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Prologue
  
Candy House, 
a few minutes after Loki, controlled by the Queen of Sorrow via his Fleece, ran off to kill Shew.
  
Right after the incident at Candy House, Lucy Rumpelstein couldn't stop thinking about the Queen of Sorrow. She sat on her chair in the kitchen, not quite believing she was looking at the one and only Queen. This was her in the flesh, Lucy thought—Carmilla Karnstein, wrongfully known as the Evil Snow White Queen to all those giddy girls in love with those misleading Disney movies. This was the woman who devoted her life to eating her own daughter's heart. What a story!
Lucy hadn't even cared when Axel and Fable ran out after Loki, trying to stop him from killing Snow White—or whatever that obnoxious vampire girl's name was. None of those annoying teenagers mattered to Lucy. All this talk about True Love between Loki and Shew irritated her. She never believed True Love was possible. She had never encountered it or seen it or felt it, except in teenage movies. Lucy, although sixteen, known as Rumpelstein's high queen bee, always wanted to feel older and more mature. True Love was for kiddos who wanted to feed on an illusionary lie. She didn't think the legends like the Queen of Sorrow ever believed in True Love.
Lucy's eyes were still glued to the beautiful Queen. Carmilla sat with her chin up, the tips of her fingers lightly tapping the table's wooden surface. She wore modern clothes, trying to pose as a school principal. But she still looked like a queen: elegant, powerful, and feared, as if she were sitting in her glass throne in the Kingdom of Sorrow.
Never had Lucy been infatuated by someone more powerful than the Queen of Sorrow. She was her idol. A figure to look up to and learn from. Lucy would have sold her soul to the devil to learn from this woman.
It fascinated her how Carmilla was so unapologetically evil, so majestically cunning and deceptive. If one trait amused Lucy the most, it was how the Queen never sugarcoated her evildoing. She never claimed she wanted to kill her daughter for the good of the world—although she had tricked Loki into thinking that. She just said, "Hey, I am the Queen of Sorrow; bend before me or I'll eat your heart with a slice of liver and chalice of bloody wine on the side." The Queen had always been proud of her utter evil, and Lucy adored her.
Lucy inhaled the sight of the Queen of Sorrow with her eyes, memorizing every detail of the European beauty. This beautiful, slightly hard-edged face. Those curvy blonde curls of thick hair, only missing the thin silver crown that was usually threaded through them. Those intimidating blue eyes with that tinge of gold shining every now and then. Those thin, heart-shaped lips, and those long, fine fingernails. Such a scary beauty was all that Lucy wished to be when she grew older.
Please look at me, Carmilla. Please notice me. Here I am, daughter of the owner of Rumpelstein High, queen bee of a small, and lost, American town residing on top of a whale; a town that can only be accessed through hell. Here I am, willing to do anything you ask me to. You have awakened the evil in me. The delicious evil of a lonely, spoiled, and bored teenager. I am as classy as you only in a mundane world of absurd reality. Take me to the Dreamworld, and honor me with a piece of your daughter's heart. I swear I will bite into it like a hungry zombie.
Lucy shrugged. Was this the effect of the Queen's presence, or had Lucy always been ready for evil without her quite knowing it?
"What are you staring at?" Carmilla said, still tapping her fingernails softly and leaning back in her chair.
"I'm sorry, My Majesty." Lucy lowered her head, aware of the silliness of calling her "Majesty." This was the real world, the Waking World, almost two centuries ahead of the Queen's time. No one called anyone Majesty anymore.
"Sorry for what?" Carmilla grimaced.
"For staring at you, My Queen," Lucy said. "I'm not holding anything against you. In fact, I deeply sympathize with Your Majesty." Lucy shrugged. "You sacrificed your life for the little princess. You've tolerated a bad marriage and inherited a kingdom of evil. I don't consider you evil. You are my hero."
The Queen's grimace tightened, but she said nothing. Lucy wondered if she liked what she had said.
"I wish you'd take me on your side," Lucy said with pleading eyes. "I wish to serve you. I wish to learn from you. Is there anything I can do for you?"
The Queen ignored Lucy's offer and turned her neck toward the window, making sure that Loki and Axel and Fable had vanished into the blurry distance. "Lucy Rumpelstein," the Queen hissed, not looking at her. "You have no idea what you're asking. You also have no idea how insulting your inquiry is. You know why?" 
Lucy's lips went dry. The Queen's change of tone scared her. Her tongue was too tied to answer her. 
"Because I don't need anyone's help, sympathy, or love," the Queen explained. She stopped tapping her fingers. "I've grown through centuries with the kind of wisdom only immortals can acquire. You simply get all you want as long as you love yourself above everyone, and everything, else."
Carmilla's words made Lucy adore her even more. Please teach me how to become like you. Lucy's eyes itched suddenly. She wondered why, but didn't even bother to check. Who had time to do anything in the Queen's presence?
"You barely know who I am," the Queen continued. "No one really knows me." She let out that same sigh she'd uttered when she had her back to them a few minutes ago, that moment when Lucy almost thought Carmilla was discreetly sobbing.
Could that have been possible? Was that why she wasn't looking at Lucy now? Who are you, Queen of Sorrow? What great secret do you keep?
"Are you crying, My Queen?" Lucy said, not caring if she'd trigger her wrath this time. She needed to know.
The Queen didn't reply. She snapped her fingers sideways without looking at her. "You're free to go, Lucy," she said, still looking at the world outside Candy House's windows.
Lucy stood up, rubbing her wrists. She was caught between submitting to the Queen's orders and defying her by staying to see if she were crying.
What was the price of staring up at Carmilla Karnstein when she didn't want you to? Will you be turned into stone, like Medusa did to those who dared look at her? Was the Queen Medusa herself at some time in history? Who knew?
Fragile as she really was, Lucy walked past the Queen, toward the door, afraid to stare at her face. For a girl used to getting what she wanted, it was a hard decision. Fear consumed Lucy. Fear of the Queen, and fear of the evil self that was surfacing in her soul. Her eyes itched again. She began to worry if it was some kind of serious illness.
"I'll see you at school, Principal Mircalla, right?" Lucy said, ever so slowly, without turning back her head.
"Of course," the Queen answered with a hint of mockery.
Lucy thought of what kind of school Rumpelstein High would be with the new principal. Hell, what kind of town was Sorrow going to be from now on?
"Actually"—the Queen tapped her fingers on the table again—"there is something you could do for me, Lucy Rumpelstein."
Lucy's heart fluttered.
Yesss!
She didn't say anything, but turned slightly around. She nodded with dilated pupils.
"But you must know of the consequences of those who don't fulfill my wishes," the Queen warned her.
"I'm aware that you can hurt me." Lucy nodded. I like that I am afraid of you. It gives me something to fear in this boring town. Isn't this what we're all looking for in all those slasher movies—begging to be scared because we're all so bored of our normal lives?
"In my quest for my daughter's heart, I have no time to hurt you." The Queen's tone was flat. "If you mess up, I will kill you with the snap of my fingers."
"I understand," Lucy said. Her eyes itched again and again. Her hands were already numb enough that she couldn't reach for her eyes. In fact, almost every inch of her body had been numbed by Carmilla's warning.
"I need you to find me a book," Carmilla said.
"A book?" Lucy never thought she'd bargain with her life for a book. She'd never read one in her life.
"It's more of a diary," Carmilla explained, her voice tense again. "I don't know how it looks like now, or what shape it's in after all these years."
"Your diary?" Lucy asked.
"Don't interrupt me." The Queen nodded, though.
"You mean it's more than two hundred years old?" Lucy was about to jump in place.
The Queen's stare of irritation was strong enough to make Lucy stop and lower her head again. "I mean, if it's such an old and lost diary," Lucy said slowly, "it could have been passed by one person to another among the years. That if it's not already—"
"It can't be," Carmilla said. "It's sort of a cursed book—something you teenagers like to call 'enchanted.' The book can only be read once every one hundred years."
"Once?" Lucy's puzzlement was profound. Intrigue and riddle solving had never been her thing. She wished the Queen would tell her where the book was so she would go and get it. "How can a book be read only once, Majesty? I don't understand."
"It's a Book of Sand." Carmilla looked impatient. "Each page dissolves into sand when read once each one hundred years. If anyone attempts to read it after, they can't even find it, as it takes the shape of something else for the hundred years after being read. Last time someone read it was a hundred years ago. I'm sure it hasn't been read again yet, because tomorrow at midnight, exactly a hundred years will have passed. If you're quick enough, you will get it for me."
"Oh." Lucy frowned. "How do I find it, then?"
"Before I tell you, I have to warn you again. This is my diary. I wrote it in the Kingdom of Sorrow, and I would not accept failure if I ask you to get it for me." Unexpectedly, the Queen shrugged—long enough to get Lucy's mind working.
"I'm honored to be in your service, My Queen," Lucy said. "Does the book say something like 'The Diary of Carmilla Karnstein'?"
"No," the Queen said, but it looked like she wasn't sure. Lucy felt confused. "I'm not sure. I wrote it a long time ago. The first sentence in the diary should read something like, 'I wrote this on the night of October 31st.'"
"You wrote it on Halloween?" Lucy had to hide her excitement. This was getting better and better.
"I will permit you to read the first page only," the Queen said. "Just to make sure it's the diary I am looking for. But if you flip one page further, I will hang you from your beautiful long hair and dangle you from the highest tower in the world, make the pigeons feed on your eyes, and curse you with immortality so you suffer for eternity. Do you understand?"
Lucy nodded thrice. Out of fear this time, not understanding. So I don't get to read this diary? She sighed disappointedly.
"Now, go do as I told you while I watch Snow White's Dreamory through Loki's Fleece." She pulled out a small crystal ball and placed it on the table.
Lucy didn't know what she meant by that, but it didn't matter. She had all those conflicting feelings swirling in her chest now. She turned around, about to leave, but one last question had to be asked. "You didn't tell me where the diary is," Lucy remarked.
"I didn't?" The Queen smirked.
"No."
"Remember when I told you that Books of Sand take different shapes after being read?" The Queen didn't await an answer. "This diary took the shape of a parrot."
"Parrot?"
"Pickwick the Parrot." The Queen rubbed her crystal ball. "You must have seen him around."
"I—"
"Whether you did or not, it's now your job to get the parrot." The Queen tapped her crystal ball to life, and it radiated silver and blue colors. "Find the book or I will kill you."
Lucy ran out of the house immediately, not just to get Pickwick the Parrot. She was now really scared of the Queen of Sorrow. Scared enough that she almost regretted not leaving when she had a chance. And damn those eyes. Why did they keep itching?
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Breadcrumbs & Mirrors
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Candy House
  
