she called, attempting to draw the animal’s attention back to her. “Look what I’ve got for you …”

The unicorn mostly fed herself, roaming deep into the wood to hunt small creatures, but she also had a fondness for the food she was named after, and the kitchen kept the pantry stocked full of flat cakes with different patterns decorating their sides. The one Avalon drew from her pocket was marked with floral flourishes.

Waffles’ attention flicked back to her, her nostrils twitched, and her long pink tongue swept over her lips.

Avalon held the waffle out as she moved forward, murmuring soft reassurances. Waffles closed the distance between them, and Avalon stroked her neck as the unicorn ate out of her hand. Before pulling a second waffle from her pocket, she gestured for Rory to circle around.

He crept silently to Waffles’ rear end. Her tail was short and curled around on itself, forming a puff ball. Rory reached out and pinched a single hair between his finger and thumb.

Before he could pull it free, Waffles let out an enraged squawk, kicked with her hind legs, and hit Rory square in the chest. He tumbled backward, hit the ground, and rolled neatly over his shoulder to spring back to his feet. Then Waffles spun around, and Avalon quickly reached out her hand.

The unicorn charged Rory and bunted him with her chest. Instead of running away—which would have been a sensible reaction given the circumstances—he grabbed her neck, swung himself onto her back, and used his momentum to pull her to the ground.

“Get the hair!” he called, as he attempted to pin Waffles to the ground.

But Waffles was a lot larger than he was.

She broke his grip, pushed to her feet, and attempted to crush his chest with a vigorous stomp. He rolled clear, but couldn’t avoid the gob of spit Waffles sent his way before she trotted off between the trees.

He let out a disgusted groan as he wiped unicorn saliva off his cheek. “Now how are we going to get the hair?”

Avalon held up her hand, showing him what was pinched between her fingers. “You mean this hair?”

He gave her a flat look. “When did you get that?”

“When the chaos broke out.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

She shrugged. “You were busy.”

“Well,” Ella said dryly, “I’m so glad you kept me out of that.” She wandered over to help Rory to his feet, though it was unlikely he needed her aid.

“Would you rather have been kicked?” He winced and pressed his hand to his stomach, but he didn’t appear to be hurt that badly.

“I wouldn’t have stood behind her.”

Rory’s wince deepened. “Fair point.”

They returned to the house, and Avalon found a small glass jar in the kitchen in which to place the hair. One of three tasks was complete, and not even an hour had passed. How hard could the other two tasks be?

Rory headed for the closet, which still had Training Room chalked on the door, and pulled it open. He didn’t seem at all surprised at what he found inside.

“You know about the closet?” Avalon gasped.

“I may not have been here before, but all the havens are the same, more or less.”

“What havens?”

“Other places like this.”

“There are more gingerbread houses?”

Rory shook his head. “No, they’re all different. There’s a tower, a cave, a dungeon …”

As he ran through the list, Avalon’s mind wandered, imagining all the all the wonderful places she could visit when she was finally free. She let out a wistful sigh. “I’d love to see them.”

“Then you’re in luck.” Rory stepped through the doorway, and Avalon and Ella followed him.

Rory headed for where the weapons were hung on the wall, fastened a sword belt around his hips, and slid a long dagger into the sheath before turning to Avalon. “What’s your weapon of choice?”

“Oh, I’m happy with my mace.”

He selected a different sword belt from the wall and offered it to her. The sheath was a rigid leather tube that lay almost horizontal across her lower back. If she slid the handle of her mace into it, it would rest there almost comfortably, and she would be able to draw it easily by the head.

Rory’s gaze dropped. “What boots do you have? Could you hide a dagger in one?”

“Why?” She stared down and wiggled her bare toes.

“Because it’s always good to have another weapon.”

“Do you have a dagger in your boot?”

“No, because I always have another weapon.” He flicked his wrist to bring a dagger to his hand before slotting it back into his bracer.

“Can I get a pair of those?”

“They’re the only set of their kind I’ve seen. I don’t know where Bernard got them.”

“Then boots it is.”

Rory plucked a suitable dagger from the wall before they exited the training room. He closed the closet door, smudged out the writing and wrote Wardrobe instead, then opened it again to reveal a grand closet full of everything from glamorous ball gowns to warm robes to practical riding gear, including a dozen versions of the outfit he wore.

Avalon gasped in wonder. This was a room she could’ve done with finding earlier.

She sat on the floor as she tried on different boots with inbuilt sheaths until she found a pair that fit.

Then she browsed the racks for something suitable for traveling, since she had no idea how far they would go in the next week. She chose a long-sleeved shift; a dark green overdress with laces at the front over; and fawn leggings. And they each selected a sturdy knapsack.

Ella stared at the bundle of clothes in Avalon’s arms. “How are you going to get those leggings on with that chain around your ankle?”

“Easy.” Avalon slid her left foot into the trouser leg to demonstrate how the chain would pass through the fabric like magic.

“Then my dagger had no hope of cutting it,” Rory murmured.

“Nothing can cut it. I know. I’ve tried.”

Rory took the opportunity to change out of his outfit, which was covered in mud and leaves and llama footprints, and into a pair of black leather trousers and a matching vest that were identical to the ones Bernard always wore.

“It’s lucky you brought that,” Ella said.

“This isn’t what I had in mind for it,” he replied, his voice rueful. 

While they gazed longingly at each other, Avalon set about packing a blanket, dry rations, a waterskin, and everything else that she thought might be useful on their journey, into her knapsack.

Once they were all ready, they shouldered their packs and left the gingerbread house to venture deeper into the woods than Avalon had ever been able to go. The chain rippled over the ground, sometimes catching on twigs before pulling free, other times passing directly through tree trunks.

“Where is the logic?” Rory asked.

“Try not to worry about it,” Avalon said. “It follows its own rules and doesn’t care to disclose them.”

“You know it’s going to catch when I’m not expecting it,” he grumbled.

Avalon grinned as that scenario played out in her mind to great comic effect. “Probably.”

The further they went into the forest, the more the damp, earthy scent filled Avalon up. She wanted to spin in a circle until she got dizzy then collapse on a soft bed of moss. Instead, she limited herself to skipping occasionally between the trees. Before long they came to a place where the undergrowth thickened to form a tall barrier full of vicious thorns.

“Can you see the blue door?” Rory asked.

“What blue—” But before she could finish, she could see it. The door was tall and solid, with an ornate copper handle, and set in a stone frame. And she would have sworn it hadn’t been there a moment earlier. “Where did that come from?”

“It’s always been there,” he said, as he pushed it open. “Welcome to the Time Court.”

Ella went through first, Avalon followed, and Rory came last, closing the door behind him.

The sky stretched as far as Avalon could see. No treetops blocked the view. They weren’t in the forest anymore.








PART FIVE




Avalon, Rory, and Ella stood in a courtyard, enclosed by a circular hedge that was interspersed with seven identical blue doors. The sky was wide open above them and streaked with pink as if the sun were setting. Avalon followed a cobblestone path to the center of the courtyard and turned in a slow circle. Her head started to fizz, like her brain was full of bubbles, and the ground seemed to shift under her feet, like she was trying to balance on a felled tree that was determined to roll away.

Then Ella was at her side, one arm around her waist to steady her. “The feeling will pass,” she murmured. “It got me good, too, the first time, but it’s not so bad now.”

Avalon clung to her until her head stopped spinning. “What?” she asked. “Where? How?”

“It’s a sort of magical way station that connects the seven havens,” Rory explained as he stepped up beside them. “As for where, I’m not entirely convinced it’s in our realm.”

Avalon had lived her entire life in Fairmont. She hadn’t even stepped into any of the other Seven Realms. “Bretland?” she wondered, which was their neighbor to the east. Or maybe it was in the one to the north. “Morrovia?”

“I don’t think it’s in any of our realms.”

“Where else could we be?”

Rory rubbed at the back of his neck. “The fairy realm.”

Avalon blinked. That was the strangest thing she was ever likely to hear.

“We shouldn’t linger,” Rory continued. “Time moves differently here.”

Oh. She was wrong. That was the strangest thing she would ever hear.

“Which door, then?” Ella asked.

Rory pointed over her shoulder. “That one leads to the labyrinth.”

Ella half turned then her head snapped back around, understanding dawning on her face. “I’m not leaving you,” she said. “We’re stronger together.”

“I know.” Rory closed the distance between them and took her hands in his. “But we both know that Godmother will have no qualms about using you against me. I need to know you’re safe.”

“I’m safe with you.”

“You also have an estate to run, or have you forgotten?”

“I’m also on my honeymoon, or have you forgotten?”

Again, they stared at each other, not quite arguing, neither willing to back down.

“Given will never forgive me if you get hurt,” Rory said softly.

“And I’ll never forgive myself if you get hurt.”

Rory leaned in and pressed his forehead against Ella’s. “Please …” he murmured. “I’ll return to you in seven days. I swear it.”

Ella sighed. “If you fail to keep that vow, I’ll simply hunt you down again.”

He gave her a soft smile and a brief kiss. “If I recall correctly, I found you last time. Twice.”

Ella’s gaze shifted to Avalon and then back to Rory. “Look after each other. Both of you.” Then Rory walked her up the cobblestone path. He paused with his fingers on the door handle while Ella grabbed him and kissed him so passionately that Avalon squirmed and looked away.

She didn’t look up again until Rory joined her back in the center of the courtyard, his cheeks flushed, his hair ruffled. Ella was gone.

“This way, my lady,” he said, as he led her to another one of the doors.

“I’m not a lady, you know,” she said, skipping beside him. “You can just call me Avalon.”

He gave her a tight smile. “My apologies. It’s habit.”

She studied him curiously. It had been so long since she’d had anyone new to talk to. “How do you develop that sort of habit?”

“When I was working for Godmother, I spent a lot of time with nobles who insisted on the correct form of address. Adding ‘my lady’ or ‘my lord’ to whatever I needed to say often saved me from a dressing down.”

“And how did you end up Godmother’s prisoner?”

His jaw twitched. “I made a wish.” He pulled the door open and gestured her through.

Avalon paused in the doorway and peered out. The sky was cloudy overhead, mountains towered to the left, and a path led through a grassy meadow to a stone bridge that spanned a wide canyon. “Where are we?”

“This is the haven in Wesley. A troll lives under that bridge.”

“Wesley? A troll?” Avalon said, delighted, and then, slightly worried that they seemed to have gotten to exactly where they needed to be far too easily, “Are you jesting?” She stared at him, and when he shook his head, she relaxed. “How exciting.”

Rory said, “Hrm.”

“Not exciting?” A troll sounded interesting to her, but then she’d spent the last ten years confined to the gingerbread house with no one for company except a witch, a rogue, and a unicorn.

“This troll—Phlox—doesn’t like me very much.”

“Oh.” Avalon wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she traipsed along with Rory as he headed for the bridge.

They were halfway across when a voice boomed, “Who’s trip-trapping on my bridge?”

Rory stopped and put his arm out to keep Avalon a step behind him.

A lumbering form appeared over the side of the bridge. It was half as tall again as a person, with legs as thick as tree trunks, tiny pitch black eyes staring out of a bulbous face, and patchwork rags draped over its green skin. One of his long bulging arms held a flail—a weapon similar to Avalon’s mace except the spiked metal ball was attached to the wooden shaft by a thick chain.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve had visitors,” the troll said, swinging the flail back and forth at his side as he stomped toward them. “I’m going to mash you to a pulp, slurp you up, and pick my teeth with your bones.”

“You’ll have to catch me first, you greasy lump of tallow,” Rory said, but his tone bordered on bored, as if he’d learned the words by rote and was merely reciting them.

“Are you sure you should be insulting him?” Avalon asked quietly.

“And I’m going to put your girl in a cage under my bridge and make her sing like a songbird.”

Avalon shifted her weight onto her toes. She had no intention of becoming anyone’s prisoner again so soon.

“And when I get sick of her, I’ll snap her in two and drink her blood!”

“That’ll probably be a relief after enduring your stench, you pustulant boil.”

Phlox stopped in front of them and lowered himself to one knee. He blinked and squinted his tiny eyes. “Rory?”

“Indeed.”

“I thought you were long gone, you piece of dried ox tongue.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint.”

Phlox’s gaze shifted to Avalon. She stood firm under his scrutiny. “One last task?”

“Not exactly.”

“We need one of your nose hairs,” Avalon said.

Phlox’s eyebrows, which looked like two fat caterpillars perched on his brow, rose. “Excuse me?”

“Insult him,” Rory murmured.

“What?” she whispered back.

“It’s a sign of respect.”

Avalon took half a step forward, searching her mind for a suitable insult. “Didn’t you hear me the first time, you pile of dry biscuits?”

Rory snorted a laugh of surprise.

Phlox smirked. “And why would I give one of my lovely hairs to someone like you, whose face sours ripe grapes?”

Avalon drew the dagger from her boot and pointed it at him. “Because if you don’t, I’ll climb up there and take one, you stewed prune.”

Phlox pushed back to his feet and loomed over them. “I’d like to see you try.”

Rory hand closed around Avalon’s arm before she could show the troll how serious she was. “How about a trade?” he asked.

The troll crossed his arms, setting the flail swinging, and sending Avalon and Rory dodging backward to avoid being crushed by the spiked ball. “You know there’s only one thing I want from you.”

Rory jiggled his leg so the chain rattled. “That’s going to be rather difficult, under the circumstances. Is there nothing—”

Phlox turned on his heel. “Bring me the flower and you can have a nose hair. You know where to find me if you succeed.”