No one in Candy House had any idea of the horrible event awaiting them.
Only Fable, feeling distressed since she'd occupied Loki's body to save him in the Dreamworld, couldn't escape the feeling that something dreadful was on its way. What it was, she couldn't tell. But she was sure her wannabe witch's sixth sense smelled something wrong in the air.
But maybe she was wrong. Maybe this was nothing but the aftermath of one of her wrongfully spelled charms, like when she had scared Loki away when he first came to visit Axel in Candy House. But then again, maybe she was right, or why did everything around her feel so wrong?
Fable began her day, struggling to wake herself up from a dream of Loki killing children in the name of the Queen of Sorrow. A nightmare where she felt she'd been buried deep under the linen of her bedsheets, so deep she couldn't breathe.
In the nightmare, Loki was looking for children with splinters in their eyes. Loki wasn't the loving person she knew anymore. He was a vicious and heartless huntsman ready to chop off heads.
Fable wondered why the word "heartless" resonated strongly in her chest when she thought about Loki, as if it were telling her something. Still, she couldn't find what that something was.
Eventually, Fable snapped out of the nightmare and straightened herself in her bed.
The morning sun kissed her skin and assured her she was awake and back in her bed in Candy House. She clapped her small hands on her chest and let out a long breath. Poor Shew, was the first thing Fable thought. Shew had to kill Loki after he'd chopped off Cerené's hands. She had to kill the one she loved so she could wake up from an endless dream and stop her evil mother from finding the Lost Seven in the Waking World. Fable wondered how it felt to kill your one True Love.
Still in her bed, Fable noticed the house was be silent. She couldn't hear Axel's or Shew's voices outside her room. Why hadn't anyone come to check on her? She must have been screaming in her nightmare. Usually Axel would hurry to help his younger sister, since he had always been overprotective of her.
But no one came.
Maybe they hadn't woken up yet, Fable imagined.
She let the sun heal her soul for a while before she pulled off the cover to go brush her teeth. To her surprise, she found Pickwick hiding underneath it.
"Pickwick?" Fable reached for her glasses on the drawer to make sure it was Charmwill's parrot. Her shortsightedness wasn't helping the first few hours after waking up.
It actually was Pickwick, curled up in a fetal position and looking worried in her bed.
"My name is Pickwick and I am mute," the parrot moaned.
Fable didn't know whether to laugh or worry. After all, this was the only phrase Charmwill allowed Pickwick to utter. It was a mind-boggling phrase.
"Are you looking for Loki?" She held the parrot up and hugged it. Pickwick seemed to enjoy Fable's embrace immensely, and hugged her back with his short wings. "Don't worry, Pickwick. Everything is going to be all right, I promise." She patted him, thinking about how Charmwill had told Loki to take care of Pickwick in case he died. Now, with Loki dead, Pickwick had been orphaned twice. Fable wondered what this mysterious parrot really meant to Charmwill. No doubt Pickwick knew tons of secrets he couldn't utter. Without his help, she wouldn't have guessed Charmwill Glimmer's True Name to be Wilhelm Carl Grimm in the first place.
"Tell you what," Fable suggested, "I will feed Itsy and Bitsy in a while. How about I make you a big breakfast?"
Pickwick shook his head. He didn't seem interested in food, unlike the rest of the Crumblewoods and their animals. He pointed out at the fields beyond the window, but Fable couldn't understand what he meant.
Suddenly, Fable's bed started to shake. Pickwick hugged her harder, squinting his eyes. He was like a baby in need of all the love in the world.
"Shh," Fable whispered, waiting for the shaking bed to stop. She was used to it. Everyone in Sorrow was used to it. She could hear a trail of a distant and hollow sound, as if some giant wailed over the mountains. The bed shook for a few more moments before it stabilized and calmed like a ship against the tides of the ocean.
"See?" She smiled at Pickwick. "It's all gone. That's Sorrow's whale,
" she explained to him. "The whale which Sorrow resides upon. He likes to shake the whole town every now and then. We're glad as long as he never rolls over and drowns us in the ocean."
Pickwick pouted.
"I know it's silly." Fable put him aside, stood up, and stretched her arms. "We live in a town on the back of a whale." She rolled her eyes. "And that's the least of our worries, believe me." She pulled her towel and walked to the bathroom. Pickwick clung to her shoulders on the way in. "I'm not sure about that." Fable stopped. "I'm a girl, you know. I need privacy in the bathroom." Pickwick didn't move, and Fable had a sweet spot for animals. "Okay." She rolled her eyes again. "I'm only going to brush my teeth. Don't expect anything else."
Inside, Fable washed her face and teeth while Pickwick sat on the sink's side. He still seemed worried, but she had no idea how to help. She had her own worries, that strange feeling again. What was it?
Fable stood looking at the mirror for a while. She didn't want to think about any of the things she had to think about, like how to resurrect Charmwill, where Cerené was, or what would become of Shew. Hell, she couldn't exactly understand what all of this was about. She was sure Axel would have tons of suggestions and theories when she met him.
For now, she waved her toothbrush as if it were a sword at the mirror, posed like Loki used to do, and said, "My name is Loki Blackstar, and I'm here to kick your ass!"
Pickwick's eyes widened. So did Fable's. Why had she done that? It came out spontaneously. Was it because she missed Loki already? Was she trying to forget the fact that she might never see him again?
"That was weird," she told Pickwick, who nodded with utter agreement. "You think I'm weird?" She squinted. Pickwick nodded again. This time, he clapped his wings together. "So you like weird?" she said. Pickwick flapped his wings. "I always thought weird was cool." Fable looked back at the mirror, unable to explain that weird feeling she had. She felt so…so… She couldn't put her finger on it.
Fable left the bathroom and opened her wardrobe to put something on. She thought a new outfit was a good idea. She was sure today was going to be full of adventures. Then she found herself pulling on her tightest jeans instead of her casual dress. "Phew," she said. "I guess I feel feisty today," she told Pickwick, who shook his shoulders and curved his lips.
Fable put the jeans on then went for a plain white t-shirt, followed by a badass belt with silver buttons, which originally belonged to Axel. Dressed up, she looked at the wardrobe's mirror and was impressed. "I think this look suits me," she told Pickwick, who definitely wasn't sure about the look. Fable was too tiny to dress up like that. "I feel ya," she told the parrot. "I'm too small for this look, but guess what?" She dipped into her never-ending wardrobe, which was mainly a place to stack up books, not clothes, and pulled out a pair of heavy boots. "How about those?" She put them on, and felt a bit taller. "These are also Axel's boots," she said. "Now, all I need is a weapon." She strolled back to her drawer and pulled out a magic wand. Pickwick shook his head. "You're right," she said. "A wand doesn't fit. I need a gun." Pickwick nodded, pointing his wings like a cowboy shooting bullets. "But I don't have a gun. Maybe I could borrow Loki's Alicorn when we get down to the kitchen."
Fable scanned her look one more time in the mirror, and then pulled her glasses off and let them dangle from the chain on her chest. "No badass ever wears glasses," she commented. "Although I'm afraid I'd shoot the wrong guys this way." She snickered. "How about the pigtails?" she asked Pickwick. He seemed to like them. "Yeah, me too. If I let my hair loose will I be still girly. Pigtails make me look girly, but like a maniac." She posed like a gunslinger one last time and said, "My name is Gretel, and I will kick your ass!"
Pickwick almost choked. His eyes met Fable's. Hers darted up and to the left, and she looked at a light bulb of her own thoughts, hanging like a cloud in the air. "Did I say Gretel?" she asked Pickwick.
The parrot nodded, looking more worried and confused.
"Why would I say Gretel?" She had her hands on her waist.
Pickwick didn't say anything, but he seemed to know more than she did.
"Oh, silly me." Fable waved her hand. "It's just all those fairy tale stories that surround me." She turned back in the mirror and said, "My name is Fable Crumblewood, and I'm going to kick your ass," then shot imaginary bullets from the imaginary gun in her hands. "Crumblewood doesn't sound right," she remarked. Pickwick agreed. "You can't be scared of a girl named Crumblewood." She folded her hands. "Look," she told Pickwick. "I don't need to tell anyone that I will kick their asses." Pickwick cocked his head. "If I'm really badass, why would I tell someone I'd kick their ass when I can just go and kick their ass?"
Pickwick took a moment, as if trying to solve a puzzle. A curvy smiled shaped his face, and then he agreed.
Fable pulled the parrot up. "Just because I feel so feisty and manly today, that doesn't mean I will not make you breakfast," she said. "You need to eat to grow stronger." She opened the door and walked out, still wondering about that unusual feisty feeling, as if she wasn't quite herself today. As she stepped down the stairs, a strange tinge of pain hit her eyes momentarily. She wondered what it was; maybe it was because she took off her glasses. Her eyes itched again as she reached the open kitchen downstairs.
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Down in the kitchen, Fable was surprised Axel wasn't there nibbling on some food. In fact, the kitchen had been cleaned and dusted like it had never been before. Everything was organized in place, shiny and inviting, as if they had been visited by fairies. Even the alphabet magnets, which had previously shown Charmwill Glimmer's True Name, now read:
I cleaned the house, took out the garbage, and cooked meat and vegetables for lunch. Feel free to eat as much as you need.
Shew
Fable took a moment to grasp the fact that Shew had cooked and cleaned Candy House after all she had been through—let alone the fact that she knew how to cook and clean in the first place.
"You think she cooked and cleaned because it's in her blood?" Fable said to Pickwick. "I mean, she is the Snow White. You think this has to do with the part in the tale when she finds the dwarves' cottage in the forest and starts to clean up?"
Pickwick folded his wings with skepticism.
"You're right, we don't really know all the facts yet." Fable checked the food in the refrigerator. Not bad, she thought. "But we know a few things." She rummaged around, looking for bread. She didn't know why, but she felt she wasn't hungry enough to eat Shew's food. She craved bread today. "For one, there are no dwarves in the real tale. They turned out to be young peasants called the Lost Seven, or the Pilgrimms." Pickwick counted from one to seven on his wings. "And two, the night at the cottage in the forest was so different than the tale. Shew ran from Loki after Carmilla weighed her heart and made sure it was twenty-one grams. Then Loki was about to kill Shew when Cerené helped her escape to the cottage. Loki followed them, played Big Bad Wolf for a while, and managed to enter, but they escaped. Finally, Loki chopped off Cerené's hands and she ended up killing him to survive."
Pickwick, after some silence, scratched his head.
"I know it's a complicated story, and it brings up questions more than it gives answers." Fable couldn't find any bread, so she closed the refrigerator. Pickwick's eyes looked like he was asking about the questions the story raised. "For instance, did all of this really happen to Shew in the Dreamory? Was it an accurate memory, or blurred by Shew's action in the Dreamworld? If Shew turned out to have changed the past in the Dreamory, how does it affect the future?"
Pickwick looked like he knew the answer to that. He hopped on the kitchen table near Loki's Alicorn and kicked it twice.
"I see," Fable said. "You mean if Shew changed the story and killed Loki in the past, then it does make sense that he is dead now. It also means he is going to be dead for good."
Pickwick lowered his head and shoulders and approached Fable slowly, as if he were a lazy penguin, then gestured for another hug. She embraced him as usual, still craving bread.
"Then there are a number of questions in case Shew didn't change anything in the Dreamworld." Fable walked with Pickwick on her shoulder. She assumed he'd like to eat bread too—if she managed to find some. Didn't birds always nibble on breadcrumbs? "Like, where in the timeline of Shew's story will she meet the Lost Seven? I thought she'd meet them the night of her sixteenth birthday, when the Queen sought her heart, but that didn't happen. And when exactly did she split her heart among them, and how did she do it?"
Pickwick shook his shoulders. He seemed sincere about not knowing the answer.
"And if she did kill Loki, when the heck did they fall in love?" Fable stopped when a thought hit her. Her boots were heavy anyway. She preferred not to walk around much. "This question boggles my mind, Pickwick. I mean, between Loki as an evil huntsman and Loki as Shew's True Love, there seems to be a huge gap that needs to be answered," Fable said as she felt drawn to Loki's Alicorn on the table.
She stepped closer to it and held it in one hand, thinking about the weapon she needed to complete her badass posture. Although she had been fascinated with Loki's Alicorn—the horn of a unicorn—the feeling was different this time. She was really drawn to it, as if by some magical force, as if she had a special connection with the horn in her hands. She lifted it up and said, "What were the words Loki used to say to make the Alicorn turn into a whipping snake?"
Pickwick seemed frustrated he was mute this time. He definitely knew them.
"Doesn't matter," Fable said. "It's only him who can use it, anyway." She put it back and shook her head. "Where is everyone?" She realized they must be awake by now.
Fable walked to the front door and opened it to see if Shew and Axel were maybe sitting on the front porch. Instead of finding them, something else caught her off guard. A chill swept over her body as if she had been hit by an invisible force. The pain in her eyes returned as she found herself looking at her feet. Something at the porch's floor summoned her in the strangest way.
Fable looked and saw a trail of breadcrumbs leading out to the field.
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The trail of breadcrumbs led all the way to Carmen, Loki's red car, parked at the edge of the hill leading down to Sorrow. Fable's own trail of weird feelings intensified. Again, she wondered if those were only aftereffects of the forbidden spell she'd used to briefly possess Loki's soul in yesterday's Dreamory.
What really bothered her was that feeling of being pulled from the gut toward the trail of breadcrumbs. Maybe it was only her curiosity. Maybe she just wanted to check on Carmen. But it surely was an uncomfortable feeling.
She couldn't help but kneel and grab a handful of breadcrumbs and nibble on them. After all, she'd been craving bread since she woke up.
"Want some?" She passed a few to Pickwick, who seemed irked she'd picked them up from the ground. Fable never knew Pickwick was such a picky parrot when it came to food.
Closer to Carmen, she saw someone hiding inside the car behind the foggy windows. She doubted anyone would want to steal Carmen. That would be some unlucky dude, as there was no doubt Carmen could defend herself.
"How are you doing, pretty girl?" Fable patted Carmen. She caught Pickwick rolling his eyes. The parrot must have thought Carmen was just a car, Fable thought. Was she weird thinking she should treat her like a girl? Fable didn't care. Somehow, she seemed proud of all her weirdness today.
"There you are!" Axel wailed, kicking the door open from inside. "It's about time you woke up, lazy sis."
"What are you doing inside Loki's car?" Fable folded her hands, careful not to spill the breadcrumbs.
"Trying to get it started?" Axel pouted. "Doesn't it show?"
"Why would you try that?" she said. "You know no one can drive Carmen but Loki."
"I know. I know," Axel said, wiping black oil from his smudged face.
Fable laughed. "See? That's what you get when you piss off Loki's car."
Carmen wriggled once, forcing Axel to get out.
"I was just trying to park it in a safe place," Axel said, holding back from kicking Carmen in the trunk. "Now that Loki's dead."
Pickwick squealed.
"Don't say that in front of Pickwick," Fable demanded. "Loki was supposed to be his new master."
Axel stopped to look at her to see if she were real for a moment. He stared at Pickwick again and looked like he wanted to scream. Fable watched him sigh, pulled a few breadcrumbs from her hand, and swallowed them. "Don't go nibbling on my Bluebeard Bread," he warned her.
"It's called Bluebeard Bread?" Fable asked.
"It's a new brand I found at Belly and the Beast," he said, cleaning his face with his sleeve. "It's a play on Bluebeard's Beard."
"At least it sounds better than that Dead Bread you bought last week."
"At least admit it's delicious." Axel pursed his lips. "Besides, how could you pick the breadcrumbs from the ground and eat them? I just spilled them on my way to the car. I have the whole bag here with me."
"I like the breadcrumbs," Fable said. Pickwick nodded.
"And what's with the outfit?" Axel said. "You look like a boy."
"A tomboy, you mean. I like it."
"As long as it makes boys not approach you, I am happy," he said.
"Can I try?" Fable slid past him and entered the car. She wasn't about to have this conversation with Axel again, him insisting she was too young to date.
"As if you're gonna be able to drive it yourself," Axel mocked her. "You know Carmen doesn't work with keys, right?"
"I know, Axel. You have to kick it to get it started," Fable said, still munching on the breadcrumbs. "But I don't have the heart to kick you, my little red coochie-boochie car." Fable snuggled the wheel.
Pickwick and Axel looked at each other and rolled their eyes. Fable was aware of that, and tried not to laugh. But then that feeling inside her rose again. She felt she was too mature to say these things anymore. She felt she was more manly. She was supposed to be badass, and more heartless. What was she doing eating breadcrumbs and chatting with Axel after all the hardships Shew had been through after Loki died? How could she be so irresponsible and childish?
As much as she liked her thoughts, it was as if someone else was speaking inside her. Should she tell Axel about her calling herself Gretel this morning?
"So where is Shew?" Fable felt the responsibility to ask.
"In the cellar," Axel said, as his phone rang.
"What is she doing in the cellar?"
"What do you think?" Axel pulled the phone from his back pocket. "Mourning Loki's corpse."
"Oh." Fable stopped nibbling. Pickwick's face knotted.
Axel read the name of the caller. His face changed. Fable couldn't read it, but was sure he was excited.
"I have to take this," he said, walking away. "Don't even start to use Carmen's radio. The whole car shakes violently if you do. Talk to ya later, sis!" He took off to answer the call in the fields.
"In the cellar?" Fable whispered. "You think we should be with her or leave her alone with her True Love?" she asked Pickwick.
Instead of Pickwick answering, the radio did. A song started to play from the speakers, leaving Fable's mouth agape and eyes widened. The radio only played in the presence of Loki. How was that possible? 
When the song finished, the host announced a special thanks to Fable Crumblewood and Pickwick the Parrot for listening. The host announced the next track was going to be a special farewell song for the one and only Loki Blackstar, performed by the one and only Pumpkinheads. As the song played, something happened to Fable's eyes. They weren't itching this time. These were tears. A lot of tears, from finally realizing that Loki was gone, probably for good.
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Fable trotted toward the cellar's door, noticing she'd dropped a few breadcrumbs behind her. She dismissed her unusual clumsiness, and decided to forget about what was happening to her for a moment. She stepped forward, took a deep breath, and then opened the door to the cellar.
Carefully stepping down on the creaking wood of the stairs, she glimpsed the rusty oven at the bottom, which had been here since long ago. Only Fable knew it was the same oven Cerené had used to get fire for her art in the Dreamworld. Every time Fable thought about their house originally being Baba Yaga's dungeon in the past, her pigtails rather prickled—totally absurd, she knew; it felt like she had two Pinocchio noses in her hair. It was such an unsettling thought that she and Axel lived in a house where thousands of girls had been kidnapped and sent to the Queen of Sorrow two centuries ago—plus thousands of boys who had been eaten and cooked in that oven by Baba Yaga.
Candy House, although it looked enchanting, was simply a horror house.
"Shew?" Fable called. She was a bit uncomfortable with the dimly lit cellar. "Are you there?"
No one answered.
Slowly, Fable stepped down, still leaving breadcrumbs behind her, as if she were afraid she'd lose her way back up. She reached the last step down, where the shadows of a few candles shimmered upon the walls.
"Shew?" Fable repeated.
This time, she got something back for an answer. Not words. Only hiccups and sobs.
Fable rubbed her eyes and neared the sound of sobs. She ignored her utterly terrifying shadow on the walls. Finally, she found Shew sitting in the middle of the room, her arms wrapped around Loki's coffin.
"Is he breathing?" Fable's curiosity was piqued. There was no need to say "good morning" or that kind of fluff. She was sure Shew's mind was so occupied with the complex mystery of the Grimm fairy tales that there was no room for such gestures anymore.
Shew nodded absently, arms hugging Loki tighter through the open coffin. It was the coffin Axel and his nerd-fighter friends had made for him. Loki was lying on his back with closed eyes and crossed hands. Sillily enough, Axel had dressed him in a tux with a yellow cravat and tucked a bouquet of roses between his hands. Loki looked beautiful when asleep, almost like a comatose prince in need of a resurrecting kiss.
Why couldn't a girl's kiss revive a boy's life in fairy tales? Why was it always a prince charming and not a princess charming? 
Closer to Loki, Fable realized this was actually Shew's coffin in the castle, now fixed and used to accommodate Loki. Two lovers were taking turns in their coffins. The sweet and sad irony. The thought made Fable teary, pulling her real personality out of her tomboy frame for a moment and bringing her back to her usual self.
She wondered if what was happening to her was something that came and went away all throughout the day. Was that some kind of madness, or had she really messed with her own mind through some wrong spell?
She washed the thoughts away and neared Shew then patted her on the back.
Shew was not only crying. She was sweating and shivering. Her face was drowned in sticky tears, and her paleness mixing with reddened cheeks made it almost look like she never was a vampire. Her beautiful black hair was wet and stuck to her cheeks, and swirled like a choking snake around her neck. Fable remembered how Shew had scared the hell out of her in the Schloss a few days ago. She looked unbelievably weak and vulnerable.
"I killed him." She stared at Fable, her eyes pleading for forgiveness, as if Fable were a priest offering her redemption. With her boyish attitude, Fable wasn't the one you'd turn to in such situations. Didn't anyone know how fragile she was herself?
"You did what you had to do," Fable said, clinging to her weird manly attitude on purpose this time. Normally, she'd be weeping until she could no longer see through her glasses. But she wasn't now. The tears that were threatening dried with the blink of her eyes. The weird manly feeling inside her seemed to help a lot with the situation. Could it be that she was only growing up and learning not give in to her emotion?
"No, I didn't," Shew objected. "I didn't have to kill him. I was angry he hurt Cerené. I was angry he became the Huntsman again. I didn't kill him out of necessity, but out of anger, which I should be able to suppress, since I'm the Chosen One." Shew's fangs stuck out—not in a threatening way, but in a purely vulnerable gesture.
Fable winced. She even took a step back. The fangs reminded her of Shew's demonic temper in the Schloss again. "No. It was necessary to kill Loki. You had no choice." Fable nibbled on the breadcrumbs to calm her fears. She thought they tasted incredibly good. "Mircalla, I mean Carmilla, controlled Loki through his Fleece in the Dreamworld. In order for one of you to survive the Dreamory, the other had to die. You didn't make the rules." Fable tried her best to make it easier on Shew. But mentioning Carmilla had her thinking about why she'd disguised as her foster mother all this time. What was so special about Fable and Axel for her to do so? "Besides, sometimes Loki is just annoying when he plays bad boy," Fable continued. Oops, why did I just say that? Who am I? It's like I woke up this morning and became someone else.
"I'm not talking about that." Shew hiccupped. "I'm talking about me failing to read his message in the World Between Dreams."
Save me!

Both girls sighed at the same time. Fable dropped more breadcrumbs.
If there were words to solace Shew, Fable didn't find them. She watched Shew nodding speechlessly, not for lack of words, but under the intensity of her sadness.
Silence crept like a poisonous spider on the walls of the cellar for a while. It was odd how silence was such a scary thing. Sooner or later someone had to break and cut through its invisible cobwebs.
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Only the sound of Fable's nibbling broke the silence, which was rather embarrassing. But she couldn't stop her nibbling. If she hadn't left Pickwick up in the kitchen, he would be mocking her indecency now. Was she turning into a gorging monster like her brother Axel? Come to think of it, Axel would have made a perfect Hansel, she thought. "I don't get it," Fable said. "Loki tried to kill me and all those children in Furry Tell, then tried to kill you, then chopped off Cerené's hands. All those atrocities he'd done, and then he asked you to save him? Save him from what?"
"From her, of course." Shew seemed slightly offended. "My mother." She lowered her head, looking ashamed of her own family. Fable sympathized. Sometimes she'd been ashamed of her mother, although she'd never seen her, being a lousy witch. "Loki was just a puppet to her. She played him through the strings of his Fleece." She seemed annoyed that she had to repeat herself to Fable. "I'm sure he would have done the best to save me if he'd been free of her power." Shew seemed so sure about her statement. Fable wondered about True Love for a moment. Did it really make people so sure of each other's love for one another?
"But if he was controlled by her, how could he possibly send you a message?" Fable said. Normally, she'd be rooting for True Love, like so many times when Loki was about to give up on Shew in the castle, and she pushed him to believe in his love. Today, she wasn't that sure about it.
"His subconscious sent me the message. He was able to do it through the World Between Dreams, one of the few realms in the Dreamworld uncontrolled by Carmilla."
"Then why didn't he escape to that realm?"
"He told me he couldn't stay long enough there. Carmilla would've noticed his absence, and tortured him through the Fleece in return. She was watching the Dreamory through a crystal ball, empowered by Loki's Fleece. That was the whole point of her sending him after me. I thought she wanted him to kill me. Instead, she had bigger plans. She wanted to know about my relationship with Cerené, so she could learn how to put the Andersen Mirror back together."
"I still don't get this Andersen Mirror thing, but anyways." Fable sighed and collected fallen breadcrumbs from the floor. "So you asked him to save you two days ago in the castle, and then the tables turned and he asked you the same, only a day later?" It wasn't a question, really. She was reminding herself of how the beauty suddenly became the beast, and the beast became the beauty all of a sudden.
"I am sorry, Loki." Shew gently rubbed his closed eyes. "I'm really sorry. I'd rather kill myself with a dagger right now."
Fable was speechless. If True Love made lovers kill themselves, then it certainly sucked. Still, she stepped forward and patted Shew, playing the part everyone expected her to. The part she usually expected from herself. Have I awoken without my heart today? 'Cause I surely can't sympathize much.
"I don't understand how I'm supposed to be the Chosen One," Shew continued, talking to Loki's corpse. "I couldn't save Cerené, and I couldn't help you when you needed me." She stopped then turned and faced Fable. "Oh my God. I even let down Cerené." She stood and clapped her hands on her cheeks. Fable thought Loki's death had turned Shew into some whiny damsel. She had liked her more in the Dreamory, killing and fighting for her rights. Or was this all just Cerené's doing from when she had breathed life into the pale Princess with her blowpipe? Maybe the effect didn't last beyond the Dreamworld. "This girl breathed life into me when I was left for dead on the table in my mother's chamber. And I let her down." Shew threw herself into Fable's arms, forcing her to drop the bowl of breadcrumbs. Fable wondered why everyone needed to hug her today. She hugged Shew back tightly, though. In fact, the more they hugged, the more Fable began sympathizing again. Was it the proximity of Shew's heart that made her feel that? Fable wondered if she'd need to go to an asylum soon.
"I love Cerené so much!" Shew sobbed violently, as if an invisible demon shook her. "And I loved Loki. I loved them, Fable! And I let them down."
Fable pushed Shew away, only to gently wipe the tears from her eyes and readjust her hair. It felt good to feel sympathy. It was good to feel like Fable again. She hoped she wouldn't lose that feeling again in a few moments. "Tell me, Shew," Fable said. "Tell me about how much you love Loki. Tell me about True Love. What does it feel like?" It was a sincere question from a girl who had never dated a boy, although she wanted Axel to think she did.
The question seemed to calm Shew down. She hiccupped once more and wiped her own tears. It looked as if she wanted to put a finger on what it really meant to be in love, but she seemed to not find the words. Finally, she put her hand on her heart, leaving Fable a bit puzzled. "All I can say is that I feel him here," Shew said. "Even when he is dead, he is right here inside me. I don't know how to explain it further."
Fable stared at where Shew's heart was for a while. She was embarrassed to put her hand on her own heart, for she knew that no one was in there. As much as she thought it was clichéd, she wondered if anyone was going to be there at all. "Then we have to bring him back." Fable pulled herself out of her own thoughts. It was Shew and Loki who mattered now. If she couldn't find love, it didn't mean she should act envious when she could help someone who had found it. "If Charmwill can be resurrected through his True Name then Loki should be resurrected too. We know his name is Loki Van Helsing now. It's a True Name. All we need is to find the right spell."
"I don't think so," Shew moaned. "He was killed in a dream. No one wakes up from dying in a dream. It's the first rule in the Dreamworld. I'm sure Loki told you that. He is dead for good."
"No, he isn't," a voice declared from the top of the stairs. 
Fable and Shew turned to see it was Axel. Fable squinted for a moment to read the words printed on his white t-shirt. It said: Alexus the Great is Never Too Late!
 "According to the Brothers Grimm, Loki is in a Sleeping Death, just like Shew was in the books when Prince Charming came and kissed her awake. Did you try kissing Loki?" He turned to Shew.
"I did," Shew replied, her cheeks reddening. "It didn't work."
"Gross!" Axel said. "But you had to try. I kissed him once too outside the Schloss, trying to give him CPR."
"If you're so grossed out, why did you ask her?" Fable frowned.
"Had to see how far people go with True Love." Axel shook his shoulders. "Nah, joking." He waved a hand. "Why don't you girls drag yourself out of the cellar and get up here. I think we need to discuss a few things."
"Like what?" Shew murmured, reluctant to leave Loki's side.
"Like what?" Axel squealed. "Seriously? Like what we're going to do with Charmwill Glimmer's True Name. How Charmwill Glimmer is Wilhelm Carl Grimm. Why Carmilla disguised as our foster mother. Should we look for Cerené in Murano Island to stop the Queen from finding her, and thus controlling the Andersen Mirror? That's if we know who Cerené, the Phoenix, is reincarnated into. So many questions that my head is exploding already, and you're asking me 'like what?'"
"He is right," Fable said. "We have to find some answers, or we won't even have time to save Loki."
"Besides, Alexus the Great"—he pointed proudly at himself—"has an idea what to do next."
"You do?" Shew said.
"Definitely," he said. "I know who can help us bring Loki back."
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Although everyone was eager to listen to Axel's theory about resurrecting Loki, they had to wait for Shew to wash in the bathroom. She hadn't only been soaked in tears, but also in Cerené's and Loki's blood from the Dreamworld. It seemed like Shew hadn't even slept last night when Axel was snoring and Fable was having nightmares.
As Axel waited in the kitchen, trying to befriend Pickwick, Fable couldn't resist those breadcrumbs at the porch again. She told Axel she was returning in a few, enough time to let Shew wash and refresh. Axel seemed in a hurry with those repeated missed calls and messages he received. He told her that she and Shew had only fifteen minutes before he had to go do something important.
Fable walked as if she were hypnotized, following the breadcrumbs. She still couldn't explain the feeling, nor could she tell what was happening to her. She felt comfortable in her boyish outfit, though.
She kept walking until she reached Loki's car again. This was when she really knew why she was here. It was Carmen. How was Fable capable of hearing the radio when it only played in Loki's presence?
Fable opened the door cautiously. She put in one foot slowly after the other and then sat by the steering wheel. No radio played his time. Fable wondered if there was a way to trigger it, but couldn't think of any. She tapped her fingers on the wheel, giving it a prolonged thought.
"Carmen?" she whispered reluctantly. "Can you hear me?"
Carmen showed no sign of acknowledgment.
"If you do hear me, please answer me," she whispered. "We need all the help we can to get Loki back."
Carmen did nothing.
Fable wondered if she had imagined the radio playing a few minutes ago. She leaned back in her seat and tapped her hands on the wheel. It took her some time to bring herself to kick Carmen like Loki used to. She gave it a feeble kick at first before she followed with a heavier one.
Nothing happened.
Fable rubbed her chin. She let out a defeated sigh then reached to open the door and go back to Candy House.
Carmen's motor sprang to life immediately.
It was absurd and unexplainable. Fable sat paralyzed for a few minutes with the car humming. She tried to talk to Carmen again, but all the car did was stop. No more kicks brought Carmen back to life.
Fable found herself pulling the door open and running away, back into Candy House. She was confused, and felt an illogical scare in the pit of her heart. How was she capable of igniting Carmen when only Loki could? She began wishing this weird day would end so she could start a normal day tomorrow.
  