Rory muttered a curse as the troll retreated over the side of the bridge.

“What flower?”

“There’s a rare variety of phlox that grows under this bridge,” he said, leading her over to lean on the balustrade. “Phlox is excellent at scaling the bridge, but he can’t reach the flower because he’s too big. One of the ways Godmother used to punish me was by making me attempt to retrieve it.”

“Attempt?” Avalon’s stomach shriveled. She didn’t like the sound of that. “Did you ever succeed?”

Rory winced. “It took more than a few attempts before I could even reach the flower. And even when I did, I always fell.”

“Fell? You mean failed?”

He shook his head.

Avalon leaned further over. Far, far below, a river raged at the bottom of the canyon. “You fell down there?”

He nodded.

“How did you survive?”

“Whenever I’d hit the water, I’d be magically transported inside the troll’s abode. Soaking wet and sore enough to remind me I was, as yet, alive.”

“How are you even meant to climb down?” The side of the bridge appeared too smooth, and what handholds she could see were spaced for the troll, not a man of Rory’s height.

“I don’t.” His gaze drifted to the near side of the bridge. “I go up. And because we’re bound together, you’ll have to come with me.”








PART SIX




Avalon and Rory left their belongings beside the bridge and followed a narrow path down the side of the canyon to where the bridge’s foundation started. Although the top of the bridge rose only slightly in the middle, the underside was almost a perfect semi-circle, curving from one side of the canyon to the other, and set into the underside was a series of iron rungs. On the far side, the troll’s dwelling was build into the canyon wall. Avalon had expected little more than a cave, but she could make out three stories each with windows, doors, and balconies.

“Why are these here?” Avalon asked, grasping the nearest rung. “What purpose do they serve?”

“As far as I’m aware,” Rory said, “they’re here to torment me.” He took a few deep breaths, as if bracing himself for what was to come. “How did Godmother punish you, if not with things such as this?”

Avalon shrugged. “She didn’t.”

Rory’s head snapped around. “She didn’t?”

“I mean, she threatened to eat me, a lot, but I quickly learned her threats were hollow. Didn’t you?”

Rory grimaced. “Her threats ended with me being beaten, bitten, and swallowed whole, so they didn’t feel very hollow to me.”

He crouched down to run the chain through his fingers. When Avalon had first found herself bound, she’d thought the chain was made of individual silver links, like a necklace that a noble would wear. But she’d spent a lot of time studying it and had come to realize it was one long strand of silver thread crocheted in chain stitch. The same kind of silver thread that she produced with the spindles.

Rory’s voice came out thoughtful. “We know the chain’s strong—”

“It’s unbreakable.”

“—but how long can it grow?”

“When your end stayed in the gingerbread house, I could reach the edge of the wood.”

“That should do.” He twisted, looped, and knotted the chain to fashion each of them a harness that wrapped around their waists and thighs. Avalon was grateful for her leggings, because her dress bunched up in a very unfortunate way. “This way, if one of us falls—”

“Both of us do?” she guessed.

He gave her a flat look. “Hopefully it will give us a chance for one to catch the other. How good are you at climbing?”

“I haven’t had much opportunity to try.”

Rory climbed the first few rungs and demonstrated the different ways they could be used: grasped in the hand, held in the crook of the elbow, hooked by the toes. “Things will get difficult as the curve increases, but the worst part is the very top, when we’re completely hanging.”

Avalon swallowed. “And where is the flower?”

“At the peak.”

She gazed up, picturing herself hanging there. Although she didn’t want to discount her chances before they’d even started, she wasn’t sure she would be able to make it on her first attempt. Not if Rory hadn’t.

“Ready?” he asked.

No, she was not. “Give me a moment,” she said, studying the rungs. Surely, there was a better way to do this than climb and hope for the best. “What if we tied ourselves on?”

Rory eyes widened. “How?”

“This harness you’ve made is great,” she said, trying to sound encouraging, “but what if we could loop it through each rung as we climbed? It would take some of the weight off our arms and prevent us from falling.”

Rory jumped off the wall and headed for a clump of bushes on the river side, pulling Avalon along with him. He dropped to his knees and scrabbled around under the bush, muttering, “By the hem of Godmother’s gown, where did I throw them?”

“What are you looking for?” she asked, kneeling beside him.

“The first time she brought me here, Godmother gave me a pair of shackles, but I couldn’t figure out how to use them, so, to my shame, I threw them away in a fit of pique.”

“You threw them away?” Avalon was starting to question his judgment, and hers in deciding to trust him. “You didn’t think to return with a rope?”

“Failure of imagination,” Rory said tightly before letting out a triumphant, “Ha!” He sat back on his heels, the two shackles, caked with dirt and spotted with rust, lying on his palm. “I did a lot of foolish things when I was younger.”

Each shackle was shaped almost like a letter D, with a hinged gate on one side that opened easily and snapped closed again. It would be simple enough to hook them onto each rung as they went, and a minor adjustment to their harnesses gave them a short length of chain to attach each shackle to. As they started to climb, Avalon quickly realized that having two shackles each would have been better, but they made do with what they had.

Rory was right that the difficulty of the climb increased with the curve. Gravity dragged on Avalon, threatening to pull her slippery hands from the rungs, and she desperately hated each time she had to shift the shackle from one rung to the next. And it got infinitely worse the further up they went. Soon, she had to hold one rung in her elbow as she moved the shackle with her other hand, wedging her feet in between a lower rung and the stone of the bridge to keep herself in place. If not for the shackle, her arms would have given out halfway up.

Rory encouraged her the entire way, never grumbling when she paused to rest or moaning when she took extra care to ensure her grip was solid. He looked as comfortable hanging upside down as a spider clinging to the rafters of the gingerbread house.

At the very top, they found the phlox plant growing inside the bridge, in a hole which looked as if it had been carved out especially for it, and which Avalon doubted was good for the bridge’s structural integrity. She had no idea how the plant could thrive in such a strange place, and worse, she had no idea how they could get it out, because the hole was covered by an iron grating.

“This is where I always got stuck,” Rory said. He carefully followed a set of rungs to the right, where a pullcord was dangling from the stone. He tugged on it, and the grating swung open.

“That doesn’t seem so hard,” Avalon said. She had to force the words out. Her head felt heavy, and her neck ached from holding it.

Rory released the cord, and the grating swung closed with a click.

Avalon gauged the distance between the pullcord and the grating. “It’s too far,” she murmured. “You can’t hold it and reach the flower.”

He gave a tight nod. “I had to jump and try to grab the grating before it shut.”

“That’s impossible.” The weight of the realization made her gaze at him with sympathy. Godmother had set him this task, knowing he could never complete it on his own.

“Impossible for one person.” He pulled on the cord again. “If you wouldn’t mind.”

Avalon carefully positioned herself next to the grating, securing her bracket in place before reaching her hand into the narrow opening. She dug the plant out roots and all and tucked it into the pocket of her dress. She now realized why Phlox couldn’t have retrieved the plant. Although his reach was greater, his hand never would have fitted; all he could have done was pluck at the flowers with his fingertips and watch them die.

Rory’s brow furrowed as he released the cord once again. “This was so easy with two people that I’m slightly concerned we may encounter some challenges on the way down.”

“Such as?” Avalon loosed her feet from their rungs, and let the shackle and harness take her weight as she pivoted around to begin the descent.

“Missing rungs. Crumbling stone.” Rory braced himself, unclipped his shackle, and reached for the next rung. “A swarm of angry piskies.”

A low groan came from Avalon’s shackle. She looked up in time to see the rusted metal snap. Her hands clenched tight, but the sudden fall wrenched the rung from her fingers. She let out a short scream as she plunged down, then the chain clenched tight around her waist, and she jerked to a stop a few feet below Rory.

The world spun. Her heart thrashed. Blood pounded in her ears.

“Avalon? Avalon!”

“I’m all right.” She swallowed hard, caught the chain, and used it to lever herself into an upright position before looking up at him.

Rory was hanging by one arm.

His shackle was dangling by his thigh.

“Can you climb up?” he asked, his voice tight.

She tightened her fingers around the chain. It was too thin, her hands were too slick with sweat, and she had nowhere to put her feet. “No. I’m sorry.”

He grunted. The muscles in his arm were taut. His other arm hung by his side.

“How long can you hold on?” Avalon glanced toward the troll’s dwelling. “If you get me close enough, I can swing to the rungs on the side.”

“We’ll never make it,” he bit out.

“You have to try!” Her fear made her words sharp. “If you hold on with both hands—”

“I can’t.”

“What choice do we have?”

“None at all.” He twisted his head to gaze past her, down to the water.

“Don’t let go!”

“I don’t want to. I don’t work for Godmother anymore. I don’t know if the magic will still protect me. But you can’t climb, and I can’t hold on.”

She could see the truth of his words. His arm was trembling; sweat glistened on his brow.

She closed her eyes. “Do it.”

He muttered something that might have been, “Forgive me.”

Then they were falling.








PART SEVEN




Avalon screamed again. The wind rushed past them, and the urge to grab something to stop her descent sent her arms flailing. But there was nothing. And then she hit the water.

It rushed over her head, into her mouth, up her nose. She kicked out, scrambled to reach the surface, but the water tossed and twisted her, sent her reeling, stripped her of the knowledge of which way was up. Her lungs begged for air. Pain blazed in her temples.

Then she hit the bottom of the river, and the water rushed away like she’d been tipped out of a bath tub.

She struggled to sit up, to suck in huge lungfuls of air, to look around. This had to be the troll’s abode. Rory was curled on the floor beside her, his eyes clenched shut, his arms hugged across his chest. She reached out to touch his shoulder, but his hand shot out and caught her wrist before she made contact.

“Failed again?” The troll’s voice boomed as he crossed the room toward them. “Get out of my sight. You infect my eyes!”

Rory’s eyes met hers, bright with pain. “Please tell me you still have it.”

Avalon reached carefully into her pocket and withdrew the phlox plant. It seemed to have survived their dunking intact. “Vent your folly elsewhere,” she said to the troll. “We did not fail.”

Phlox dropped to his knees in front of them. Longing was etched on his face as Avalon deposited the plant into his cupped hands. “She’s beautiful.”

The troll was right about that. The flowers all had five perfect petals of the purest white, with a deep pink stripe down the middle of each that looked as if it had been painted on.

“I’ll thank you with adoration, with sighs of fire, with a dozen nose hairs.”

“One will suffice, thanks,” Avalon said, shifting awkwardly under his overwhelming gratitude and wishing he would go back to insulting her.

Phlox pinched his thumb and forefinger inside his nostril, winced as he plucked a hair, and held it out.

Avalon stared at the coarse hair, a shiny glob of snot clinging to the end, and wished she could add it directly to the glass jar with the unicorn hair. But the jar was inside her knapsack, which was still sitting out next to the bridge.

With no other choice, she held her hand out, and Phlox dropped the hair onto her palm.

“Delightful,” she murmured. “Or should I say disgusting?”

Phlox let out a raucous laugh. “You must stay for supper.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Rory said, his words strained. “I’ve been craving a case of food poisoning. But first, someone will need to put my shoulder back into its socket.”

Avalon had never needed to tend to anything greater than simple burns and cuts, but thankfully Phlox knew the correct procedure, and Rory lay back stoically while the troll relocated his shoulder and wrapped his arm in a sling.

They headed to a cozy dining room for supper, where everything from the table to the cutlery was slightly too large for humans. The spread looked amazing, and Avalon hoped that Rory’s dig about food poisoning was merely another quirk of troll culture. After the hard work of their climb, her mouth watered over the colorful salads, warm bread, and freshly squeezed lemonade.

Already seated were three other trolls, who Phlox introduced as his cousins. Milkweed, Freesia, and Windflower were passing through, searching for homes of their own.

“Do you live here alone?” Avalon asked.

“Most of the time,” Phlox replied. “Rory would bring guests occasionally.”

Avalon frowned at Rory. “I thought you were a prisoner.”

“I was. Only I wasn’t bound like you.” Rory picked at his supper with his one good hand. A beautiful dish full of fresh summer vegetables, dotted with nasturtiums, and drizzled with a creamy honeyed dressing.

“How did she make you stay?”

“She saved my life,” he said tightly, “and she could have unsaved it just as easily.”

“She wouldn’t have, would she?”

“I told you, her threats weren’t hollow. Not with me.”

Unease stirred in Avalon’s stomach as she tried to reconcile the Godmother she knew with the one who’d treated Rory so badly. “But you’re free now?”

“I thought I was. But now I doubt she’ll ever leave me in peace. And now that Ella’s—”

“Who’s Ella?” Phlox asked.

“My wife.”

The troll let out a rumbling laugh. “However did you convince her to marry a fool such as you?”

Rather than responding in kind, Rory stared at his plate. “That is the question. I’m uncertain how she saw anything more in me than a pigeon livered boy.”

“Pigeon livered,” Freesia murmured to Windflower. “That’s a good one.”

A pensive silence settled over the table, and hoping to shift the subject away from Rory, Avalon turned to Milkweed, who was sitting beside her. “Are there many other trolls?”

“Oh, yes.” The troll swallowed her mouthful before continuing. “There’s a whole community in the mountains, but you’ll also find us under most bridges of a certain size.”

“This bridge must be the envy of your people.”

Milkweed gave her a sad smile. “Yes and no.”