***
  
Back in the house, Shew had changed into a dress from Fable's wardrobe. It was a bit too tight, but the Princess didn't complain. Actually, Fable felt honored she wore her dress.
"Nice outfit," Shew commented on Fable's clothes, as if she had only had enough peace of mind to notice it now.
"She looks like a boy," Axel teased.
"She looks badass," Shew said, winking at Fable, who blushed momentarily.
"Whatever," Axel said.
"So, tell us about how to resurrect Loki," Fable said.
"Before I do, I have to explain to you why Loki's our only hope," Axel began. "Let's begin with the fact that although all of this is complex and confusing, our main mission is to find the Lost Seven before the Queen, so she can't tear out their hearts and eat Shew's, like she always wanted to." 
"I agree," Fable said. "The more I think about all the many confusing things happening, I come back to this. Carmilla wants Shew's heart, and to get it she needs to find the Lost Seven. The Andersen Mirror and other riddles are subsidiary to the main problem."
"Well, then she succeeded by knowing that Cerené is the clue to controlling the mirror," Shew said. "At least now she is sure of one of the Lost Seven."
"It's the same to us," Fable said. "We also know the first of the Lost Seven, and we have clues through the J.G. diary with Axel about the other six."
"I know," Shew said. "Axel showed it to me. The problem is I don't remember any of them. All I remember is Loki was the Huntsman. I've known this since I was trapped in the Schloss."
"Which is somehow confusing," Axel interrupted, having managed to persuade Pickwick to sit on his shoulder. "I mean, if you don't remember any of the Lost Seven, how do you remember Loki?"
"It's all about the timeline," Fable offered. "Most of the things that happened before she split her heart, Shew can remember. She must have met the Lost Seven after that. Right, Shew?"
Before Shew could answer, Axel said, "Then how didn't Shew remember Cerené?"
Shew looked puzzled. She seemed to try to squeeze her memory for explanations, but she looked like she had none. Fable wondered if Shew felt the same mild split of personality she had experienced today. "I'm not sure," Shew said, looking embarrassed that she was of no help with the matter. "Some things I do know, and some things I don't know. I have no idea how."
"Know or remember?" Axel grimaced.
"What is that supposed to mean?" Fable was annoyed with Axel again.
"He is right," Shew told Fable. "There are things I only know and don't remember."
"What?" Fable didn't understand this.
"For instance, I remember vividly some scene with Loki being the Huntsman," Shew explained. "But I don't remember how we fell in love."
"Now, that's not helping at all." Axel's grimace was still fixed. Fable saw that he didn't like this statement at all. So far, Axel's research and theories had been mostly accurate. "Then how do you know you love him?" he said, asking the same question on Fable's mind.
Shew lowered her head for a moment and laced her fingers. She knew the answer, Fable was sure of that. She was just embarrassed to say it. "I just know," she finally said.
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"You just know?" Axel's shoulders tensed. Pickwick fluttered away.
"Why is that important, Axel?" Fable said, knowing Shew could falter under the pressure right now. "He did send her a 'save me' message, didn't he? And she met him in the World Between Dreams, where they were lovers sitting in the poppy fields."
"That's not the point," Axel said. "Do you know how many missed details we don't know about when she doesn't remember? Can you imagine how crucial it is to know how the cold-blooded Huntsman fell in love with Shew?" Axel clenched a fist and bit on it with his teeth.
"You're overreacting," Fable said. "Besides, what does all of this have to do with what you were about to tell us?"
Axel closed his eyes and took in a lot of air as he released his fist. He opened them again and said, "Okay. I was overreacting. Now, here is what I know…"
"Make it short."
"I will," he said, looking at his phone again. Fable wondered where he needed to go so badly. It wasn't like he had a girlfriend or something. "So here it is, as brief as I can: Charmwill's True Name is of no use at the moment. Although I'm dying to know how he is Wilhelm Grimm, we don't know where Charmwill's body is, nor do we know of a spell to bring him back."
"I agree," Shew said. "What about Cerené? Shouldn't I be looking for her in Murano?"
"No," Axel said firmly. "Because you don't know what she looks like now, or if she is really in Murano. I don't think we can afford to go to Murano." Axel stopped for a moment, as if he had been hit with a snowball. "Come to think of it, I don't think any of the residents of Sorrow ever left Sorrow."
"So what are you suggesting?" Fable asked. She didn't want to think about the fact that maybe no one in Sorrow ever left, and that Loki was the only outsider. But Lucy had left it, hadn't she? "Tell us something useful."
"Like I said, the main purpose is to find the Lost Seven," Axel explained. "Each of them has his own story and own puzzle we will need to solve when we meet them. The purpose is to gather them and find the appropriate spell so they return Shew's heart to her before Carmilla gets her forked snake tongue into it."
"So?"
"So, to do any of that we still need a Dreamhunter," Axel said. "Like it or not, this adventure takes place mostly in the Dreamworld. Without a Dreamhunter, we can't do anything."
"That's why the priority is to try to resurrect Loki," Fable said. "He is the only Dreamhunter we know."
"But Loki is dead." Shew was about to cry again. "Those who are killed in dreams never wake up. That's the whole point of Loki's job."
"No, Shew. You got that wrong," Axel said. "Loki's job is to kill vampires in their dreams. Even if the same rules apply to humans and Dreamhunters, I have a solution."
"You said that before!" Fable said impatiently.
"I know." Axel pouted. "The solution is all here." He pulled out J.G.'s diary.
"How so?"
"It turns out you can resurrect someone who was killed in the Dreamworld if three conditions apply," Axel said.
"Really?" Shew tiptoed.
"Yes, really. But I'm warning you, some of the conditions are really weird."
"I don't care," Shew said. "Whatever it takes to resurrect Loki."
"The first one is easy. It demands you know of Loki's True Name," Axel said. "Which we do."
"The second?" Shew asked.
"This is really weird," Axel said. "If the deceased has been killed by his True Love in the Dreamworld." Axel scratched his head.
"That is weird," Fable said. "It's as if it's common for lovers to kill each other."
"Well, this J.G. says it's common," Axel said. "Because usually when two lovers enter the Dreamworld, they face the same things Loki and Shew faced in the last dream…"
"Only one of them can come back," Fable said absently, remembering this horrible purple ring orbiting the Dream Temple last time. "So most lovers entering the Dreamworld actually end up killing each other. That's weird."
"What's the third?" Shew asked eagerly.
"Before we get into the third," Axel said, "you must understand that J.G. insisted the two lovers be in True Love." He was facing Shew. "True, unconditional love!"
"That's why you were asking," Shew said. "Believe me, Axel"—she rested her hand on her heart again—"we are in love. True Love. I know it and can feel it in my heart. You might not understand how strong the feeling is."
"I had a few rendezvous." Axel glared at her hand on her heart then shrugged. "Anyway, J.G. says True Love is called Adage in the Dreamworld."
"Adage?" Shew looked as if she had heard this word before.
"Adage is unconditional love that knows not of boundaries or setback, nor of time, place, or race,"
Axel read.
"No one can explain what Adage is. Lovers usually refer to an eminent feeling they can't explain themselves. However, they claim it resides in their heart, not metaphorically but physically."
Fable didn't comment. She still didn't get that True Love thing. She thought it was clichéd.
"That's what I said exactly." Shew blushed.
Axel looked at his own heart and seemed to only think it was stuffed with food.
"So what's the third condition?" Shew asked.
"The Fleece," Axel said. "If I had a dollar every time someone told me about Loki's Fleece…"
"How are we supposed to get it?" Shew said.
"Carmilla has it," Fable said. "Maybe we should man up and go get it from her." That was her manly side talking again. She actually preferred the cuddly and hugging side.
"No, that's not how to get Loki's Fleece," Axel said, closing J.G.'s diary. "I know who will help us get Loki's Fleece back." He reached for Loki's pack of cigarettes left on the kitchen table—Fable had been trying to avoid it all day, as she had been craving it too, but she really had something against smoking. Axel flicked a match and lit the cigarette. Shew and Fable were puzzled by this. "Are you prepared for help?" Axel said, holding the cigarette. "Because I will just leave you once it arrives."
"Leave us?" Shew said.
"Someone has been texting him all day," Fable said. "I think he has a girlfriend or something."
"Pickwick!" Axel summoned the parrot he had just befriended. Pickwick came, landing on Axel's shoulder. "I will take him with me for a small ride, if you don't mind," he told the girls.
"Do whatever you want." Fable sighed. "Just tell us what you're planning to do with this cigarette."
"I will summon the one person who can help us," Axel said, and took a drag. He coughed instantly.
"Summon?" Shew asked. "What do you mean?"
Before Axel collapsed from coughing, as he had never smoked before, the house shook again. This time, it wasn't the Whale of Sorrow. Smoke swirled all around and all of them started to cough. A few moments later, it began to clear, and something began to show in the middle of the room. Shew and Fable held to each other, as if they were staring at some ghost. It took Fable a while to realize whom she was staring at, that shape of a woman with a craned neck and a deformed body, looking like a zombie.
As Axel fled the house with Pickwick on his shoulder, Fable slid away from Shew's grip and stepped forward, staring at the summoned ghost with welcoming arms. "Babushka! You're back!"
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The Schloss
  