Avalon stilled and turned to Phlox. “You’re her prisoner too?”

“No, not like that. Helene offered me sanctuary, and I willingly accepted in exchange for occasionally acting like a threatening oaf.” He pushed up from his seat, crossed the room to a side table, and poured himself a short glass of golden liquid from a decanter. “Humans have strange ways, and when I first moved down from the mountains, searching for a bridge of my own, I didn’t understand them.” He swirled the glass and drained the liquid. “I barely understand them now.”

“You insulted someone?” Rory’s head snapped up, as if he’d never heard this story before.

“I certainly did.”

“And they reacted the same way I did when we first met?”

Phlox met Rory’s gaze and nodded solemnly.

“How did you react?” Avalon asked, unsure if she really wanted to know.

“Trolls have a very egalitarian society,” Rory explained. “Insulting each other is considered a sign of respect.”

“It reminds our leaders that they’re no better than the rest of us,” Phlox added. “And that we respect them enough to let them know that.”

“But humans tend to take offense if they’re unfamiliar with troll ways. And for a certain subset of our population, being insulted like that only has one recourse: a duel to restore one’s honor.”

“You challenged Phlox to a duel?” Avalon gasped.

Rory winced. “No. He was far too large.”

Phlox loped back across the room to take his seat. “You should have seen him then. About as big as a matchstick, bloated with self-confidence, but lacking the skill to back it up.”

“I had some skill,” Rory muttered.

“So what did you do?”

“I demanded an apology.”

“You demanded?”

Rory gave a tight nod.

Avalon turned to Phlox. “And what did you do?”

“Picked him up and threw him against the wall.”

The other three trolls chortled with laughter, but Avalon was too stunned to join in. “And then what happened?”

Rory’s wince deepened. “I woke up later in my own bed, and we never spoke of the matter again.”

“Never? Neither of you apologized or cleared the air?”

“Bernard informed me of my mistake and the correct way to address a troll. And I learned to take an insult. It wasn’t until later that I really learned to apologize.”

“And that’s why you think Phlox doesn’t like you?”

Rory gave her a look like she shouldn’t have said that out loud. Maybe Phlox wasn’t the only one unfamiliar with human ways.

Phlox’s brows drew together. “I don’t dislike you, Rory.”

“You seem all right to me,” Milkweed added. “For a human.”

“I’m somewhat better than I was.” Rory pushed his plate away, though it was still half full. “It’s too late to go further today, and we have plenty of time, so I suggest we get a good night’s sleep and head off in the morning.” He stood up, the chain rattled, and his gaze dropped to his ankle. “Are you done, my lady?”

Avalon wasn’t done, but even she could tell that Rory needed some time alone. Or as alone as he could get. She shoveled her last forkful of salad into her mouth, bid goodnight to the trolls, and followed Rory out of the dining room.








PART EIGHT




The troll’s bridge dwelling was nothing like the gingerbread house. The stone walls and floor were cold, the air damp, and every footstep echoed. The passageways and stairs that joined the rooms had no natural light, but the ceiling were covered by small dots and long strings that glowed gently.

The sight was rather enchanting, and Avalon paused to gaze up. That’s when she noticed some of the dots were moving.

“Glow-worms,” Rory explained.

“Worms?”

“More like larval flies. They use the light to attract prey.”

The room Rory led her to was small and sparse rather than cozy, but at least it was lit by oil lamps, so she didn’t have to worry about any of the glow-worms falling on her during the night. There were two human-sized cots, and their packs were waiting for them. A wash room and privy were attached, which was a lot more convenient than the outhouse Avalon was used to, and just like the kitchen in the gingerbread house, it had hot and cold running water.

She changed into a sleeping shift, and when she peeked out, Rory was already in his bed. His clothes and sling were draped over the foot of his cot, and he was playing idly with the ring hanging around his neck, the silver reflecting the lamplight in sporadic bursts.

She wasn’t sure how she should feel about sleeping with a stranger in the room. She’d spent so much of the past ten years alone, or with the same two people, that her curiosity was tempered by apprehension. Their entire situation was somewhat unusual.

But she couldn’t hide in the washroom all night, nor did she want to, so she walked briskly to her own cot and jumped in under the covers.

“I apologize,” Rory said quickly. “I was too caught up in my own thoughts to inquire as to whether this room was suitable.”

“It’s fine.” Avalon pulled the covers up to her chin.

“I didn’t mean the room itself.” He pushed up onto his elbow, wincing as if his shoulder was causing him pain. “I can sleep outside the door if my presence makes you uncomfortable.”

“Really, it’s fine.” Avalon snuggled down further and curled up on her side. “I mean, this is an adventure, isn’t it?”

He hesitated a moment longer, a small furrow between his brows, before reaching over to extinguish the oil lamp and finally easing back down.

“Why did you help me?” Avalon said into the darkness, her eyes slowly adjusting to the faint moonlight coming through the window. “You could have fled the gingerbread house and never looked back. Then you wouldn’t be bound to me, and your freedom wouldn’t hinge on our success, and you’d be at home with your wife.”

Rory took a slow breath before he spoke. “I was in Godmother’s service for five years, and no one ever came to my rescue. To be fair, everyone I’d known before thought I was dead, and even if they hadn’t, I doubt anyone liked me well enough to risk Godmother’s wrath. The people I met after had their own problems and didn’t need to add to them by helping a pitiful rogue. Until I met a girl.”

“Ella?” she asked brightly, already picturing a romantic meeting between them.

“No, she was in no position to help me then. Nor I her. No, the girl I’m speaking of turned out to be my sister, Esme.”

“Oh,” Avalon said, thinking how strange it would have been to grow up without knowing Cassia.

“Esme was determined we should help each other to escape from Godmother.”

“That’s smart, working together.”

“I refused.”

“Oh,” she said again.

“I helped her as much as I could, in the end, but I was rather resigned to my own fate. Esme, though, refused to give up on me. She gave me hope, and Ella gave me something to spend my hope on.” Rory rolled to face her, letting out a small grunt of pain.

“Is it still sore?”

“Only when I move,” he said then added, “It’s tender, that’s all. I’ve survived worse.”

“Worse like that scar on your stomach?”

“Indeed.”

“Why did she keep you prisoner? Why me? What’s the point?”

“As far as I know, there is none. She’s cruel and enjoys hurting people. It amuses her. That’s the only reason she needs.”

“There has to be more to it than that. She wasn’t particularly cruel to me.”

“Is that why you’re so …”

Avalon chewed on her lip as she waited for him to finish his thought. When he didn’t, she prompted, “So … what?”

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’ve only known you for a day, but you seem to walk under the only ray of sunlight that’s broken through a stormy sky, whereas I feel as if I’m perpetually being rained upon.”

Avalon mulled over his words. Was she really that much of an optimist? He hadn’t seen her on her darkest days, the days she raged against her captivity, the days she hated her sister and herself.

“I have a sister, too,” she finally said. “We found the gingerbread house together and were captured together. But she escaped. She didn’t want to go, but I told her to. It was better that one of us went free than both of us remained prisoners. I used to dream of what she was getting up to, adventures she was having, people she was meeting. For all I know she’s married with a child, or famous for saving a village from a dragon attack, or living in a cottage on the beach where she spends her days creating jewelry from fish bones.”

She swallowed. She didn’t know Rory at all, but there was something about lying here in the darkness that made her feel as if she could tell him things she’d long kept to herself.

“For a long time I hated her for leaving, and for longer still I hated myself for hating her. But hating myself, or her, for something neither of us had chosen, was pointless. And when it came down to it, I knew I’d done the right thing, and if I had the chance to do it over, I’d make the same choice.”

“That’s the difference between you and me,” Rory said, his voice so quiet she had to strain to hear him. “I was always too much of a coward to make the right choice.”

Protestations perched on Avalon’s tongue. In the day she’d known him, he’d proven his bravery. He’d stood up to Godmother, despite clearly fearing her; he’d scaled the bridge, despite the risk; and he’d fought through his injury, despite the pain.

Instead, she said, “My father had this saying: ‘If a tree falls in the forest, and there’s no one around to hear it … claim the wood.’”

Only silence came from across the room, and she wondered if he’d fallen asleep in the time it had taken her to speak.

But then the chain rattled as he shifted on his cot. “Well, that’s … um … profound.”

She giggled. “I was never sure what it meant, either. But I like to think he was saying that sometimes things happen that are out of our control, but you might be able to turn them to your advantage.”

“Look on the bright side?”

She was glad that it was dark and he couldn’t see her blush. “Well, sure, if you want to be succinct.”

“I suppose,” he said, then paused to yawn, “that rain makes the plants grow.”

And when rain mixed with a little bit of sunshine, it made rainbows.

The next morning they had breakfast with the trolls before ascending a staircase that spiraled up through the rock to deposit them near the top of the bridge. They crossed it and passed once more through the blue door into the Time Court.

Rory strode toward one of the other doors. His arm was still in the sling, but he wasn’t wincing in pain.

“Where are we going now?” Avalon asked.

“Home.”

“To see Ella?” she asked, wondering if such a dalliance was really appropriate when they were under a time constraint.

“No.” He held the door opened, gestured her through, and closed it again behind them. “My old home. Welcome to Caveline.”








PART NINE




Hills rolled off into the distance, and a forest that reminded Avalon of her home sat to her right. A narrow path led them to a large barn with a tall stone tower teetering on top of it. It looked as if each level had been carefully stacked on top of the one below. The massive barn doors had a smaller door set inside them, which Rory opened to let them in. A large room stretched before them, with towering ceilings, a massive oven and work bench on one wall, a huge table and chairs in the middle, and an enormous sofa on the side.

This had to be where they would find the giant.

“George?” he called. “It’s Rory. Please don’t try to kill me.”

There was no answer.

“Who’s George?” Avalon asked, her voice coming out in a whisper.

“He’s the giant who guards the tower.” Rory jogged across the room to where a large door stood in the back wall and hammered on it. “George?”

Avalon turned in a circle, staring up at the distant ceiling. “You lived here?”

“My rooms were through that door,” he said, gesturing idly to where a human-sized door sat on the other side of the room. “Where could he be?”

“Does he have a home he goes to when he’s not on guard duty?” Avalon asked, wandering beneath the gigantic table.

“No. He lives here like Phlox lives under the bridge. The only time he leaves is—” Rory muttered a curse. Then he flinched and reached his hand to the small of his back. He must’ve had a pocket hidden in his vest, as he drew forth a small mirror in a round, burnished copper case. He flipped the cover open, murmured, “Where’s George?” and studied the mirror as if it contained more than his reflection. “Where’s the rest of the tree hunt?”

“What’s that?”

Rory lifted his gaze to meet hers. “It’s when giants herd treefolk back to their breeding ground.”

“No,” she said, coming to stand beside him and pointing at the mirror. “That.”

“Oh. It’s a magic mirror.”

Avalon gasped and grabbed his hand to pull the mirror closer so she could get a good look at it. The polished silver surface displayed a map, though she didn’t recognize the area. “That’s amazing. But where is that?”

Instead of answering her question, he said, “This will be easier in the library.”

He led her across the room to a spiral staircase and kept a steady pace right to the top of the tower. He strode confidently to one door, opened it to reveal a broom closet, and let out a curse. He checked the other doors on that floor with no better luck.

“Don’t you know where the library is?”

“It moves.”

“It moves? Can’t you write the name on the door and find it that way?”

“It doesn’t work like that here. We have to search.”

They went down one level after another, checking two doors at a time, separating only as far as the chain allowed. Eventually they found the library three floors from the ground. Rory set a vellum scroll on a table, unrolled it to reveal a map of the Seven Realms, and placed some small figurines upon its surface.

“We’re here,” he said, pointing, “in Caveline. George is here in Morrovia, moving into a dead spot between the havens. It would take three days to reach him. We could go back to the gingerbread house because he’s heading in that direction, but there’s no telling how quickly he’ll travel or if he’ll get delayed.”

“Three days to reach him and three days back,” Avalon said. “That’s cutting it fine. Please tell me you have another idea.”

“George isn’t the only giant. There are groups all over the Seven Realms, heading to the south west.” He paused to check the map on the magic mirror then traced his finger down the vellum. “There’s a group in North Lynnborough heading this way. If we go to the haven in Astley, here, we could intercept them on their way past.”

Avalon watched his finger travel from the haven to the intercept point. “How long would that take?”

He hesitated before saying, “We could make it that far in an easy two, but giants have a long stride, and if we miss them, we’ll be hard pressed to catch up.”

“We can do it,” she said, setting her shoulders. “I didn’t spend years training with Bernard to balk at a foot race. And I don’t think you did either.”

“If we miss them—”

Avalon gave him her most determined look. “We won’t.”

He scrutinized her, either evaluating their chances or contemplating the prospect of being bound to her for years to come. “Let’s go.”

They passed through the Time Court once again and into Astley. Avalon had spent her entire life in Fairmont, surrounded by forest, and now she’d set foot in three other realms all in a single day. The weather was warm, the ground dry underfoot, and she was glad she wasn’t wearing a heavy cloak.

Rory slammed to a halt, his gaze lifted to the sky, and Avalon almost crashed into his back.

“By Godmother’s gown,” he muttered, “we’ve lost half a day.”

“We’ve done what?” She glanced up, and he was right. The sun was much further into its journey than it had been when they’d walked through the blue door in Caveline. She remembered his casual comment that time moved differently in the Time Court, but somehow, she hadn’t expected half a day to pass in the blink of an eye.

They set off at a steady pace, alternating between a quick walk and a slow run, and didn’t waste their energy on speaking. Avalon was profoundly grateful for her new boots, which didn’t rub or pinch, leaving her with only aching legs and burning lungs to worry about.

They kept on all day and into the night, finally stopping when they started to stumble.

They unshouldered their packs beside a small stream, and Avalon would have been happy to curl up where she fell, but she took the time to light a fire. Rory pulled off his boots, sword belt, and trousers, and waded into the stream, intent on finding something to supplement their meager travel rations.

Avalon set her own boots beside her knapsack, rolled up her leggings, and joined him. The cool water was bliss on her hot feet, and she scooped up a handful of water to wash the dust off her face.

“May I ask you a question?” Rory murmured, from where he was stalking along the water’s edge.

Avalon ran her wet fingers through her hair, attempting to work out any tangles. “You don’t have to ask if you can ask, just ask, and if I don’t want to answer, I won’t.”

“Do you think your sister made a wish?”

“What do you mean?”

He glanced at her, though she couldn’t make out his expression in the bleached moonlight. “No one stumbles upon the havens unless Godmother wants them to. And, as cruel as she can be, I’ve never known her to torment people at random.”

“No,” she said firmly. “Cassia would have told me if she had.”

But as soon as she’d said the words, a flicker of doubt made her wonder if that was true. Would Cassia really have admitted if she’d made a wish that got them trapped?

Yes, she would have. Avalon knew her sister. She wouldn’t have kept that to herself.

Rory nodded, accepting her answer. “Someone must have, but from my experience, most people make wishes about themselves. I can’t fathom why anyone would wish for you to disappear for ten years. Can you?”

Avalon shook her head before adding, “No.” The idea that someone would deliberately do this to her seemed preposterous. She doubted anyone cared enough about her to bother. “Would Godmother tell me if I asked her?”

“Possibly. If I was the one asking the question, and if she thought it would hurt me, she’d tell me. But then again, she might lie to amuse herself.” He crouched down and reached forward, his good arm disappearing into the bank, into some unlucky creature’s burrow.

Avalon glanced up at the stars. Maybe it was because of her isolation, but she didn’t understand Rory. He’d made it clear that he was afraid of Godmother and he considered himself a coward. But that didn’t seem to align with his behavior.

“Can I ask you a question?”

He let out a short laugh. “Of course.”

“Why did you come to the gingerbread house? Why didn’t you stay as far away as you could?”

Rory stilled before continuing to root around in the burrow. “I trusted Bernard.”

Avalon had no reply to that. She liked Bernard, too. But nothing he said would convince her to return to the gingerbread house once she escaped.

“When Godmother first brought me to the tower,” Rory continued, “Bernard was already there. I didn’t realize they were working together. I thought he was merely a prisoner like me. Godmother tasked him with training me, but he did more than that. He shielded me. If Godmother wanted to punish me for some perceived slight, he would do penance in my place, saying it was his fault for not teaching me well enough.” His voice dropped until she could barely hear him over the babbling of the stream. “That left a mark, deeper than his blades ever cut.”

Avalon gasped. “Bernard cut you?”

“Trainings were rough.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Rougher than yours, I gather?”

“Bernard was gentle.”

“Oh, he was gentle. I doubt I’d still have my head if he didn’t intend for me to keep it. Ha!” He yanked his arm out of the burrow. A water vole thrashed in his fist, but he held tight to the scruff of its neck as he waded back toward Avalon. “To be honest, the scars he gave me were minor, and I learned that I didn’t want to add to my collection.”

“How did that work out?” Avalon asked, because from what she’d seen, he was dotted with scars.

“Not very well,” he admitted. Then he held up the wriggling vole. “Dinner?”

“We’d love some,” a voice said from the shore.








PART TEN




Avalon spun around to see who had spoken. Water sloshed around her ankles. Her heart thrashed.

Two women were standing on the other side of the campfire, dressed like pirates, or how Avalon imaged pirates would dress. They both wore shirts with long puffy sleeves under intricately embroidered vests which matched their hats—one a tricorne, the other wide brimmed with the front pinned up.

One of the women, who was the shorter of the two and had long curly hair under her tricorne, crouched down to rifle through Avalon and Rory’s possessions. “Good boots,” she said. “We’ll be able to sell them for a silver or two.”

The other woman was holding a long wooden cudgel with knots down its length, and she slapped its bulbous head against her palm in what was clearly a threatening gesture. Avalon wished she could reach her mace, but she’d left it with her boots.

“When I say ‘run,’ run,” Rory murmured under his breath as he crouched and released the vole into the stream.

Avalon glanced at her bare feet then across the stream behind them. The darkness was thick now that her vision was burned by the fire light. She doubted she would make it to the far bank without twisting her ankle. “We can’t run.”

Rory gave her a tense look.

She gave him a stern one and hissed, “The hairs are in my knapsack! We’d have to start over again. And how would we go with no boots, no weapons, and no supplies?”

“How are we meant to fight with our ankles bound together?” he shot back.

“I’m very interested in that chain,” the taller woman said, stepping around the fire toward them.

Her words made Avalon shiver. Since the chain was currently drifting in the knee-deep water, the women must have been watching them since before they entered the stream.

“Have you escaped custody? I think you might be worth a pretty prize.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Rory said, “but there’s no price on my head in Astley.”

“But there is in another realm?” the woman probed. “I’m not opposed to traveling if its worth my time.”

Rory winced.

“Did Bernard teach you to fight or not?” Avalon snapped, as the woman moved even closer. The shorter one, having gathered up all their possessions, circled around the other side of the fire.

“He taught me two things: strike fast and run away,” Rory shot back. “I’m usually very good at the second one.”

“Have you never been backed into a corner when you couldn’t run?”

His jaw twitched. “Once or twice.”

“Well, this is the third time. Make it count. Claim the wood.”

Still Rory hesitated, his expression saying he’d prefer to abandon their things and avoid the fight.

“You’re not a coward. I know you’re not. You just have to be brave enough to make the right decision.”

He shot her a filthy look, and she briefly regretted throwing his heartfelt confession back in his face. But if it snapped him out of his indecision, she’d do it over again.

He turned to scrutinize the women and muttered, “By Godmother’s gown, it’s like my father never left.” He slipped his arm from his sling and shifted his weight. “How good are you with a dagger?”

“Not as good as with my mace.”

“It’ll have to do.” He flicked two daggers from his bracer, one after another, and lobbed them over to her. As she plucked them out of the air, he produced another two for himself. “Stay close. We don’t need this chain tripping us up.”

He sprang out of the water toward the taller woman, his movements fast and graceful, a cross between a storybook prince dancing at a ball and a snake striking. Bernard’s influence infused his style, and Avalon could have happily watched him fight all day. Instead, she tore her gaze away, waded out of the stream, and unleashed the skills that Bernard had taught her.

It wasn’t easy. Her muscles were tired, her reactions slow, her instincts honed from practice bouts instead of life and death combat.

The shorter woman fought with a kind of lash—a long shafted weapon with three hard, leather tails attached to one end—swinging it above her head before bringing it crashing down. Avalon wished for her mace, but their gear was piled on the far side of the fire, out of reach. She did her best to use her daggers to fend off the blows, dodging back and ducking under the flail. But it seemed like every time she darted forward to strike and slice, the chain binding her to Rory would pull tight, and her opponent would stagger out of reach.

Rory let out an, “Oof!” behind her, but she dared not turn to look. “Back up,” he growled.

Avalon didn’t want to cede her advantage, but she had no choice, stepping backward until her shoulders pressed against Rory’s.

“How are we meant to beat them from this far away?” Avalon asked without taking her eyes off her opponent, who was cleverly keeping out of reach.

“Projectiles,” Rory said, and there was a layer of menace in his voice that made Avalon think that now he was finally backed into a corner, he would do whatever he had to in order to escape with his life.

But Avalon wasn’t sure he was making the right call. One lesson Bernard had taught her was to hold on to her weapons. If she threw her dagger and missed, she would only have one left. And her opponent might retrieve the dagger and use it against her. And missing her target was highly likely thanks to the way her arms were aching.

The woman Rory was facing let out a grunt of pain or surprise, and Avalon had to fight the urge to turn and look, unwilling to take her gaze from her own opponent.

“That’s two,” the tall woman said from behind her, her voice tight but taunting. “Now what are you gonna—damn it!”

“This is something of a predicament,” Rory called out. “I’m not a perfect shot, but I have an endless supply of daggers, and I guarantee you I’ll be more trouble than any bounty is worth. Move on, and I won’t use you for target practice.”

“Janaya!” the shorter woman snapped. “There’s gotta be easier marks than this.”

The taller one muttered under her breath then hawked a gob of spit. “You’d best hope we don’t meet again. We won’t be so friendly the next time.”

As the two women eased toward each other, Avalon could see that the taller one was bleeding from a cut on her arm and another on her thigh.

The shorter woman snatched up Rory’s pack. “And we’re taking all this for our trouble.”

Avalon sucked in a panicked breath as the taller woman reached for her knapsack. They couldn’t lose the hairs now. But Rory fired another dagger at her. She let out a hiss and yanked her hand back.

He threw another and another until both women turned and fled, leaving the rest of their spoils behind.

Avalon scrambled forward and dropped to her knees in front of her knapsack, wrenching it open to dig inside for the jar. Relief threatened to melt her into a puddle as her fingers closed around it, and she tucked it into the bodice of her dress for safety before buckling her knapsack closed again.

She shoved her feet into her boots, but her fingers, having worked so well a moment before, refused to tie the laces. Her heart seemed to be missing every third beat, her breath rattled in her throat as if it couldn’t reach her lungs, and shivers wracked her body. Every ache returned with a vengeance, but most of all in her arm, which stung like she’d wrapped it in nettles.

When she carefully touched it, the nettles were replaced by a red hot poker, and when she snatched her hand back, her fingers came away coated in blood.








PART ELEVEN




Avalon remembered being hit by the lash on that arm, but she hadn’t felt any pain during the chaos of the fight.

The sticky coating on her fingers glistened in the firelight, and her head swam like it had in the Time Court. Like it wanted to pop off her shoulders and float away.

Then Rory was in front of her. “No, no, no,” he said, catching her shoulders. “No time for that. We can’t linger here.”

She couldn’t pull her gaze away from the blood. “But …”

“Look at me,” he said, his voice soft but commanding, and she forced herself to comply, forced her eyes to focus. “We don’t know how far those bandits have gone. And we don’t want to be here, like this, if they return. Do you have bandages in your pack?”

“Oh,” she murmured. Her tongue felt as if it filled her mouth. “I didn’t think to bring any.”

His brow creased. “May I tear some fabric from your shift?”

She blinked. “I suppose.”

She sat, swaying slightly, as he sliced strips from her shift with his dagger. “Do you do this often?” she asked.

“I have more experience patching myself up than other people.” His voice came out wry, and he made quick work of wrapping her arm as she winced against the pain. Then he tightened the laces of her boots, smothered the fire, shouldered her knapsack, and pulled her to her feet.

They shuffled along through the darkness, Avalon’s arm draped over Rory’s shoulders, the chain clenched in his fist to keep it from rattling, catching, and tripping them up. After what could have been a few minutes or an hour, her head cleared enough to spare a thought for the shoulder he’d dislocated.

“I’m sorry.” Fear of what might be hiding in the darkness kept her voice to a whisper.

“Don’t apologize,” he murmured. “You fought valiantly.”

She swallowed. “No. Not that. I shouldn’t have said what I said.”

He didn’t stop walking, but she felt some of the tension ease out of his shoulders. “You were right. Losing one pack was better than losing everything. And you were right about the other thing as well.”

“So you’re not angry at me?”

“At you?” He sounded genuinely surprised. “No. No one vexes me as much as I vex myself. Finding out that Godmother still has her claws in me has affected me in a rather unwelcome, yet predictable, way.” He gave his head a tired shake, and she wished she could see his expression. “Plus, I should be the one apologizing. You’d think I hadn’t spent five years traipsing across the countryside, watching my back and protecting others. Those bandits never should’ve caught me unawares.”

“It’s fine.” It was just as much her fault as his. “We survived. We saved the hairs. Nothing else matters.”

After some to-ing and fro-ing, doubling back, and waiting to see if they’d been followed, Rory finally found a place to stop. It was too risky to light another fire, and Avalon was somewhat unsure how they were to share the one blanket they had left. At least it wasn’t too cold. As if hearing her unasked question, Rory sat with his back against a tree and told her to sleep while he took the first watch. She wrapped the blanket around herself gratefully, but with her heightened awareness of her surroundings following the fight, the uncomfortable ground beneath her, and the pain in her arm, she doubted she would sleep.

When she lurched awake, the sun was peeking over the horizon, and Rory had moved away from his tree to crouch beside a fire that was barely more than a handful of sticks.

She rubbed at her eyes. “You didn’t wake me.”

“I thought you needed the rest.”

“And you didn’t?”

Instead of answering, he gestured toward the fire. “I found some hop shoots and a few berries.” He pushed to his feet, winced, and rubbed at his hip. Avalon wondered if he’d taken a hit from the bandit’s wooden club during the fight. “I’m fairly certain they’re not poisonous.”

Avalon, who’d been trying to convince her stiff, aching body to move, froze.

The corner of Rory’s mouth twitched. “I spoke in jest.”