Lucy was waiting in the Schloss.
She thought it was a perfect place to read the Queen of Sorrow's diary. She would be alone in an abandoned castle that most residents of Sorrow didn't have the heart to approach. She had made up her mind to break the Queen's rule and read the diary herself. Lucy didn't know how she dared do it, but the more her eyes itched, the more she felt confident enough to risk her life with this. What is the Queen going to do? Lucy thought with a sinister grin on her lips. If someone as powerful as Carmilla couldn't get the diary herself, Lucy had to assume the Queen had a weak spot. She didn't know what it was, but it was the kind of weakness that led her to ask someone like Lucy to go get the diary for her.
Foolishly, Lucy was going to take advantage of her.
Lucy's plan to read the diary wasn't really a plan. It was pure impulsiveness and curiosity. She'd decided she'd read the diary and learn all about the Queen's secrets, and maybe blackmail her for it later. If this was a Book of Sand you could only read once in a lifetime, what was the price you'd pay to the one girl who'd read it in this lifetime?
But Lucy wasn't doing this alone, as she hadn't been trained for such adventures. She was waiting for the one person she knew she could manipulate and use. That person was entering the castle right now.
"Axel." Lucy frowned. "What took you so long?"
Axel stepped slowly into the castle. Although he'd been here many times, the Schloss hadn't been kind to either of them. It could rumble and shake any moment if it didn't like what they were doing.
"It took me some time to put Pickwick in a cage." He walked to the middle of the castle with its high ceiling, and showed her the cage covered in a blanket.
Lucy pulled the blanket right away, happy at the sight of Pickwick, who was curled into a fetal position with closed eyes.
"I think he is scared," Axel said. "I really feel awful doing this to him."
"But why?" Lucy turned and licked her lips, looking at him. She shot him with the least of the seductive gazes she had used on her boyfriends before ensnaring them. "You did this for me, didn't you?" She wrapped her arms around his neck.
Axel shrugged so loudly it echoed in the castle. His eyes, although he wanted to look at her, darted to the left and right nervously. Lucy knew his kind of schoolboy, who had probably never even kissed a girl yet.
"I think so," he managed to say. Lucy saw he wished to wrap his arms around her waist but hesitated, so she took them and placed them there herself. "But I'm seriously breaking Charmwill and Loki's trust by doing this."
"It's worth it." Lucy neared her mouth to his. She wasn't going to kiss him, not if he owned the Treasures of Solomon. The trick was to promise him something and never give it to him, or how would she have caught Pickwick? "I'm worth it," she added with a seductive look.
"I am also breaking Fable and Shew's trust," he said, licking his lips.
"But they will all thank you when you know the Queen's secrets later," Lucy said. "Sometimes people don't know what they want. But you do."
"I do?"
"That's why I have always liked you."
"You did?"
Lucy nodded, still biting her lips. Axel's face reddened, his cheeks ballooning as he neared her, longing for a kiss. It puzzled Lucy how he just took the bait. If she had liked him then why had she treated him so badly in school? Didn't it even cross his mind? She pulled away and returned to her serious face again. "Now, we need to open the cage," she demanded. Pickwick let out a feeble sound of misery. "You will have to hold the stupid parrot still as I turn it into a Book of Sand."
Axel followed the orders immediately, trying to avoid Pickwick's blaming eyes. "We just need to do this, Picky." He faked a smile as he opened the cage. "The Queen's secrets are important to us."
Pickwick struggled against Axel's grip, trying to free himself. He also looked like he wanted to tell them something. Lucy saw but didn't care. If he was supposed to tell them something then why did Charmwill turn him into a mute parrot?
"Grip him harder, Axel," Lucy demanded. "Or we'll lose the most precious information I ever came across."
Axel did, trying to look away from Pickwick again, or his heart would melt and he'd let him go. "I wanted to ask you something," he told Lucy. "If you're so infatuated with the Queen of Sorrow, then why are you reading her diary?"
"I'm infatuated with her because I want to be like her," Lucy said. "If I have a diary that will teach me how to be like her, then I have no use for Carmilla anymore."
"That's some wicked logic," Axel murmured. Lucy knew Axel wasn't on the Queen's side by any means. He only did this because he couldn't believe Lucy Rumpelstein had called him and told him she liked him. Lucy was planning to get rid of him once she read the diary. "You know Charmwill called Pickwick the Book of Beautiful Lies, right?"
"Yes, Carmilla told me. Why?"
"I mean, anything written in here could be only lies," Axel remarked.
"Nah." Lucy cocked her head. "Carmilla told me it was one of Charmwill's tricks. He called it that so people would think they are lies." Lucy had asked the Queen of Sorrow all she needed to know this morning. "In reality, Pickwick holds the truth of all fairy tales. That's why Charmwill had him muted, I think."
"That's news to me. How are we going to turn Pickwick into a book, then?"
"The Queen told me that too." Lucy grinned. "Just hold the damn parrot tight." She looked the poor Pickwick in the eyes and said, "Tic to tic tac toc!" knocking on the parrot's beak with each syllable.
Suddenly, Pickwick's eyes turned to stone and his body contracted. His wings turned into two folds of a book, and his beak into an obsidian lock, which Lucy knocked on, using the same words to open it.
Axel stood with glaring eyes, enchanted by the magic. Instantly, he went to flip through the pages, but Lucy stopped him.
"What are you doing?" she snarled. "These are pages of sand. You can read them only once in a lifetime."
"But how are we going to find the Queen of Sorrow's diary?"
"She told me how to." Lucy pouted and snatched the Book of Beautiful Lies from him. She waved her palm over the open book and said, "Jawigi."
Axel was obviously impressed by the connection. He watched the book turn its pages, stopping at one page. Lucy neared it and read: 
Carmilla Karnstein's diary, written on Hallows' Eve 1803. 
Lucy's heart pounded, and she exchanged glances with Axel. "You can go now," she told him.
"What? Why?" he said. "You're not planning to read it alone. Besides, I could help with analyzing a lot of secrets. You know I am good at it."
Lucy thought about it for a moment and sighed. "All right." She turned her eyes back to the book, took a deep breath, and turned the first page. She began reading:
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The Queen's Diary
All Hallows' Eve,
10th Year in the Reign of King Angel Von Sorrow.
1803 AD in the Waking World.
1 Day until the Eclipse.
  
Dear diary,
  
Sitting here in my royal chamber, I am trying to force my trembling hands to keep on writing, for what I am about to carve on paper is full of sadness and sorrow and surprises I don't think anyone can truly comprehend—or believe.
All night, I have been staring at the full moon outside my castle's window. My desire was to "meditate"—a spiritual practice my husband, Angel Von Sorrow, taught me a long time ago. It means to relax and clear one's thoughts for a few minutes so that you feel at ease with yourself in spite of all the pressure surrounding you. Angel used to call it Chanta, and practiced it alone in the forest when he needed to stifle the urge of sucking someone's blood and fully transforming into a ruthless vampire like his father.
I needed to meditate so I can stand the suffering and sorrow of the words I am about to write. I will try to document my story as vividly and honestly as possible—if there is such a thing as a "true story"; we all know that we unconsciously insert our own lies and inaccurate memories in every tale we tell.
And where better to look up to when meditating but the moon. The beautiful moon of the Kingdom of Sorrow.
Dear moon, for the sake of all the secrets we share, please shine your light on me as I am confessing this. I am in desperate need of all the light I can get tonight. Please strengthen me through this diary and gift me with the bravery to finish it.
I don't know who I am writing this diary for, and I have no idea who will have possession of it in case I don't come back from what I am about to do. I am not even sure this diary is intended for anyone to read. Maybe I just need to write the words down to help me with my decision. The truth in us is usually blurry and hazy until documented on paper. Writing those words should help me see clearer and understand how I came to be who I am.
I hope I will find some wisdom and meaning in my writing. That's what diaries are for, really. The mind is a tricky collateral of realities, a forest of memories and perceptions where one's identity could be lost. Written words stick—sharper than swords that cut our souls open like a book of blood. Once you're open, there is nothing left to hide. A renowned writer in our kingdom once said, "There is nothing to writing; you only sit down and bleed."
I believe him sincerely.
In this diary, I shall capture the essence of what happened to me from the beginning. Not all grand questions will be answered, though, because this one is about me. Only me. The me I have always sacrificed.
This is about the origins of things, how they came to be.
It amazes me when someone dismisses the origins of any tale. How can you judge a story, or a character in it, without learning about their beginnings? How can you judge me, the Queen of Sorrow, without knowing what I have been through?
I can feel the Schloss's walls closing in on me, suffocating me with intolerable memories, unimaginable events, and unforgivable doings. There is darkness creeping up on these walls, like a sneaking shadow that has been dimming my world eternally, year after year. I feel like I am trapped inside a whale that is never going to forgive my sins and let me go.
To tell the truth, it's not only my memories that have been cursed—it's my future as well. I am writing this now because of a heart-wrenching event that is about to happen. 
An event I can't speak of now.
All I can say is that in a few hours, when the clock strikes midnight, I will have to do something horrible, unimaginable, and truly unforgivable, something that will not only paint the portrait of my fate, but the fate of the Kingdom of Sorrow.
If you were in my dilemma, what would you choose? A lesser evil to contain the damage, or a greater one to end the whole mess for once and for all?
As in all cases, let's start from the beginning: the day the world welcomed me into its web of deceit.
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The day I was born, a single red apple grew on a juniper tree in our castle's garden.
A Blood Apple.
It was a rare fruit; the most sought after in Europe at the time. An apple of unmatched sweetness and unearthly ripeness. Some claimed it could cure the sick and enrich the poor, grant children to the sterile, and keep the soul guarded from demonic possessions. Its rarity and taste made it comparable with gold and diamonds, if they were edible. There was a well-known saying: "A Blood Apple a day keeps all Sorrow away." Few people knew why the word "sorrow" had always been capitalized in this sentence. I learned why many years later.
The single, delicious Blood Apple that grew on my birthday was even rarer. This one was the first to grow in my homeland, Styria, in seven years.
A nameless witch—we did not speak her name—had cursed my homeland in Western Europe many years before. Every time a tree gave birth to an apple, it came out grey, rotten, and infested with worms. No amount of magic or prayers managed to lift up the curse. They said the witch was the mother of all witches, that she was darker than the darkest shades of night. For reasons beyond me, she had cursed us with no intention to relieve us from her wicked omen, ever.
All of this changed the day I blossomed from my mother's womb into this life. No one knew how it was possible, or why it happened. Everyone said I was going to be a special princess who'd prosper and grow and maybe rule Styria one day.
The servants in our castle drooled at the sight of the single red and ripe apple. They stared at it as if it were the fountain of youth that could quench their thirst and wet their seven-years-long dried souls. Some of the servants sank to their knees and thanked Pomona, the Goddess of Fruits whom no one had ever seen, for her blessings.
But only fools thanked Pomona, for the rest of our land knew it was me who had saved them. I possessed the power to defy "the witch whose name we don't speak."
The birth of me, Carmilla Karnstein, daughter of Theodora and Philip II, was a miracle like no other in centuries. I came to this world with a revelation, a sign, and some kind of rapture: the first Blood Apple in seven years.
Little did I know then that it wasn't a lucky coincidence, that I wasn't just a fairy tale made up by the poor and wishful peasants of Europe. How would I have known that I was part of the universe's plan in an eternal feud between good and evil?
The arrival of a beautiful child, the blossoming of apples, and the end of a curse were only a prelude to an epic tale of love and sorrow.
  