She hoisted herself up and shuffled over to stand beside him, adjusting the blanket around her. “What do you do for a job?”

He frowned at the apparent change in conversation. “I’ve recently become the lord of a manor.”

“Huh.” Avalon regarded him. He didn’t look like a manor lord to her. Not that she really knew what to expect. Someone who wore a lot of silk and rode around in a fancy carriage, probably. “Well, don’t quit that to become a court jester.”

His lips twitched again. “I cede the point.”

Rory insisted on checking the wound on Avalon’s arm, and she glanced away as he unwrapped the blood-soaked bandage.

“It’s not so bad,” he murmured reassuringly. “They’re clean cuts, though they could do with some salve or ointment to keep them that way. How’s the pain?”

“Tolerable,” she said, grinding the word between her teeth, because she had no choice other than to put up with the burning feeling.

She sacrificed more of her shift for fresh bandages, then they ate the juicy berries and chewed on the roasted shoots. It wasn’t enough to fill Avalon’s belly, but since they’d lost half their travel rations with Rory’s pack, it would have to do.

“Is there a village on the way where we could buy something? Fresh bread, maybe?” Her mouth was already watering at the prospect.

“We could,” Rory said, kicking dirt onto the remnants of the fire, “but I was fool enough to hide my purse in my pack. How many coins do you have?”

“Oh, none, sorry.” Avalon’s shoulders slumped. She hadn’t needed coins in the gingerbread house as there’d been nowhere to buy anything.

Rory’s voice softened. “It probably wouldn’t be wise, regardless. We do rather look like a pair of escaped prisoners.”

Once they’d left their makeshift campsite, Avalon asked, “Is there really a price on your head somewhere?”

Rory adjusted his sling and gave a one-armed shrug. “Not the way you think.”

“And what do I think?”

“That I’m guilty of performing some criminal act.”

“You’re not? Didn’t any of Godmother’s tasks involve unlawful behavior?”

“Only kidnapping.”

“Kidnapping?” Avalon choked out. “Isn’t that unlawful?”

Rory winced. “Technically, yes. But it’s not so bad when the victims want to be kidnapped.”

“Who wants to be kidnapped?”

“You’d be surprised.”

Avalon shook her head. He clearly lived in a very different world to her. She hadn’t been kidnapped, exactly, but she knew what it was like to be held against her will, and she couldn’t imagine anyone would want that.

“There were times,” Rory continued, “when Godmother had no need of me and I had need of coins that I would offer my services around. But I was very selective and very discreet.”

“What did you need coins for? The gingerbread house gives me everything I need.”

This time, a complete smile crossed his lips. “I gave them to Ella.”

Avalon’s heart fluttered. “Awwww.”

His cheeks tinged pink as he let out a self-deprecating laugh.

“Well then, what did you do that made you wanted?”

“It’s not what I did, it’s who I am. If the Morrovian royal family knew I was still alive, they would be very keen to get their hands on me.”

“And who are you exactly?”

All traces of his smile fled, and he studied her before saying, “It’s better if you don’t know.”

“Better for whom?”

“Both of us.”

She considered dropping the subject—if they succeeded in their three tasks, they were unlikely to ever meet again, and if they didn’t, they’d have a lot of time to talk—but said, “You’re important, though? More important than just the lord of some estate?”

“I used to be.”

“And now?”

He gestured vaguely at his outfit. “I’m just a rogue, married to a manor liege, trying to avoid his past.”

“Have you ever considered that instead of running from it, you should turn and confront it?”

“I prefer not to enter fights that I know I cannot win.”

Avalon caught his arm and pulled him to a stop. His muscles tensed under her fingers but she didn’t let go. “How do you know you can’t win?”

He glanced away, and she thought he wouldn’t answer, that she’d taken another misstep thanks to her lack of social interaction, that they didn’t know each other well enough for such a personal conversation. Then he looked back at her and said, “Because I never have. I’m only alive because Godmother saved my life; I only escaped Godmother because Esme outwitted her; I only have purpose in my life because Ella deigned to marry me. I took five years to avenge my father’s death and only managed it because the opportunity fell into my lap. And here I am a prisoner again. Performing tasks at Godmother’s whim, again. And now—” Whatever he’d been about to say, he cut it off with a click of his teeth. “Forgive me, but I’m bound by more than this chain around my ankle.”

With irritation tight in his posture, he broke free of her grasp and kept walking. Avalon let the chain stretch out between them, and just before it reached its limit, she fell in step behind him.

She wanted to say something, but it was hard to look on the bright side when he was perpetually telling her how gloomy this side was.

But that was all right.

She wasn’t so oblivious that she didn’t realize that life had been rough for Rory, she just had to show him that keeping a positive attitude made everything better.

And she still had a few days to do exactly that.

They kept up a relentless pace throughout the day, and spent another night sleeping rough, where Avalon insisted on sharing the watch and Rory slept sitting up.

She almost regretted it.

The night air chilled her to the bone, except for her arm, which was burning worse than ever. And when she finally slept, she was plagued by nightmares and woke up in a clammy sweat.

They reached the intercept spot before lunch on the following day.

It was little more than a crossroads surrounded by barren lands dotted with large rocks, tussock grass, and hardy shrubs. The only structure wasn’t even a building. It was a ring of triliths—each a pair of standing stones supporting a horizontal lintel. In the center stood a huge pile of wood, as if for a bonfire. Avalon couldn’t fathom what it was for, unless it was used in some sort of solstice festival unique to this realm.

“Will they even stop here?” she asked.

Rory retrieved his magic mirror from his vest pocket and showed her the map. A green tree symbol sat almost directly on the crossroads. “According to this, it’s the equivalent of a watering hole for the treefolk. The soil is perfect for them. They’ll stop here to replenish before moving further on this afternoon.”

“And when do you think—”

The ground trembled under Avalon’s feet, as if an army of angry buffalo were stampeding toward them. She threw her arms out for balance.

“We’ve arrived not a moment too soon.” Rory caught her arm and guided her to the side of the road, and they turned to watch the tree hunt arrive.








PART TWELVE




Avalon squinted at the horizon. She could see little more than a dark cloud, but as it got closer, she realized a forest was moving toward them. Their footfalls rumbled like thunder, the canopies swayed, and occasional cries of “Ha!” and “Gee up!” rang out. Finally, she could make out the way the treefolks’ trunks split into two legs, the low branches swung like arms, the collection of knots formed faces.

Waffles was the most amazing creature she’d ever seen, at least when she glowed silver, but the tree creatures were a close second.

The treefolk settled beside the crossroads, burying their feet in the dirt, reaching their arms skyward, and closing their eyes in satisfaction as they drank nutrients from the soil. Once the trees were settled, her attention shifted to the giants herding them.

If Avalon had thought Phlox was tall, the giants truly lived up to their names. They were at least three times the height of a human, with oversized hands and feet, and their muscles bulged under clothing that was a patchwork collection of hides and cloth. They headed for the stone circle, joking and laughing. One lit the bonfire, while the others settled down on top of the stones.

“They’re seats,” Avalon laughed, delighted.

“Do you have a plan for retrieving the hair?” Rory asked.

She’d known what to do with Waffles, and Rory had taken care of Phlox, so she supposed it was her turn again.

The giants were preparing a meal, threading the butchered carcasses of large animals—cows or possibly elk—onto massive skewers.

“I’ll simply explain the situation and ask them for a hair.”

Rory shook his head and rubbed absently at his bad shoulder. “That won’t work. I told you. A giant’s beard is sacred. They spend a lot of time styling them, they occasionally trim them, but they will never, ever pluck a hair out and give it to you.”

“Then we’ll have to take one.”

“How?”

It was a simple question, asked innocently enough, with no disdain in his voice.

It was also a question that Avalon had no real answer for.

“I suppose …” she said, thinking hard, “if you distract them … I’ll climb up—”

“They’ll bat you away like a fly before you even get close. And if you do, by some slim chance, manage to grab a hair and flee, they run faster than we can and there’s nowhere around here to hide.”

Avalon huffed out a breath and glared at him. It was hard to remain positive when he was raining negativity. Even if the raindrops were only facts. “Then what do you suggest?”

He gazed at the giants, lost in thought, before finally shaking his head. “I’m afraid we have no choice but to steal one. But in order to do that, you’ll have to get close enough.”

She waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, she said, “How?”

Rory drummed his fingers on his biceps. “I’m still working on that.”

They headed over to the stone circle, ducked under one of triliths, and stood well back from the bonfire, which was throwing out waves of heat.

Rory called out, “Ho!” and then proceeded to speak in a language that Avalon didn’t recognize, but which clearly caught the giants’ attention.

They were two men and one woman, and all three had long beards, which were braided and laced with decorations. She shuffled from one foot to the other while Rory and the giants conversed, attempting to judge how the exchange was going from their tone.

Eventually, Rory gestured to her and switched to the common language. “I’m Rory, and this is Avalon, and it’s an honor to speak your language, I don’t often get the chance.”

The giants introduced themselves as Stuart, Henry, and Alice. They were certainly friendlier than Avalon had expected. Maybe Rory’s use of their own language—which Avalon assumed he’d learned from the giant in the tower—had warmed them to him, as they chatted happily as they ate their lunch. The scent of the barbecued meat made her mouth water, and their small amount of dry rations paled in comparison. Not that it mattered, with the ache in her arm, the clammy feeling coating her skin, and the twisty feeling in her stomach, she could barely eat.

She sat back against one of the standing stones, and gazed at the giants, studying the decorations in their beards. She spotted a bird’s skull, a teaspoon, and a silk handkerchief.

And then she had an idea.

It was a terrible idea, but Rory hadn’t suggested anything, and they were quickly running out of time.

She dared not ask for his consent, and had to hope he’d go along with it.

“What’s that ring you wear around your neck?”

If he was surprised by the sudden question, he was polite enough not to show it, and pulled the ring out to show her. “It was a gift from my father.”

She carefully took hold of the ring. “It’s so shiny,” she said, her voice too loud when he was sitting so close.

Rory was far too clever. The color drained from his face and a faint, “No,” escaped his lips.

She met his gaze, guilt prickling at her, and she dropped her voice to a whisper. “I have no better ideas. Do you?”

He winced, closed his eyes briefly, and loudly said, “It’s finest Cavelian silver.”

Over his shoulder, Avalon saw all the giants lean forward, their interest clearly piqued. It was Alice who spoke. “How did you get your hands on Cavelian silver?”

Rory sat back, stretched his legs out, and crossed them at the ankles. He spun the ring on its leather cord around his fingers, the picture of nonchalance. “I may or may not have received it in payment for helping a certain Cavelian princess with a small succession issue.”

Avalon had no idea what Rory was talking about, but the giants’ expressions suggested they did.

“How much do you want for it?” Alice asked, at the same time Henry held out a braid and said, “See anything you want to trade?”

Rory opened his mouth to speak but then shook his head and tucked the ring back inside his vest. “Sorry, but this little trinket will keep me fed for a year.”

The giants seemed to deflate.

“We’d best be moving on,” Stuart said, disappointment lacing his voice, “before the treefolk get restless.”

“Well met, little ones,” Henry said, stepping forward to douse the bonfire.

Alice gave them a friendly nod as she stepped between the stones.

Avalon dug her fingernails into Rory’s biceps. They were so close to getting the hair, she couldn’t believe he was about to let the giants go. He winced, but his posture didn’t otherwise change until Stuart followed Henry out of the stone circle.

“Unless …” Rory called.

The giants paused and looked back.

Rory slipped from Avalon’s grasp and rolled to his feet. “Besting a giant would do wonders for my reputation.”

Henry moved as if to return to the circle, but Stuart blocked him with his arm and said something in the same unfamiliar language. Henry stiffened then nodded sharply and turned to follow Alice back to the stand of treefolk. Clearly, Stuart was their leader.

“You want me to tell everyone that you beat me in a fight, in exchange for that ring?” The giant crossed his arms. “People would see through a lie like that.”

Rory hesitated for only a moment before he said, “Then don’t lie.”








PART THIRTEEN




After some back and forth, Rory and Stuart agreed to a challenge. The giant had to toss a rock through each of the twelve triliths, one after the next, while Rory ran around on top. Whoever completed the circle first would win. Either Stuart would get Rory’s ring, or Rory would take a decoration from Stuart’s beard and, with it, bragging rights.

Avalon’s stomach dropped to her knees. She knew it was all a set up so that they could get close enough to cut a hair from the giant’s beard, but they had to win first. The standing stones weren't impossibly tall, but Rory would waste time climbing down from each one to get to the next. Whereas all Stuart had to do was stand next to the remains of the bonfire and throw.

“Why didn’t you just agree to a trade?” Avalon hissed, once Stuart had wandered off to gather his rocks. “Then we’d have the hair!”

“Because,” Rory said tightly, “this ring is my last connection to my father, and I don’t want to lose it.”

The reminder brought her up short. She’d almost forgotten it was his property they were gambling with. “You think you can win.”

“I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t.” Rory slipped his arm out of the sling and began to perform a series of stretches. “But you’ll have to keep pace with me.”

Avalon let out a low moan as she set her mace down beside her knapsack, wishing he’d checked with her before he’d committed to the wager. The run wouldn’t normally concern her—the distance wasn’t really that far—but their forced march across the countryside, insufficient diet, and injury to her arm had all drained her. With the added challenge of staying in sync and not tangling the chain, she doubted their chances, no matter how confident Rory was about it.

When Stuart re-entered the stone circle, he dropped his rocks next to the bonfire, making the ground shake under Avalon’s feet.

“Are you ready, little ones?” he asked.

Rory looked at Avalon as he positioned himself at the side of the first trilith. When she nodded, he replied, “We are.”

Stuart tossed his first rock while Rory boosted himself up to the top of the standing stone. Avalon held the chain in her hand, keeping it out of the way as she ran along the ground beside him. When he reached the edge of the lintel, she paused to give him time to climb down.

But he didn’t.

He launched himself into the air, cleared the gap, and landed gracefully on top of the next trilith, where he kept running without losing his stride.

Avalon’s jaw dropped, and she raced forward to keep pace before the chain stretched tight. She hadn’t expected him to do that. Apparently, neither had Stuart, who let out a grunt of surprise.

The giant’s next rock flew through the archway directly in front of her, and that was when she realized the flaw in Rory’s plan. Stuart was throwing the rocks directly at them. At her.

“Rory!” she called.

“Just run,” he called back.

The next rock whistled past her nose, and she lurched back and let out a startled scream before forcing herself forward again. Her gaze flicked between the ground, Rory, and Stuart, as she attempted not to trip, tangle the chain, or get flattened.

She gritted her teeth, pumped her arms, threw all her power into her legs, and flew over the hard-packed ground.

The next rock brushed her shoulder blades, and she thrust her chest out, like a bird spreading her wings.

But she was ahead, and they all knew it.

She passed the fourth trilith, and the fifth. Then her toe caught on the uneven terrain, and she slammed into the ground. Pain exploded in her knees, her chest, her chin. She couldn’t suck in a breath. She gasped, she choked, she spluttered.

“Avalon!”

She flopped onto her back to stare up at Rory. Stars danced across her vision.

He was crouched on top of the trilith, his brow furrowed in concern, his muscles tensed like he was about jump down to help her. But this was no time to loll about. Not if they wanted to win.

She flung out her arm to stop him, rolled onto her knees, and gulped a mouthful of air. Then she launched herself to her feet and into a sprint, trusting Rory to keep pace with her this time.

Stuart was two triliths ahead.

Three quarters of the way around the circle, his rock missed, hitting the standing stone instead of sailing through, and if Avalon had any breath to spare, she would’ve crowed for joy. He had to jog forward to retrieve the projectile for a second attempt, and Avalon forced her aching body to pick up speed. This was their chance to catch up.

But when Rory landed on top of the next lintel, the massive stone wobbled.

He danced forward precariously, arms out for balance. Avalon tempered her speed so that the chain wouldn’t pull tight and yank Rory’s foot out from under him. He managed to throw himself across the next gap, but it took him another run and jump to regain his rhythm.

Stuart’s rocks flew through the triliths ahead of them, and there were only three to go. Then two. Then one.

The rock sailed in from Avalon’s right. She let out a ferocious growl, put every last ounce of energy she had to spare into her muscles, tried to make her legs move faster, but there was no way she was going to make it in time.

The rock soared in front her, passing under the trilith like a mouse scurrying into its den.

Avalon’s heart cramped in dismay.

They’d lost.

Her muscles gave out and she collapsed in a heap. A moment later, Rory dropped to the ground beside her.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

She was breathing too hard to answer, but she waved vaguely to encompass her entire body. Everything hurt.

“Just rest,” he said. “It’s over.”

She caught his hand, gripping it tight. “Rory,” she choked out. “Your ring … I’m sorry.”

His lips pulled into a grimace. “My father will be rolling in his crypt.”

He pushed to his feet as Stuart approached, and Avalon stared up at them, knowing she would have to move eventually, but not quite ready yet.

“That was some trick, little one,” Stuart said. “I didn’t expect you to fly with one broken wing. Unfortunately, you weren’t quite fast enough.”

Rory’s grimace deepened. He reached inside his vest and pulled the ring out and over his head.

He couldn’t hand it over. Not only would he lose his ring, they wouldn’t get the hair they needed.

Avalon hauled herself to her feet and blurted out, “Let me tie it on for you. I can see the perfect spot.”

Stuart scrutinized her before kneeling down to offer his hand as a platform. Avalon eased down onto his palm and hugged his thumb. Rory passed her the ring, his jaw tight.

Her heart thrashed anew as Stuart lifted her to his chest.

While she threaded the leather cord into one of his braids with one hand, she discreetly slid her dagger from her boot with the other. She singled out one hair with her little finger, sliced a section free, and tucked it back into her boot with her dagger.

“All done,” she said, giving the precious ring a gentle tug to make sure it was secure.

Stuart set her carefully back down on the ground. “This has been a fun diversion, but I’d best catch up with the others.” He gave them a farewell wave as he stepped between the standing stones and headed south.

Rory let out a muttered curse. “That didn’t go according to plan, but in my defense …” He paused and huffed out a breath. “No. I have no excuse for that. I failed and I apologize.”

Avalon reached into her boot. “I’m sorry we lost your ring, but it wasn’t a complete failure.” She held her hand out, the hair resting on her palm. It looked so short, only as long as her finger, that she suddenly doubted herself. As she added it to the jar with the others, she asked, “You don’t think she’ll reject it, will you? Will Godmother say she wanted a full length of hair?”

Emotions flicked across Rory’s face. Sadness, joy, resignation. “There’s no way to know. That is something she would do. But we can argue the point.”

“Oh, please,” Godmother said from behind them. “Do you really think I’m that petty?”








PART FOURTEEN




A dagger snapped into Rory’s hand. Avalon spun around, her fingers closing protectively around the jar with the precious hairs.

Godmother stood beside the remnants of the bonfire. Her deep blue velvet dress brushed the ground, but somehow, it wasn’t hemmed with dirt.

“No, no, no,” Godmother said, wagging her finger at Rory. “There’s no need for that. You know it won’t do you any good, anyway.”

His grip tightened on the dagger before he slotted it away.

Avalon reached over to lay her fingers upon his wrist in what she hoped was a reassuring manner. “We’ve completed our tasks,” she said to the witch. “You have to let us go.”

“Not yet you haven’t,” Godmother said idly. “You still have to get the hairs back to the gingerbread house in time.”

Avalon almost laughed. “That’s easy. It’s only been three days. We’ll be back well before your deadline.”

Godmother gave them a sly smile that caused a spasm of doubt in Avalon’s stomach. She didn’t like it when Godmother played these games. “Are you sure that only three days have passed?”

Rory made a pained sound. “The Time Court.”

Godmother’s smile widened, and she crossed the hard-packed ground to circle behind them. She traced her fingers over Avalon’s shoulders then Rory’s. Avalon shivered and pulled away, turning to face the witch. But Rory stayed frozen, and he winced as Godmother squeezed his bad shoulder.

“I checked,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “We only lost half a day.”

“Indeed,” Godmother purred.

The color drained from his face. “We lost a whole day the other times? But the giants …”

Godmother admired her painted nails. “Hmm, yes, a rather unfortunate set of circumstances led to them being delayed by a day …”

The spasm in Avalon’s stomach turned into a full convulsion. “You mean it’s been five days, not three? But that’s fine though, isn’t it? Two days to get back to the Time Court, that’s day seven. We’ll make it to the gingerbread house in time.”

Rory’s eyes slid closed, and he gave his head a slow shake. “Not if we lose a day in the Time Court. And neither of us are in any shape for a forced march.”

“Really, Avalon,” Godmother said, her voice a mixture of glee and disappointment. “Considering you’ve known me twice as long as our Rory has, you barely know me at all.”

Avalon’s cheeks flamed. “Why are you doing this?” she demanded, glancing first at Rory then back to Godmother. “Why are you so mean to him? You’ve never been this cruel before.”

“Not to you, perhaps.”

“But this was my wish. If we fail, nothing changes for me, but everything changes for our Rory.” She shifted her hand to squeeze his fingers. He forced his eyes open to meet her gaze and squeezed back, but his hand was trembling, his grip unsure. “If you’re going to cheat, why make a deal at all? Why not just trap us—trap him—if that’s what you wanted all along?”

Godmother stepped closer, but Avalon refused to cower. “Cheating makes the game so much more interesting, don’t you think?” She reached over and brushed her fingers along Rory’s jaw. He flinched. “Good luck.” Then she snapped her fingers and disappeared in a rain of blue sparkles.

Rory yanked his hand free from Avalon’s, scrubbed at his face, and lifted his gaze to the sky before letting out a string of words in a language Avalon didn’t have to understand to recognize as expletives. “She’s won.”

“Don’t give up. We just have to hurry, push through the night, make it back to the Time Court—”

Rory turned on her, his expression fierce. “Don’t you understand? Optimism won’t help us here. There’s no way to know how much time will pass while we’re inside the Time Court. It could be a day; it could be a week. She’ll make sure we won’t win, no matter what we do.”

“Then we don’t go through the Time Court,” Avalon said, grasping for an alternative, clasping tight to her hope in the face of his despair. “There must be another way.”

“It would take us a week to walk. It’s hopeless.”

“Don’t say that.”

“It’s true.” His expression crumpled. “We’ve lost.” He paced away until the chain reached its limit then he dropped to the ground, his head hanging low.

Avalon stared at his slumped form, her stomach roiling like a school of piranha were feeding on her dismay.

She’d been wrong about Godmother. So wrong. She’d thought that the witch’s threats were hollow, that under her cold exterior resided warmth. That she’d never actually eat her. That she’d never do anything this cruel.

It was probably only Avalon’s ability to use the magic spindles that had kept her alive all these years.

And now …

Now, there was no reason for the witch to keep up the pretense. She would probably treat Avalon as badly as she treated Rory. And even if she didn’t, Avalon would be there to witness Rory’s torment.

And he would never see his wife again, or meet their child, because if Ella was smart, she would keep that baby as far as from the wicked witch as she could.

The despair in Avalon’s stomach was doused by something else. Something more fierce. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Something she’d shut away when she’d realized it was doing her no good. Something she’d replaced with optimism, with taking joy in the little things, with looking on the bright side.

Hatred.

She hated the witch.

She hated Helene for tricking her and Cassia, for keeping them prisoner, for threatening to eat them. She hated her for keeping Avalon apart from her sister, for turning her into a timid little mouse who convinced herself she liked her cage.

No.

No!

Rory and Ella had tried to help her escape. She wouldn’t let them suffer for it. She wouldn’t be the reason that Rory became a prisoner again.

Avalon lifted her head to the sky and let out a howl of rage, a wordless promise to make things right.

And as she stood panting, something Rory had said came back to her. When this had all begun, they’d been talking about whether someone might have made a wish to make Avalon disappear, and she’d asked him, “Would she tell me if I asked her?”

And he’d replied, “If I was the one asking the question, and if she thought it would hurt me, she’d tell me.”

If she thought it would hurt me, she’d tell me.

Why had Helene come here? Why had she warned them that they were running out of time?

If she’d kept that knowledge to herself, they would have returned to the gingerbread house thinking there was no rush. Helene didn’t need to interfere because she was already on track to win. They would have been none the wiser until they’d found out they’d failed.

If she thought it would hurt me.

Was that it? She wanted to hurt Rory? Make him suffer from knowing they wouldn’t make it? Why not wait until she’d won and gloat about it then? Hurt him then? It made no sense to reveal the truth when they still had time to do something about it.

Unless …

Avalon gasped as everything became clear.

She sprinted over to Rory and skidded to a stop in front of him. Her knee gave way and she stumbled to the ground in a graceless heap.

“Don’t give up,” she said, grabbing his shoulders. “There must be another way, otherwise she wouldn’t bother coming here to taunt you.”

Rory’s head slowly rose, his brow furrowed, his cheeks stained with tears, his expression twisted with confusion.

“Think about it. We thought we had plenty of time. We would have returned through the Time Court and reached the gingerbread house a day or a week late. We didn’t know it, but we’d already lost, so why did she come and taunt us?”

“Because that’s what she does. She used to make me choose my own punishment because it made the suffering worse.”

Avalon pulled back, horrified. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No, you didn’t. She was right, you don’t know her at all, what she’s capable of. I don’t know why she treated you and me so differently, but if I was forced to guess, I’d say she wanted you to think well of her so that when she finally betrayed you, the hurt would be worse. She did the same to Ella.”

Avalon leaned in close again. “You’re right. I convinced myself that her cruelty was an act. I spent far too long pretending everything was fine in order to survive. It wasn’t fine. But I am not going back, and neither are you. There must be a way we can still win. There must be. Or she would’ve saved her gloating for when we got back. She came here to make sure we give up.”

Rory’s posture straightened, and he rubbed absently at is jaw before finally shaking his head. “There’s no way. If Tomarriss was here, she could make it in time, but she’s too far away, even if she knew we needed her help.”

Avalon didn’t want to interrupt his thoughts to ask who Tomarriss was, not if it didn’t matter.

“It would require magic,” he continued, “and the only person I know capable of that—” He closed his eyes and let out a long breath. “No. Everything she does is calculated. She knows the future. Why would she show her hand? It’s a bluff, a trap.”

Avalon threw up her arms. “Why did Bernard let us win when were we sparring?”

Rory’s lip curled up. “Bernard never let me win.”

“I know you probably didn’t realize it at the time, but looking back on it now, you know, right?”

“No,” Rory said, his voice clipped. “Bernard never let me win. I never won. Sometimes we agreed to a draw.”