***
  
My mother, the beautiful but stubborn countess Theodora Goldstein, later told me why they called it a Blood Apple. Although no one was exactly sure why, there had been many stories told. One of them suggested the reason was the red and juicy insides of the apples. Some said ancient tribes killed each other and spilled blood to get their hands on it.
This was the kind of apple that had not only lifted a seven-year-old curse, it had secured a safer economy for the land of Styria, which had been struggling, almost starving, in the previous years of drought and never-ending snowstorms—probably the nameless witch's doing too. 
Before that, Styria's economy had mostly relied on exporting apples.
There was also this one last folk story that didn't make much sense to me, my mother told me. It was about a boy named Pyramus and a girl named Thisbe who had been in love, opposing their parents, two feuding families who couldn't stand each other. They lived in Ancient Greece when apples were still white fruits—a reality few historians know about. Later, in unusual circumstances, Thisbe killed herself after mistakenly thinking Pyramus had poisoned himself. Thisbe took her own life with a dagger. It was said the blood spattered all over the apples on the trees nearby, and that the gods honored their True Love by turning apples red until Judgment Day. Those first apples were Blood Apples.
"Many years later," my mother had told me, "a man named Shakespeare stole the story, only he called it Romeo and Juliet. Just like he stole most of his other stories."
"But the servants say Shakespeare is the greatest writer of all time," I had protested.
"The peasants know very little, Carmilla," she had said. "Always remember that the truth is usually stranger than fiction, and that the greatest trick the devil ever pulled was to make you think he was someone else."
Although I was too young for my mother's deep warnings, I still loved the Shakespeare story. I loved it even more that I was connected to the Blood Apples in one way or another, thus connected to a great love story—years later, some fortune-teller told me a similar story would repeat itself in my Kingdom of Sorrow, but I haven't witnessed that yet.
A few days after my birth, Blood Apples began to grow everywhere in Styria—so frequently that trees almost bent over like hunchbacks under the heavy weight.
Noble families from all over Europe crossed hundreds of miles on their majestic carriages to visit the House of Karnstein, only to lay eyes upon my little figure cradled in a royal crib.
I had small, chubby arms and feet, and even fat cheeks—I was generously fed. Mostly apples, of course.
My smile, my golden hair, and my blue eyes were said to glitter like stars. Poets wrote about my reddened cheeks, which they described as "flowery red, like Blood Apples." The servants said I was always surrounded by an unseen aura, that angels were protecting me. Again, angels that smelled of ripe apples.
They said my presence was my greatest charm, though. Even as a child, it took one's breath away. No queen or countess stood before me without feeling it. I was the presence of a miracle, a child capable of ending a wicked curse with its birth. A child that turned a land, once forgotten, into a paradise of shimmering red bulbs dangling from trees—the apples were so shiny and glowing that travelers used them for guidance through the forest in the murky nights.
But beneath the linen of happiness lay a sinister secret no one wanted to talk about.
No one wondered why no other baby was born in Styria the day I crawled into existence. No one questioned why the seven other mothers expecting babies only gave birth to stillborns.
Instead of investigating the matter in a time in history where the supernatural was always considered, the royal visitors who came to see me wished I'd conjure luck and prosperity for their lands. They thought that wiggling my small toe would equal what you'd expect from a magic wand, that a touch of my hand enchanted them, and that my smile would bless their souls and dry soil.
I was a holy princess in the cradle, almost as holy as a high priestess or prophet. I was a genuine mystery, even to myself.
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The following years, I was spoiled with the precious love and care of my mother, and especially my father, Philip Karnstein II.
At age seven I was pampered with all kinds of exotic dresses from all over the world. Those I liked best were the embroidery dresses my father said were exclusively designed by fairies in a faraway place called Neverland. I was always surrounded—also guarded and protected—by too many servants eager to please me. Visitors from other lands still came and kissed my hands for blessing.
At the times of gathering apples, we always had the Avalon festival, where I was carried on a high chair by peasants and walked through the land to greet the locals. Avalon was said to mean "apples," and of course I had no idea what was going on exactly. But it never hurt to wave back at the people who thought I was an angel or something.
On every Hallows' Eve, in the time of harvest, they sat me on a chair made of a huge pumpkin—also imported from Neverland—and walked me again through the city, waving at all the peasants.
My parents never let me out of their sight. They even denied me the right to play with other children at the Pond of Pearls, a beautiful lake that everyone loved to visit and watch their reflections in the water, as mirrors hadn't been invented yet—at least, we hadn't known about them in Styria. Only a few elegant women, like my mother, used copper and obsidian mirrors, which were nothing like the silver mirrors introduced to us many years later. Their reflection was bobby and unclear. They also cost a fortune and had to be imported, not from Neverland but from a factory called Kurmainzische Spiegelmanufakturin in Lohr in Germany. The factory resided near the Spessart forest, which meant "Woodpecker" forest, and was repeatedly visited by Austrians. The Germans and the Italians, on an island called Murano, competed for the best glass and mirror manufacturing in the world at the time.
Still I never got to play with the children at the Pond of Pearls, and never got to see my reflection in the water like them. I thought it would be enchanting to see my reflection and know what I looked like exactly. I never knew why I wasn't allowed to play by the Pond of Pearls until later.
For the time being, I was occupied learning the history of our ancestors. My family turned out to be unusual and greatly important in deciding the fate of the world. The Karnsteins weren't just descendants of a noble Austrian family with blood ties to Mary Antoinette, the Queen of France—a close friend to my mother who never really said "Let them eat cake," which was another fabricated story told by historians.
We, the Karnsteins, were descendants of the first vampire hunters in history. Our great ancestors had been the ones who supposedly invented the profession. It wasn't an easy task. You have no idea how much misery it bestowed on us.
My father, who had been away and secretly fighting vampires most of the time, explained to me how it all started. Contrary to common belief, vampires hadn't been there from the beginning of time, and nor were they the descendants of devils. Vampires had been created, and under most unusual circumstances.
Before I tell you my father's story, you should know there was a Vampire Craze all over Europe in my time. People argued whether vampires really existed, and brutally killed whoever was suspected to carry the disease. The story started with people dying, buried, then returning home from their graves, only to bite the rest of their families a day later, turning them into vampires. Walking around with fangs and red eyes then sleeping in graveyards and coffins at night had been previously thought of as an infection. The kind of infection that had to be stopped from spreading. Europe had been damaged and horrified by the Black Death plague a few centuries earlier. All they could think about, and all they feared, when coming across an unusual phenomenon like vampires, was that it had to be a disease.
Few people, like the Karnsteins, knew the truth about vampires.
My father's story was that vampires were created around 600 years ago in the small town of Hamlin, around the year 1300. The town of Hamlin was geographically and culturally very close to Styria. The story was that the founders of the town of Hamlin had recruited a "Man with a Flute" to get rid of an invasion of thousands of rats that threatened to spread a horrible plague. The man, whom my father called the Pied Piper, lured the rats out of Hamlin with the magic melody of his flute. My father said it was rumored, but he wasn't sure, that the tune was called "The Magic Flute," which was orchestrated by a new Austrian musician named Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, whom he and my mother were planning to watch playing in Vienna soon. It always boggled me how the Piper played a tune composed by Mozart centuries later, but later I learned how. The Piper managed to lure all rats out of Hamlin, but the elders refused to pay him in return. According to my father, the elders considered themselves religious and thought of music as the voice of the devil.
"But they were the ones who asked him to play the music," I protested.
"That's the irony of it," my father said. "The elders accepted music to get rid of the rats but denied paying the Piper because they thought it was the voice of the devil."
"What happened next?" I asked.
"The Piper returned a few years later, looking very different to what he had been before," my father said. "The merry jester with the flute who wanted to please everyone turned into a dark man, wore a black cloak, and rarely spoke any words."
I remember wincing at the description, thinking my father was describing the devil himself.
"The Piper played the flute again, but this time he lured the children of Hamlin out of town," my father said. "Every single one of them."
"Why?" I frowned.
"Revenge for not getting paid," my father explained. "Historians will tell you that he lured the children to a nearby lake and drowned them in it, but that is far from the truth."
"Just like Shakespeare stole Romeo and Juliet?" I asked.
My father chuckled then dragged from his pipe. "Rather like it."
"So where did he take them?"
"Before I tell you that, you have to know that only seven children escaped the Piper." My father felt the need to educate me. It seemed like he had to teach me our ancestors' history for some future reason he had in mind.
"Seven children escaped? Where did they go?"
"No one really knows," my father replied. "But the Piper is still looking for them to this very day."
I began to fear this Piper more and more.
"We call them the Lost Seven," my father added.
"The Lost Seven." I repeated the words on my lips, as if not wanting to forget them. My intuition told me I would be repeating the words for the rest of my life.
"Other than the Lost Seven, all children were deported by the Piper to a faraway place," my father said.
"Neverland?" I squeaked, but my father shook his head. I grimaced, as I sensed he was going to tell me something I wasn't ready for.
"The Piper took the children of Hamlin to Transylvania."
Instantly, I shrieked and clapped my hands on my mouth. I had been told that Transylvania was part of vampire lore. "But how do you know, Father?" I asked. "This story seems far-fetched."
My father patted me and stood up. He walked to his huge library and climbed a ladder to get a book from the highest shelf. When he came down I saw it was a book of rare poems, documented and authenticated, although the poets remained unknown. "This is a special book, written by our great ancestor himself," my father explained.
"The very first Karnstein?"
My father nodded as he opened the book. "After the children were sent to Transylvania to be turned into an army of vampires by the Piper, who had vowed revenge on the whole world, only one child managed to escape."
"Our ancestor!" I proudly clicked my fingers.
"Exactly," my father said. "Our ancestor escaped after he learned all about the vampires. That's why we, the Karnsteins, are the only ones who know how to kill them."
"So what's in the book of poems?"
"A poem that explains it all." My father flipped the pages then laid the book on the table, low enough for me to read it. I was reading a poem called "The Pied Piper of Hamlin." An incredibly long poem. Then my father pointed at a part that made it connect. I read with an open mouth, realizing how history was both fabricated and true at the same time. Each person knew part of history's true incidents but then added his own flavor or lie to it.
The poem I read was later published under a pen name of Robert Browning, and was known of one of the greatest. The part my father pointed at read:
How their children were stolen away,
And there it stands to this very day.
And I must not omit to say
That in Transylvania there's a tribe
Of alien people who ascribe
The outlandish ways and dress
On which their neighbors lay such stress.
And that had been my first encounter with how most of the things around us weren't as they seemed, and that historians taught us lies.
  
***
  
Three years after my father educated me about my ancestors, I turned fifteen years old. Not only was I right in the middle of my teenage years, and on the threshold of becoming a girl, I was about to learn one of the darker secrets of my childhood.
I was old enough to be told why I wasn't allowed to see my own reflection in the Pond of Pearls—thinking about it now, I don't have the slightest idea how I lived without seeing my reflection for fifteen years. How did I tolerate not knowing how I looked like? I guess that since I had never seen my face, I wasn't curious about it.
The truth was that I was mentioned in a prophecy, spread by a blind woman who supposedly lived in a dragonship in the middle of an endless ocean called the Missing Mile, somewhere far away in a land few mortals knew how to reach—I myself thought it was myth until I sailed to it years later.
The blind woman's name was Justina, the Godmother of Justice, and her predictions were told to my parents by a mysterious messenger who had access to the Missing Mile. My family had always been into superstitious traditions.
Justina claimed I was the curse-breaker. I was a special child, a white soul, a gift to my people. Not just that. She claimed I was the nameless witch's all-time nemesis, and that I was going to give birth to an even more powerful girl than myself in the future.
But these blessings came with a price—the same way everything came with a price. A price that only I had to pay.
As it turned out, the universe always demanded balance. For everything it granted us, it took something in return—a basic law in alchemy. The curse that had been lifted when I was born wasn't going to just fade away. It morphed into another shape of a curse somewhere else in the universe.
Ironically, she who lifted the curse had to pay the price to keep the world balanced.
In my case, the price I had to pay would seem benign, even shallow, at first. It even seemed that way to me in the beginning, until I realized the atrocity of such sacrifice.
My curse was simply this: I wasn't allowed to see my reflection in any clear mirror or reflecting surface for the rest of my life. If I ever did, something horrible would happen to me and my family and my land.
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It's hard to describe how an adolescent girl's life without a mirror is like. I can't even bring myself to remember it now. I need to take a deep breath before I write about it.
Give me a second, please.
At seventeen, all the talk about my ancestors soon escaped my adolescent memory. I don't know what it was that actually made the idea of not seeing how I looked liked intolerable. I had always thought of it as a great sacrifice. When you're young and naive, you think that sacrificing yourself for others is a good thing.
Maybe it was knowing that I was "prohibited" to see my reflection. Deny anyone anything and they only want it more. Maybe it was my hormones kicking in. How was I supposed to walk over the threshold of womanhood without seeing and—hopefully—admiring my looks? Sometimes, I wondered if all this was only a camouflage faked by my parents so I never saw how hideous I looked.
But it didn't make sense. How did all those visitors look at me as if I were the most beautiful of them all?
My curse began to bother me. Who was that witch who cursed me, and why weren't we allowed to speak her name, let alone know it in the first place? Why did she curse me?
Although I repeatedly asked my parents about her, they never succumbed to my wish to know her name, or where she was from. All I knew was that she hated our ancestor and I was supposed to be her nemesis. That was all. They said it was for the best for everyone.
Those unanswered questions weren't helping me occupy my mind, as I needed to forget about my curse. They didn't help me forget about my reflection and pretend I was the only one in the world who didn't need to see it.
My father and mother grew more concerned about anything resembling mirrors, including my mother's precious copper mirror.
Still, my father and mother worried if my blossoming into womanhood would urge me to break the rule and have greater interest in watching myself in the water's reflection, like any normal teen would do. This resulted in me being almost cut off from meeting any boys.
As obedient as I was, I seemed to forget all about mirrors again—which also worried them. Why isn't she curious about her looks? What is wrong with her? You know how parents are. Sometimes there is no way to please them.
My parents worried whenever I neared any kind of water: rivers, streams. Any shining metallic objects, like armors, worried them, although they believed the curse specified my reflection in either water or a mirror.
I spent my days hearing about girls staring at their reflections in the Pond of Pearls, debating who was the "most beautiful of them all." The famous and shiny pond looked like liquid pearls underneath a full moon from far away. I could only see it from my mother's chamber when I visited, now that I wasn't even able to leave the few chambers I was allowed to enter in the castle. Each day I contemplated if I should burst out of the castle and run to the Pond of Pearls, defying my parents' wishes and having to live with the consequences of breaking the curse.
I didn't want to be special anymore. I didn't want to be a hero, saving the land. I didn't want to be pampered. I just wanted to be a normal girl—something I was never granted, neither then nor now.
  