“Oh.” She cringed. That must’ve been tough. Then she smacked his shoulder. “Stop asking why. Don’t try to understand her. Just play her at her own game. Cheat if you have to.”

Rory rubbed his shoulder where she’d hit it, though the blow hadn’t been very hard, and met her gaze. His voice came out calm and firm. “I wish the goblin king would come and take me away.”








PART FIFTEEN




Avalon wasn’t sure what she expected to happen when Rory called for the goblin king, but nothing wasn’t it.

He glanced around, cleared his throat, and repeated, “I wish the gob—”

“I heard you the first time,” a resonant voice announced from across the stone circle.

Avalon turned to look, and Bernard was sprawled in a provocative pose atop one of the triliths. Only, she’d never seen Bernard like this. His hair was feathery, his usual black outfit had been replaced by tight fawn trousers and a flowing white shirt, and his eyes were kohled.

“I apologize,” Rory said, sounding more peeved than sorry, “but by my count, it takes about a hundred attempts before you hear me.”

Bernard let out an amused laugh as he sat up, launched himself down from the lintel, and strolled over to join them.

“What are you wearing?” Avalon burst out.

Bernard paused and bowed low, his arms spread wide. “Do you like it?”

“It’s … different.”

“That’s not the charming rogue,” Rory said, his voice still clipped. “That’s the goblin king.”

Bernard lifted his hand to shield his mouth and said in a stage whisper, “We’re the same person.”

Avalon’s bubble of laughter died when she saw Rory’s expression. He was not amused.

“How are you enjoying your honeymoon, dear boy?” Bernard asked, pulling Rory into a hug and affectionately ruffling his hair.

“Considering I’m chained to someone who isn’t my wife, it’s not going well. But then, considering you sent us to the gingerbread house, I’m assuming this is what you had in mind.”

“Not at all.” He reached out an arm to pull Avalon into the hug, mashing Rory even tighter against himself. “I merely thought it was time someone liberated our Avalon.”

“You couldn’t have warned us?” Rory asked, his voice somewhat muffled against the goblin king’s shoulder.

“Now, where is the fun in that?”

“Can you do it?” Avalon asked, pulling back enough to look up at Bernard. He was so different in this guise, it was as if he wasn’t Bernard at all, but his twin. “Can you take us back to the gingerbread house in time?”

“Me? No.” He finally released them both from the hug. “But a friend is already on their way to pick you up.”

“Tomarriss?” Rory asked, his posture tightening.

“Do not fret. I will not ask her to roll this time.”

Rory let out a choked sound. “You did that on purpose?”

“You had to learn somehow.”

Rory glared at Bernard.

The goblin king stared back, amusement making the corners of his lips twitch.

Rory let out an aggrieved sigh, dropped to the ground, and sat with his back against one of the standing stones. But at least he didn’t seem to be drowning in despair anymore.

Bernard watched him tenderly, his expression more reminiscent of the rogue than anything else in his appearance. Then he turned to Avalon. “Come, my dear, we don’t have long until Tomarriss arrives, and it would be such a pity for all this food to go to waste.”

“What food?”

A picnic blanket appeared out of nowhere and unrolled on the ground in front of Rory, an array of delicacies perfectly laid out. Warm bread and spreads, fresh fruit and cheeses, and a flagon of something that smelled like crisp apples.

Avalon let out an embarrassing moan of anticipation and practically threw herself to the ground.

Rory eyed the food warily, as if he suspected another trap. “Does this mean the giant won’t return any time soon, requiring mollification for the damage to his beard?”

Bernard stroked idly at his chin as he contemplated the question. “I do not think the giant is going to be a problem. Not for you, at least.”

Rory didn’t seem very relieved, and Avalon couldn’t help but wonder about the poor person who would have to deal with the aggrieved giant.

They sat and ate, and Bernard laid a gentle hand on Avalon’s arm, magically healing her cut under the bandages. He did the same to her knees, her chest, and her chin, before moving to tend to Rory’s injuries.

Finally free from pain and with delicious food filling her belly, Avalon felt the best that she had in days.

Tomarriss arrived as they finished eating.

She was a dragon, the size of a large horse, just big enough to carry the two of them on her back, with massive wings, four strong legs, and a long tail that swept Rory off his feet as she landed.

Rory looked like he was going to purge his lunch as he gestured for Avalon to climb on the dragon’s back ahead of him. Avalon felt much the same as she settled herself in place and Rory climbed up behind her. There was nothing to hold, and all she could do was lie flat and link her hands around the dragon’s sinuous neck. At least the midnight blue scales that covered the dragon’s back were velvety smooth.

“Good luck,” Bernard called, as a bubble of light formed around him. It popped, and he disappeared.

“Why does everyone keep saying ‘good luck’?” Rory muttered.

Avalon didn’t get a chance to reply because Tomarriss chose that moment to launch herself into the air. Avalon clamped her eyes shut, but knowing she was unlikely to ever fly again, she forced her reluctant lids open.

The Seven Realms stretched out beneath her. She could see the forests of Fairmont far ahead, mountains to the west, and the ocean surrounding them on all sides. She unlinked her hands and pushed herself into a sitting position, gripping tight with her calves. The bitterly cold wind rushed past her face, drawing tears from her eyes. She threw her arms wide and let out a whoop of joy.

It was most wonderous thing she’d ever done in her life, and she would be ruined for any other form of travel.

She tried to share the joy with Rory, tapping his leg as they passed a magnificent castle, made of shiny white stone and with four tall, twisted spires. “Look!”

He tensed behind her and bit out, “Nope.”

They landed at the edge of the forest as the sun was setting. Avalon would have preferred to push on through the night, but their combined weight must have been a burden, and Tomarriss needed time to rest and recover. 

Rory slid off the dragon’s back, staggered to the closest bush, doubled over, and heaved.

Avalon gazed sympathetically at his back. She’d always known he was brave.

They spent the night sleeping against the dragon’s warm sides, and took off again in the morning.

Tomarriss flew low over the tree tops, and Avalon wondered how they would spot the gingerbread house among the dense foliage, but the dragon seemed to know where she was going. It wasn’t long before they dropped into the clearing.

As he had done the night before, Rory wandered off to heave into the undergrowth. Avalon dismounted carefully to avoid getting the chain tangled, stood in front of the dragon’s large head, and stroked the beast’s snout. “Thank you for the ride. We wouldn’t have made it without you.”

Tomarriss swiped her tongue across Avalon’s face then bounded over to Rory—who scratched her under the chin and got licked in return—before launching herself into the air and disappearing over the trees.

Rory still looked peaky as he wandered back to stand beside Avalon, and together they walked into the gingerbread house.

Helene was sitting at the table, waiting for them.

Avalon’s hatred flared back to life.

“Well,” the witch said, “aren’t you clever for making it back in time?”

Avalon retrieved the jar from its secure spot in her bodice and laid the three hairs on the table in front of the witch. “As you said, cheating makes the game more fun.” She kept her tone sickly sweet as she continued, “And thank you for warning us about the Time Court. We never would’ve made it back in time if you hadn’t.”

Helene’s eye twitched as Avalon’s barb hit home. She rose gracefully from her seat, cupped Avalon’s jaw gently, and said, “I knew I made the right choice with you. Now go, before I change my mind.” She waved her hand dismissively.

Avalon stepped to the side, to head to the loft to collect her few belongings, but the sound of the chain clattering over the floor stopped her. “The chain …” she murmured, turning back.

“What of it?” Helene asked, her voice full of fake innocence.

“You need to remove it.”

“Surely you don’t expect me to do everything.”

“But our deal—”

“That wasn’t part of the deal.”

Across the room, Rory groaned.

Avalon’s jaw dropped. “But you said—”

“I know exactly what I said, child, but perhaps you are the one who needs to be reminded.” Helene’s gaze shifted to Rory. “You’re far from impartial, but you’ll have to suffice. What exactly did our deal entail?”

Rory flinched but, with some effort, he met the witch’s gaze and his voice came out strong. “She asked for her freedom.”

“And?”

“Upon completing the three tasks, you would let her go. She would be free to leave the gingerbread house and never return.”

“Excellent recall, dear boy.” Helene turned back to Avalon, regarding her with a smug expression. “Now, did any part of that include removing the chain?”

“But …” The arguments on Avalon’s tongue turned to ash and sparked a fire in her belly. She’d been tricked, but that would be the last time. “Rory was right. You are cruel. I was a fool to ever think otherwise.”

“Yes.” Helene’s expression shifted into a mockery of sympathy. “That was your mistake. Now, if you don’t mind … I have places to be.” She lifted her skirts, stepped over the chain, and headed for the door.

Avalon shot Rory a look, but he merely shook his head.

“Oh …” Helene paused, one foot within the gingerbread house, one foot without. “Do pay attention to the rules this time. You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you want. I’m almost certain you’ll find the tool you need to cut the chain eventually. But once you leave—”

“We can never return,” Rory finished for her.

“Well, you can,” Helene said to him, “but you’ll need to resolve the chain situation first.” She wiggled her fingers in a taunting goodbye.

When the door had closed behind the witch, Avalon let out a growl of frustration.

“How can you be so calm?” she snapped at Rory, who was watching the door with a pensive expression.

He turned to face her. “I’m not saying you’re right about her, but you might not be completely wrong, either.”

“What are you talking about?” The fury blazing inside her made it impossible to stand still, and she paced around the room.

“You said her cruelty was an act.” Rory stepped over the circling chain before it could tangle his free leg. “And she certainly can be kind when she wants to be.”

Avalon gave her head a vicious shake. She’d definitely been wrong about that. “It’s her kindness that’s the act.”

“Maybe it’s all an act. But either way, she just confirmed that there is something that can cut this chain, and it’s inside this house.”

Avalon stopped her pacing and spun around to face him. Her fury abated, just a little, just enough to let some optimism sprout. She grinned. “It’ll be quicker with two of us searching.”








PART SIXTEEN




It took them a week to find the answer. Ella turned up on the third day, a hulking pet wolf at her side. The wolf planted himself in front of Rory—who laid his hand on his heart, met the wolf’s gaze, and murmured a sincere apology—before attacking the chain with his teeth. It was to no avail, and in retaliation, the chain attempted to strangle the poor animal. It took all three humans to free him.

They tried every blade they could find—from Rory’s daggers, to an axe kept for splitting wood, to the carving knives in the kitchen. They tested every weapon in the training room, pored over texts from the library, and brewed potions in an alchemist’s workshop.

On the seventh morning, they ran out of things to try.

“There must be a solution,” Ella said. “She told you it was here, right?”

“She may have been lying,” Rory replied.

They’d had a version of this conversation almost every day. Was the solution truly here, and was Helene delighting in their fruitless search? Or was she lying in an attempt to get them to linger in the gingerbread house for some nefarious purpose?

There were no answers to those questions as no one knew the witch’s mind.

Avalon made a pot of tea, and as it was brewing, she sat in her favorite chair by the oven and picked up the box of spindles. She hadn’t touched them since she’d returned, but maybe a task that kept her hands busy would free her mind.

She sat the box on her knees and opened the lid. All the spindles were as they should be, nestled safely in their compartments. As she ran her fingers over the polished wood, trying to decide which one to work with, her gaze drifted to the leather pocket attached to the inside of the lid.

She reached her fingers inside and drew out the pair of scissors that she were only ever used for working with the spun unicorn thread. The handles were made of a shiny metal, but the blades were shinier still, almost glittering, reminding Avalon of the strange glow she saw around Waffles when she looked at the unicorn just right.

Almost absently, she picked up the chain, laid it between the blades of the scissors, and snipped.

The chain fell in two.

She let out a surprised, “Oh!”

The color of the chain seemed to dull in her hand, and when she wiggled it back and forth, it flopped around lifelessly. She dropped the scissors on top of the spindles and practically threw the box to the floor as she watched the dullness spread all the way along the chain until it reached her ankle. She yanked on the chain and it fell free as if it had merely been looped there all these years.

She let out a cry of relief, of grief, of disbelief.

“Avalon?” Rory called, appearing from the closet, Ella and the wolf on his heels.

She pointed.

The dullness tracked along the chain where it lay on the floor until it reached his ankle. He wrenched himself free and let out a cry that rivaled hers. Ella threw herself into his arms, and the wolf let out a joyful howl.

It didn’t take long to pack their few belongings and leave the gingerbread house.

Avalon walked with Rory and the others to the blue door.

“Are you sure you want to risk the Time Court?” she asked. “It’s a pity Tomarriss isn’t here.”

Rory winced. “I’d rather lose a week than ride her again.”

“Won’t you come with us?” Ella asked. She had her fingers buried in the wolf’s fur and was kneading gently. “You’ll always be welcome at Huxford’s Gift.”

Avalon shook her head. “No, thank you. I should find my sister.”

Rory opened the door to let Ella and the wolf through, but then he hesitated.

“Thank you,” he said. “If not for you, I would have let her win.”

“If not for me, you wouldn’t have been playing.” Avalon grinned but then worry needled at her.

There was no guarantee the witch would leave Rory alone. He would be forever looking over his shoulder, forever fearing for the safety of his family.

Avalon’s safety wasn’t guaranteed, either. But she’d lost her family years ago. And maybe it would be better to keep it that way. As much as she missed her sister, as much as she yearned to go back to how things had once been, there was no going back.

The tree had fallen. All she could do was claim the wood.

But this tree was poison. The wood needed to be destroyed.

She glanced over her shoulder then stepped forward to wrap Rory in a hug. Quietly, so quietly that she wasn’t sure he would hear her, she whispered, “When I destroy her, will you help me?”