***
  
On my seventeenth birthday I had asked for a bigger chamber with a better view of the Pond of Pearls. My wish was granted a few months later only after endless debate between my parents.
I had to promise them each day that I wouldn't break the rule. A look at the pond from afar wouldn't hurt anyone. My father's soldiers guarded the gates leading to the Pond of Pearls anyway.
It was only a few days until I realized the luxurious castle I lived in had been nothing but my personal prison.
But whom was I fooling? Watching the Pond of Pearls each day from my window intensified my need. I have never seen girls giggle as much as when they saw their reflection in the water.
The curiosity was also sparked by admiring my mother's beauty—the more she aged, the more beautiful she looked to me. Older, but more beautiful, more graceful and elegant. She didn't know that, though.
"You're so beautiful, Mother," I told her, fiddling with strands of my golden hair, which I had to keep ridiculously short so I couldn't see it often—they were afraid the sight of my beautiful hair would increase the need to see my face.
"Not as beautiful as you," she said, combing her hair.
"Do I look like you?" I asked, although she had told me I did so many times. "My father, maybe?"
"A bit like both of us," she said. "Didn't you see the pictures our artists have drawn of you?" We had many of them, but my face painted in oil wasn't satisfactory. What if they just lied to please me?
"You have your father's eyes," she said. "Ocean blue, almost like the pearly waves of the pond…" My mother shrugged, and averted her eyes from the window. She did it abruptly, as if she'd seen a ghost there. She just didn't want to talk about the Pond of Pearls. "I'm really sorry, Carmilla," she said. "It's all for the best."
"I don't need you to tell me this is for the best," I said. "I just need you to tell me that I'm beautiful."
"Oh, God," she almost shrieked, her eyes moist. "You have no idea how beautiful you are. If it wasn't for this curse—"
"I want you to tell me I am the most beautiful girl in Styria," I said. I guess my need for appreciation had suddenly kicked in. Aggressively. The desire of being beautiful crawled up my spine. It messed with my brain. I had been tolerating my curse, suppressing my emotions, and lying to myself for seventeen years. The anger had suddenly surfaced and reddened my soft cheeks.
My mother, who was about to hug me affectionately, stopped suddenly. Something about the way I'd said my last sentence worried her.
"Tell me, Mother, that I am the most beautiful of them all." I nodded at the girls playing outside in the castle's garden, those girls who saw their reflections on a daily basis, those girls who combed their hair by the pond for hours, those who pinched their cheeks to show ripeness and youthfulness through the redness of their face. Those girls I was never going to be like. "Tell me, Mother," I demanded.
Come to think of it, this was my first brush with the darkness in my soul, which surfaced many years later. I don't think you have any idea what it felt like.
"Fairest," my mother said, doing her best to hide her worries.
"Fairest?" I asked.
"You are the fairest of them all, Carmilla," she said, her smile old and wrinkled and dry, like early autumn leaves.
"Fairest?" I repeated. "What does that mean, fairest? I want to be the most beautiful of them all." I pointed at the girls gathering by the pond as I stepped forward. I waved at the girls who had suddenly become my enemies, those girls who could do things I couldn't, things any seventeen-year-old girl should've been doing. The truth was that I didn't want to be the most beautiful. I just wanted to be normal. "I don't want to be fairest!"
"Carmilla." My mother hiccupped against the tears promising to leave her eyes. Theodora Goldstein's eyes were flooded with empathy that didn't quench my thirst to be the most beautiful of them all.
"Tell me I'm the most beautiful of them all, Mother." I wasn't myself anymore. I was the beast of anger and unfairness in me. I was all my darkness. I was all that I wasn't supposed to be: angry, envious, and hurt. "Tell it to me every day. I don't care if you're lying to me. I don't care if I am ugly. If I am paying the price to keep all of Styria happy then this is the least you can do."
I found myself running into her arms and crying myself to death. It felt better that way. The weakness I cherished in my mother's long arms helped the beast in me to rest in sleep. The beast inside was in pain. A pain I couldn't explain myself. Again, I don't think I understood completely by then.
As I dozed off in her arms, feeling the need to crawl back in her womb and hide away from this unfair world, several apple trees caught my eye through the window. It made me feel I hated apples the most. For those silly fruits to grow, for those silly red things to bring prosperity to Styria, I had to pay too much of a price. And by looking at them, all I could see was the color of blood the vampires had sucked out of the Karnsteins.
  
***
  
To this day, I still respect my mother for not succumbing to my insecurity and wanting to be called "most beautiful of them all." Somehow, the phrase "fairest of them all" rang better with her, and I accepted it eventually.
I began watching other girls closer, noticing their beauty—or ugliness—and realized how much it affected their lives. To be honest, I envied some of them. But I also pitied most of them; girls who were average looking and had lesser chances and opportunities in life because of their looks. I thought it wasn't fair how some boys preferred the beauties to them without knowing who these girls really were. For a girl who was never going to see her own reflection, I felt occasionally blessed when I realized that I could imagine myself the most beautiful in the world and never have to face the contradicting truth.
But again, not seeing how I looked drove me crazy day after day. I couldn't even get a feeling of it in the eyes of other boys my age. None of the boys in our land dared to lay eyes on me. They feared my father, who, although kind and gentle to me, was a feared warrior and count outside our castle's walls. His overprotectiveness turned the beautiful boys away from me.
One day I sat weeping for hours under a willow tree, wondering how I was going to ever meet my knight in a shining armor—although I preferred his armor wasn't "shining," so I would not see my reflection and be the cause of my family's pain.
The other disadvantage was that I never learned how to swim. In fact, I began fearing water in many ways. All circumstances led me to give in. I was never going to see my reflection. Ever.
Until…
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Until my whole world crumbled when the most beautiful boy in the world laid eyes on me for the first time.
The first boy to ever dare lay eyes on me in spite of my father's promise to punish whoever did. If you were a boy, looking at me equaled an iron maiden slicing your throat.
He was an unusual boy. His boldness and steady gaze were admirable, yet intimidating, as if I had wished to be looked upon by softer eyes. The boy's eyes promised great passion, intense desire, but also dire consequences. I could read it all in one glance.
But it wasn't only the boldness in his look. It was the admiration for my looks that shook me all over. He looked at me as if his life depended on coming closer, as if he had been parted from the air he breathed when he saw me, and as if he had known my soul since long ago and was about to not only introduce himself to me, but introduce me to my real self.
I estimated him to be two years older than me. He was taller than my father. His eyes were black with that unexplainable hue of gold, like meteors that fell from the sky every now and then. His hair was black too; so black it wouldn't show in the darkest nights. It fell down his shoulders, caressing his pale face, which was a bit paler than usual, but still hard-edged, with a light stubble. Not many Austrian boys had dark hair, so it was a most desired trait.
The world around me froze for a long time. I was entrapped by his gaze. None of my father's guards stopped the boy—which was abnormal. I was almost sweating in this cold when he began approaching me slowly. I shrugged and blinked repeatedly. No boy in this land had ever dared look me in the eye, let alone approach me.
"No wonder apples bloomed the day you were born," he said with a sincere smile. Too sincere—I was so infatuated that no words dared escape my open mouth. I could have told him this was one of the silliest lines a boy had told a girl, but I loved it. No boy had said anything to me before, let alone this one, in whose presence I felt both fear and desire.
"Why are you looking at me like that?" I asked, doing my best to hide my feelings behind a mask of irritation.
"So you can heal my soul," he replied. I swear a gleeful tear was about to fall from my eye while snow fell from above. "Your face is like sunshine piercing all this cold in the world that surrounds us. I wonder how my life would be like if I woke up to these eyes every day."
The world was spinning around me, and all I feared was that I'd faint and fall to the ground and embarrass myself. I had never shared attraction with a boy before. Feeling such unexplained intensity was premature death to my fragile heart. I still couldn't shake the idea that I must have been only dreaming. Who talked like that? Who said things like these when first meeting someone? This sounded crazier than romantic stories I read by Shakespeare.
And then the strangest thing happened…
"Angel Hassenpflug!" my father hailed with welcoming arms from behind me. I turned my stiffened neck in wonder as I watched him hug Angel as if he were his long-lost son coming back home.
"Count Karnstein." Angel bowed his head, taking off his hat. "I should apologize for my delay, but me and my crew faced a heavy snowstorm in Hungary on our way."
"I heard about the storm," my father said. "I hope it wasn't her doing, if you know what I am implying."
Angel nodded with a slight smirk, as if he had a toothache or something. They were talking about the nameless witch. I didn't want to talk about her now. I wanted to look at Angel.
"I knew a young and strong lad like you would pass through," my father said. My mouth was still agape. How was he talking casually to a boy who had just approach me? "How are our friends in Lohr?" he asked Angel.
"They love your apples, Count Karnstein," Angel said, suppressing a laugh. "They not only devour them, they believe they could heal their sorrows." I think my father hadn't noticed that Angel slightly shrugged when saying "sorrows."
The two men laughed, and I was burning in silence. Not only did my father not worry about Angel's proximity to me, he also seemed to respect him dearly. Angel, the beautiful apple trader from Lohr.
I coughed so they would pull me into the manly and loud conversation.
"Ah, Carmilla," my father said. "I see you met Angel." I nodded. My father had never introduced me to a boy before. "Angel is the biggest merchant and trader for our apples. I know he looks too young for it, but he is the finest lad I have seen in Europe for some time. He is from Germany."
"Nice to meet you, Angel." I offered a hand.
He didn't hesitate kissing it and shooting me another deadly look. It was as if no one else existed in this world but me. I made sure my internal shivering didn't show on my face or body. "My pleasure," he added.
"Carmilla is the girl who—"
"Lifted the curse, and blessed Europe with the Austrian apples," Angel said, his eyes still on me. "On behalf of all German people, I must thank you," he told me with a graceful bow.
"Don't stare at my daughter for too long." My father patted him jokingly, but underneath the joke lay a silent warning. "He is a sweet talker." My father turned to me. "Sweet as the Blood Apples he trades. Still, sometimes they are plagued with worms." My father winked.
Angel seemed to detest my father's joke, but my father didn't notice. He laughed out of courtesy. Our eyes locked briefly again, and I wanted to make sure I let him know I liked him. I didn't know to show a boy I liked him. I had no idea how. Was I supposed to just smile, or maybe throw him a seductive look? How did a seductive look look on me? Or should I have just thrown myself blatantly in his arms?
I ended up staring like a loon for a few seconds with dilated eyes. Then when I still wasn't sure if he'd get the message, I tiptoed, my body slightly stooping forward.
Angel's eyes skewed down to my feet. I blushed and he smiled.
However, Angel couldn't say more. Nor could I. My father excused him from my company and urged him to go discuss business, leaving me undone, not knowing if I'd ever see Angel again.
All Angel did was look back at me one more time, sneaking a peek over my father's shoulder as the two men walked far away from me.
For a single heartbeat, something told me it was better that way. It was better that I never see him again. It was an absurd and illogical moment, and I hated it. I didn't care much for what people said about love at first sight. I didn't give a damn. This wasn't first sight; this wasn't teenage impulsiveness. This was destiny. He was my soul mate, in all the wrong ways. I felt like I had known him before. In another lifetime, maybe. Most important of all, the way Angel Hassenpflug looked at me made me feel better than a thousand mirrors.
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Although I didn't see Angel for some time after, all I could do was think about him: the way he looked at me, the way he saw me, the way he made me curious about what I looked like. What in the world made him look at me that way? What in the world made him look so deeply into my eyes?
I had never felt the urge to break the rules and run to the nearest pond outside our castle to get a glimpse of my features. Not even when I had gone crazy on my mother. 
This feeling, this need, with Angel—it was different.
It was euphoric, enchanting, and ecstatic. There is some kind of a beautiful surrender when we are looked upon by someone like him. Someone like an angel.
Who named their son Angel?
Not that I didn't like it. I adored his name, and I couldn't imagine what his parents had expected of their son when they honored him with it. As a Karnstein, supposedly destined to fight the devilish vampires, Angel's name, let alone his manly beauty, had me captured for many sleepless nights. Angel made me look forward to life and its infinite possibilities—I know you might be skeptical, thinking I was head over heels too soon, but I was a friendless girl, deprived of looking into a mirror. Angel was, in many ways, my mirror.
Then again, Angel as a mirror wasn't quite enough. It only made me want to see myself in a real mirror even more. I needed to see what Angel saw in me that caught his attention so much. I pondered all night if I should go to the Pond of Pearls, but couldn't bring myself to it.
The next morning, I walked to the fields with the peasants to collect apples from the trees. A lame excuse to occupy my mind. Suddenly, the apples I hated looked sweet and attractive. Love for life surpassed all fears, I supposed. I felt like a real girl for the first time in a long time, wearing my white dress, smiling, and collecting apples into a small basket.
The peasants always demanded I take a bite from the first apple they collected. They considered it good luck for them and the land. They showed me how to cut an apple from the middle and examine it. They taught me how each apple had a five-star shape on the inside if cut horizontally in two halves. A pentagram, some called it. Some said it was a good sign, while others associated it with evil—a sign associated with the nameless witch who had cursed the land. A pointed five-star inside an apple was the universe's way of showing us how evil was just inside everything good and sweet, I learned. A lesson I should have paid attention to. 
But I couldn't. Angel was all I could think about.
By noon, Angel was still in my head, an image of him in front of my daydreaming eyes. The feeling wasn't subsiding. It was intensifying. I had to ask the peasants about the handsome apple trader. The girls snickered first, knowing I liked him already, and then shocked me with the fact that he had ridden his horse back to Germany, and that he wasn't coming back until the next season to buy more apples.
However, something told me I was going to see him again. Whatever that voice inside me was, it also told me it wouldn't be an easy ride. Angel was going to change my life in the strangest ways.
Later that day, still thinking how I'd be meeting Angel again, I caught my parents in a tense conversation in the dining room of the castle. They were arguing about my father's quest to kill the vampires in Transylvania. My mother worried he was starting a war that would doom the Karnsteins forever. My father responded that none of us had a choice. The war between the Karnsteins and the Sorrows was inevitable. The name "Sorrow" sent chills down my spine. I had no idea why.
My father told my mother that Night Von Sorrow, the vampire king in Transylvania, had been hiding for years, planning on sending vampire spies disguised as humans all over Europe. The vampire king knew that in order to let vampires rule the world, the Karnsteins had to be killed first. It turned out we were the only family in the world that was destined to kill vampires. It was either the Karnsteins or the Sorrows in this world.
I ran back to my room that day, wondering what my role would be in all of this. Was I really destined to kill vampires? I realized that after I met Angel I didn't want to do any of it. I didn't want to please anyone or be the sum of expectations of my parents. And I couldn't bear being alone, either. All I wanted was to be with Angel.
  