Rory tensed, and his words were barely more than a breath. “You can’t.”

“I’ve killed her once, I can do it again. And this time, I’ll make it stick.”

He drew back, his gaze searching hers.

“I know you’re scared of her,” she rushed on. “I know she’s powerful, but I don’t think she’s unbeatable.”

He shook his head. “I can’t.”

“Please, Rory. I can’t do it alone. You said it yourself. You needed your sister. You needed Ella. If we work together, we can beat her.”

“Beat her? Avalon, I know you think this is all some sort of game, but the stakes are too high.”

“I know you’re not a coward. This is your chance to prove it to yourself.”

“It’s not merely my life at risk anymore.” His gaze drifted through the doorway to the Time Court, where Ella was waiting.

“That’s why you need to fight. Or are you happy to subject your child to Helene’s whims?”

His expression darkened as it snapped back to her, and she knew she’d made a mistake, pushed him too far.

“I’ll do what I have to in order to protect my family, but as of now, I know of no way to kill her. Ella stabbed her. You burned her. I’ve seen her age and grow young again a hundred times. Any further experiments will merely bring more of her ire down upon us.”

“Fine,” she growled, shoving him in the chest so he stumbled back, unsure if her anger was for him or for herself. “Go hide in your fancy house and hope Helene forgets about you for a while, but I’m not giving up. I’ll find a way to destroy her, even if it takes me another ten years.”

He let out a sigh. “Avalon …”

“No. Just go.” She spun on her heel and stormed through the trees in the direction of the gingerbread house, not looking back, not even when she heard the blue door close.

If she could figure out a way to kill the witch, she was sure she would be able to convince Rory to help her execute her plan. But she would need more allies and powerful magic.

There was a whole box of magical spindles sitting in the gingerbread house. She would grab it before she left for good.

And as for allies, Helene had been around for a long time, surely there were other people who yearned to end her reign of torment.

All Avalon had to do was find them.








BONUS SCENE




Avalon didn’t want to wake up. She wasn’t sure that she could face another day of searching for the blade that would cut the magical chain that bound her to Rory. But she had to move. Her feet were hot.

She rubbed at her eyes and sat up. The pale morning light that filtered into loft of the gingerbread house revealed a huge lump on the end on her bed.

Ella’s pet wolf, Given, was snoring softly, his paws twitching as if he was dreaming.

Ella and the wolf had only arrived two days ago. Rory and Ella had taken the downstairs bedroom, and Avalon had been happy for that. It was where Helene slept when she stayed, and Avalon had no interest in occupying that room in the witch’s absence.

She was much happier back in her loft, the chain around her ankle stretching across the wafer flooring and dangling down beside the ladder before disappearing into the bedroom below her to encircle Rory’s ankle.

The first time that she’d woken up to find the wolf curled up on the foot of her bed, she’d blinked in surprise and wondered how he’d made it up the ladder to the loft. That night she’d watched him, and he hadn’t so much climbed as bounded. He launched himself at the ladder, barely touched a rung with his front paws before bringing his back paws up to meet them and launching himself the rest of the way.

Coming down was just as energetic, as he threw his massive form down at such speed that Avalon was worried he would smash through the wafer flooring.

This morning, she left him sleeping and crept down the ladder herself, attempting to prevent the chain from rattling and waking everyone else up.

The kitchen had produced a pot of hot chocolate and stack of waffles with fresh berries and a rich, golden syrup. But that wasn’t what caught her attention.

They’d spent yesterday working through a selection of books from the library, trying to find any mention of an unbreakable chain. They hadn’t found any solution, but they’d carefully arranged the books into piles of ones they’d read, ones they might want to double-check, and ones still to go. But now … now it looked as if a whirlwind had blown through. The piles had been demolished. The books were scattered. Pages were torn.

Avalon stood aghast before finding her voice. “Rory! Ella!”

It was the wolf who arrived first, thudding down from loft, a growl forming on his lips. He planted himself in front of Avalon, as if to protect her from danger, before turning and nuzzling at her hand when he realized no danger was imminent.

Then the others arrived, Ella cinching a robe around her waist, Rory hopping as he pulled on a pair of trousers, the chain, as always, proving to be no impediment.

“What happened here?” Ella gasped. A dagger appeared in her hand, but Rory caught her wrist.

He let out a growl that was not unlike Given’s. “Piskies.”

“Piskies?” Ella echoed. “Are you sure?”

The gingerbread house had never been infested with piskies before.

A clatter, a splash, and a crash sounded from the kitchen. They all spun around. A ladle had fallen into the pot of hot chocolate, sending a wave of deliciousness over the side, which hit the waffle stack like a tsunami, knocking them to the floor.

“I’m sure,” Rory ground out.

Given let out a low whine.

Rory ran his fingers through his hair, tugged on the strands, and said, “I don’t know,” as if the wolf had asked a question.

The saucepans that hung from the kitchen rafters began to clatter, the plates flew off the shelves, and the massive oven door rattled as if someone locked inside was attempting to break out.

“Look out!” Rory cried.

He tackled Ella to the ground, where he shielded her with his body. Given scrambled to the left, his claws digging grooves in the wafer flooring. And Avalon dove behind the dining table.

The oven door burst open, and fire and heat spurted out, licking at Avalon’s skin, charring the floor where they’d been standing, and singing the ceiling.

When the sweltering heatwave had subsided, Avalon rose to her feet, her knees threatening to give way. “That could have killed us,” she said through dry lips, staring at the burn marks on the floor.

“You can let me up now,” Ella said to Rory, who was still lying protectively on top of her, her voice as dry as the parched air.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, bounding to his feet and offering her his hand.

“Only where someone knocked me to the floor.”

Rory winced. “I apologize.”

“I suppose I should be grateful that I didn’t end up with both of you attempting to protect me. I would have been squished flat like a pancake.”

“In my defense,” Rory said, “that’s better than being roasted like a swamp hen.”

Ella took his proffered hand and let him help her to her feet.

“They could have killed us,” Avalon said again, louder this time. When both Rory and Ella looked her way, she nodded pointedly at the back door, which was closer than the front.

“Right,” Rory said. “After you, my lady.”

He laid his hand in the small of Ella’s back and urged her forward, but when they reached the door, it refused to budge.

Given pawed at the handle of the broom closest and whined.

“It’s not an escape,” Rory said, because no matter which room the secret portal led them to, they always had to return to the gingerbread house eventually.

“But it’ll provide a temporary reprieve,” Ella pointed out.

The name of the last room they’d been to—the library—was suspiciously smudged, and as Avalon reached for the piece of chalk on the windowsill, it rolled off, dropped first onto the kitchen counter and then the floor before rolling under the cupboards and out of reach.

“Well,” she said, attempting to keep her voice light even though she felt rather dismal about being trapped in the cottage with some beings she had yet to see, beings who’d already attempted to kill them once. “Any other ideas?”

“Piskies are mischievous,” Rory said, as the group clustered together in the kitchen, keeping as far away from the oven as they could. “They’ll blow out candles, tie your bootlaces together, or swap your sugar for salt, but I’ve never known them to be murderous.”

Avalon, who despite the bad things in her life always found it hard to believe the worst of people, said, “Then maybe they weren’t.”

Rory, Ella, and even Given, all shot her doubtful looks.

“If they truly wanted to murder us, they could have done so while we slept.”

“She has a point,” Ella said to Rory.

“Then why would they—”

A butter knife flew past them and embedded itself in the far wall. A fork followed. Then a teaspoon. Then the entire contents of the cutlery drawer. The direction of the implements seemed to be herding them to the center of the room, back into range of the oven.

They clung together as they moved, Rory attempting to shield Ella, Ella complaining she wasn’t a damsel in distress, and Given growling at whatever invisible creature was responsible for the bombardment.

Avalon kept her eyes down to prevent herself from tripping, which was why she was the first one to notice the scorch marks.

The floor wasn’t completely black. Nor was the damage made of random streaks. In fact, the fire had left an intricate design.

She turned her head. It almost formed a series of pictures, but she couldn’t quite make it out.

But maybe someone else could.

Rory had spoken the common language, talked to Ella in another, conversed with the giants in their own tongue, and sworn in a fourth.

“Rory,” she said, “do you know any languages made of pictures?”

“Probably, why?”

Avalon pointed at the floor.

They all stepped clear of the markings as they studied them. A frown creased Rory’s brow as he slowly orientated himself, until his back was to the oven.

Ella eyed the oven door warily and kept one arm on Rory’s biceps, clearly ready to yank him out of the way in case of another fiery attack.

“It’s a message,” he said, “from the piskies.” His gaze lifted and took in each of them in turn. “They need our help.”

Once they had declared, loudly and clearly, that they would attempt to help the piskies, the creatures were happy to reveal themselves.

There were five of them, and they were tiny, only about the size of Avalon’s hand, with glossy blue skin and long pointed ears. They chittered away excitedly, but their voices were so high-pitched that no one could make out the words, which was why they’d resorted to the pictograms.

“And almost killed us in the process,” Ella muttered. “Why didn’t they use the chalk?”

“It would be like us trying to write with a tree trunk,” Avalon said.

Really, it was no small miracle that the piskies had enough magic to get their message across at all.

The piskies were being chased by a wyvern when they’d come across the gingerbread house and taken refuge.

“Is a wyvern like a dragon?” Avalon asked, thinking of Tomarriss. She couldn’t imagine the sweet dragon hunting anything.

Rory shook his head. “They’re similar in the sense that they’re both winged serpents, but wyverns are smaller—only the size of a large bird—and not as intelligent. They’re driven by their base instincts like most animals. If they’re on the hunt, they won’t give up until they get their prey.”

“Or something bigger drives them off?” Ella asked.

Given let out a low growl.

“I’m sure you could,” Rory said, again sounding as if he were responding to something the wolf had said, “but I’m afraid with the wyvern’s ability to fly, you would be at a disadvantage.”

“Wait,” Avalon said, feeling she was missing half the conversation but agreeing that Given was unlikely to be a match for the wyvern. “I have a better idea.”

It didn’t take long to prepare once Avalon had enlightened the others to her plan.

She gathered some shiny white stones from the garden and led Rory into the wood, only glancing over her shoulder once as she paused at the tree line. The wyvern was perched on the roof, next to the chimney. Its black scales shone in the sunlight, and though it only had two legs, the claws on its feet looked massive and sharp, even from the ground.

Avalon shivered and walked faster, dropping the stones every few paces so that the others would be able to follow.

Soon enough they found Waffles in a small clearing. Avalon took the animal’s face in her hands and tried to picture the wyvern in her mind’s eye. The same way that she’d known Waffles’ name without having to ask, she hoped the unicorn would know what she wanted without her having to ask.

Rory let out a sharp whistle, which he’d assured Avalon that Given’s sensitive ears would be able to hear, and they hunkered down to wait.

Eventually Given and Ella came crashing through the wood, followed by the blue blur of the piskies bounding from tree to tree, chased by the black shadow of the wyvern swooping after them between the trunks.

The serpent was so focused on its prey that it realized too late that it had entered the unicorn’s territory.

Sensing a threat, Waffles’ fleece shone silver and her horn spiraled up from her forehead, deathly sharp. She launched herself into the air, and the wyvern hissed as it twisted out of the way.

The humans, the wolf, and the piskies all huddled together, sheltered by the trees and bushes, hoping the battle went their way.

The wyvern’s ability to fly certainly was an advantage, but Waffles paid little heed to gravity as she bounced and darted around the clearing.

Soon, the wyvern was bleeding from a dozen gashes, its dark red blood glistening against its black scales. It plunged in and away, biting and clawing, hissing feverishly, but it seemed unable to penetrate Waffles’ fleece.

And it was getting weaker. Its flight path became erratic. Its evasive maneuvers less effective.

Until finally, as it came in for another attack, Waffles jumped, twisted her head mid-air, and snapped her sharp teeth closed around the wyvern’s throat.

With a sickening crunch, the wyvern’s neck snapped, and the creature hung limp.

Waffles landed gently on the forest floor and began feasting.

Avalon looked away.

She knew the unicorn hunted in the forest, but she much preferred watching her eat the baked goods that she was named for.

Leaving Waffles in peace, they followed the trail of stones back to the gingerbread house, where the piskies chittered their thanks before disappearing into the forest.

Avalon led everyone else back inside, where the kitchen had cleaned itself up, made a new pot of hot chocolate, and prepared a fresh fruit salad for breakfast.

Which was perfectly fine with Avalon. She certainly didn’t feel like eating meat right now.

And after the morning’s adventure, she was quite looking forward to a dull day of searching for the blade.





AUTHOR'S NOTE




Thank you so much for reading Mollification For a Giant. When I was writing book three in the Fairy Godmother Tales, I realized that I couldn’t do Avalon’s side of the story justice without getting into her point of view. I knew it wasn’t a long enough story for a full novel, but a novella was perfect. It also meant I got to write more of Rory, which is one of my favorite things to do.

I originally sent it out as a serial to my newsletter subscribers, which is why the chapters are shorter than usual.

If you enjoyed reading about Avalon and Rory’s adventure, it would mean so much to me if you left an honest review on your favorite retailer’s website. You don’t have to write a novel (lol) just a couple of sentences would do. Reviews are amazing because they can help to convince other people to give my book a go, and that means I’ll get to write and publish more.

Thanks again, and happy reading!

Amberley
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