***
  
A few days later, we were invited to one of Austria's royal weddings. I got to wear a fabulous dress that day, and the servants told me I looked fabulous in it. No boy dared look at me, as usual. The best I got was short and fast glimpses, stolen among the crowd. Nothing like Angel's daring eyes.
At some point in the wedding the girls went to a nearby pond to look at their wavy reflections in the water, pondering who'd be the first to get married next—legend had it that she whose face was fully reflected in the water, not wavy or blurred by the faint ripple of the surface, was the next bride.
My mouth went dry. I wanted to be with the girls. A firm glance from my mother cemented me in my place. The day went on as I faked happiness, fighting the urge to cry.
Back home, still in my new dress, I gazed out my window at the surface of the nearest pond glittering in the moonlight—I did glimpse my reflection in the glass of these windows a few times, but it was neither clear nor satisfying, and nor did it trigger the curse.
No matter how much I reminded myself of the consequences, I couldn't hold my desire anymore. I could either wait to meet Angel again or go see for myself. Impulsively, I climbed down the window behind my parents' back and ran toward the pond. They thought their guards would stop me, but I had secretly pondered the escape plan many nights before. I knew what secret route to take.
I ran across the castle's garden and passed by the fountains, holding the hem of my dress with both hands, my breath foggy in the still of the night. And right there before the gates, a couple of my father's guards appeared in their silver armor before me. I wasn't going to make it.
In my desperation, I didn't stop running, but they still caught me. I struggled and fought feebly for a few minutes. I even tried to stare at my reflection in their silver armor, but only saw a blurry face.
And then, in my darkest hour, something in the dark killed the two warriors, instantly and silently. I hiccupped as they dropped heavily beside me, only to stare at a wavy, dark figure a few steps away from me.
"Who are you?" I gasped.
There was no answer. I couldn't sense anything good in the presence of the dark figure. I had no idea how I knew, but it felt as if evil had a recognizable scent of perfume. This dark entity reeked of it. Though it had saved me from the soldiers, it didn't wish me any good.
Why did it save me? It didn't make sense to me.
I realized that I had one last chance to run past the gates. For one, I wasn't comfortable with the dark entity, and two, it was only minutes before my parents in the castle realized two warriors had been killed.
My heart beat faster as I crossed the gates and neared the Pond of Pearls. So many faces of other girls flashed before my eyes. I wondered if the pond's surface would be as beautiful as Angel's eyes.
Panting, I stepped over the muddy soil before the water and knelt down, exhausted from the run. But I was ready to see myself. My breath had tightened, so I waited for a moment, then closed my eyes as I bent over a little, both my hands on the ground.
"You can do this, Carmilla," I told myself, eyes shut tight. "It's just a little glimpse. I hope it doesn't bring the curse back." I prayed to God I'd be forgiven if I were crossing any lines.
I took a deep breath. Then I opened my eyes.
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Candy House
  
Babushka was cooking again, and Fable loved it.
Fable saw the confusion on Shew's face, as she hadn't met Loki's mother before—hopefully mother-in-law at some point? Or maybe she had met her, but didn't remember, like most of the things she still didn't remember.
But Babushka didn't look like she had met Shew before. Fable wondered where Babushka fit in this complicated story of the Grimm Diaries, but decided that would be too much to think about at the moment. They needed Babushka to tell them how to get Loki's Fleece to resurrect him, if Axel was right about her.
And, of course, Fable wanted to have some fun with her first.
Shew seemed perplexed by Fable befriending a ghost who looked like a zombie with parts of her flesh peeling off. Fable noticed Shew's dilemma, but didn't comment. Everything was getting weirder and weirder. It was a weird day, anyway.
"So Loki didn't know he can summon you with cigarettes?" Fable asked, helping Babushka prepare lunch on the table.
"Of course not," Babushka said, stirring something in the pot. She dipped her zombie hand inside and tasted her cooking. Fable suppressed a laugh at Shew's reaction— staring at Babushka with glaring eyes. It was rather ironic how a vampire, always soaked in blood, thought a zombie-like ghost was gross. "A three-eyed woman with three tails and one leg helped me with a spell a long time ago," Babushka explained. "The spell made it so that whenever Loki smoked, it would summon me to reach over to his world and stop him from smoking."
"That's weird," Shew said, sitting at the table, not helping at all.
"I believe Axel figured it out because I only appeared to Loki when he smoked in his car on his way to Sorrow, and when some of you lit up cigarettes trying to poke the huge raven that entered the house a few days ago." Babushka brought her pot to the table.
"Wow," Fable said, sitting down and preparing to eat. "My brother notices weird stuff."
"You're a weird family." Babushka giggled, as if that were a compliment. Her jaw fell as she spoke, but she picked it up nonchalantly and sat down to eat.
Fable was hungry, but was more into the breadcrumbs than anything else. She dipped them in the soup so no one would bother asking her about her new addiction. Shew, on the other hand, seemed reluctant to eat.
"Eat some food," Babushka demanded. "I made you a recipe that will help quench your thirst for blood for some time."
Fable could sense slight tension between those two, who only had Loki in common. Otherwise, they didn't seem on the same page at all.
"How do we get Loki's Fleece?" Shew said bluntly, not eating anything.
"By entering the Dreamworld," Babushka replied.
Shew looked puzzled, and Fable felt the same.
"Why not go get it from my mother?" Shew said.
"I have no idea why you say 'mother.'" Babushka rolled her eyes—only once, so she wouldn't drop any eyeballs. "But if you have the guts to confront her and get the Fleece, be my guest."
Fable fell silent. Babushka was right. Who dared speak to Carmilla? "Do you mean get the Fleece from Loki in the Dreamworld?"
Babushka nodded, as if it were an easy task.
"But Loki is dead, even in the Dreamworld." Fable scratched her head. "At least, this is how I understand it."
Babushka stopped eating, her eyes glaring at Shew for a moment. Fable thought she had to release her anger. After all, Shew had killed her son in the Dreamworld, and Babushka hadn't made a fuss about it until now.
This is really a weird family. Fable wondered if anything not weird was going to happen today.
"That's why you need Charmwill's help in the Dreamworld," Babushka said. "Frankly, I think there is something wrong with the timeline of events, but I can't prove it. Only Charmwill can."
"But we can't resurrect him," Shew said. "Even while we know his True Name."
"We don't need to resurrect him," Babushka said. "Not now, at least. We'll use his name as an Incubator in the Dreamworld, just like Carmilla used the Phoenix in the last dream, like you told me."
"But we don't know where this would take us," Shew said.
"It doesn't matter," Babushka said. "I'm sure Charmwill's real name will take us to a memory where we meet Charmwill. He could guide us from there. I am shocked why you haven't thought of this before."
"Because we don't know of any Dreamhunter but Loki," Fable said. "Do you happen to know another Dreamhunter who can help?"
Babushka took some time to answer. She seemed reluctant to answer, gazing intently at Fable. She finally nodded, though.
"Then please tell us how to meet this new Dreamhunter," Shew said.
Babushka put down the fork and knife, wiped her mouth, and stood up as if she were a normal human being. She reached for Loki's Alicorn on the kitchen table and looked at it. Neither Shew nor Fable understood the implication. "Before I tell you about the Dreamhunter I know, I have to test something." She handed the Alicorn to Fable. "Try it," she said.
"Try it?" Fable took the Alicorn, feeling attracted to it again. The whole feeling of weirdness, that she wasn't herself, returned. "How?"
"Say what Loki would have said to make it work," Babushka said. "Say, 'Ora Pedora.'"
"But—"
"Say it."
Fable stared at the Alicorn for a while and held it the way she had held her toothbrush in the mirror this morning. She took a deep breath, squinted, and said, "Ora Pedora!"
To everyone's surprise, the Alicorn turned into a whipping snake, the same as when Loki used it. Shew winced and pulled back from the snake, and Fable dropped the Alicorn once she saw it. Babushka held the snake and patted it, then pulled it back into the Alicorn.
"But how is that possible?" Shew stared at Fable.
Fable wanted to ask the same, but she couldn't find her voice from the surprise.
"I will tell you in a minute," Babushka said to Shew. "Fable, you said you were also able to ignite Carmen this morning, right?"
Fable nodded.
"And you have been feeling weird, saying Loki's words and feeling a bit boyish?"
Fable nodded again.
"Great!" Babushka clapped her hands. "It means there is hope we could save Loki."
"How so?" Shew said, utterly confused.
Fable needed to know why, but her voice hadn't returned from the shock.
"Simple," Babushka said. "Fable is our new Dreamhunter.
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"I am the new what?" Fable found her voice finally.
"You're the Dreamhunter who can help us go to meet Charmwill in the Dreamworld, and hopefully find Loki's Fleece," Babushka said. "You're basically Loki right now."
"I don't understand," Shew said.
"The spell Fable used to possess Loki's body in the last Dreamory left what magicians like to call a 'mark' on Fable's soul," Babushka explained. "Being in his body in the Dreamworld was an intense moment," she said to Shew. "Fable's soul collected most of Loki's powers—Chanta, to be precise. It won't be for long, so we have to act fast."
"That's why I have been feeling weird all day." Fable rubbed her chin.
"So Fable has the power to enter a Dreamworld now?" Shew asked.
"Definitely," Babushka said.
"But Loki needed two bodies in the Dream Temple to enter the Dreamworld," Shew said. "The Dreamer's and Dreamhunter's bodies."
"Then we should use the same rituals Loki used and let Fable enter your body," Babushka said. "Your body will be the vessel to the Dreamworld, and Wilhelm Carl Grimm will be the Incubator." Babushka stopped to think about something. "However, Shew won't be able to do anything in this Dreamory, unlike in the past."
"But why?" Shew said. "Each Dreamory, I was able to act in it the same way the Dreamhunter did."
"That was when Loki, a true Dreamhunter, entered the Dreamworld," Babushka explained. "Fable only has part of Loki's power passed to her. As for you, you will be nothing more than a Sleeping Beauty used as a vessel to the past."
"You mean the Shew I will meet in the Dreamworld will not be the same Shew?" Fable worried. At least Shew beside her would make this a bit easier. She couldn't believe she had such a sudden responsibility weighing on her tiny shoulders.
"Regretfully, no," Babushka said. "The Shew you will meet will not recognize you came from the Waking World."
Shew gave Fable a sympathetic look. "You don't have to do this if you can't."
"How so?" Fable sighed. "Do you think I can stop myself from helping Loki's resurrection?"
"Deal," Babushka chirped. "You saw Loki do the Dream Temple ritual, right?" she asked Fable, who nodded. "I know you won't have a Fleece, but you will be doing a much-appreciated job, Fable." It was obvious Babushka didn't want to mention that, without a Fleece, Fable had no safe way back. She couldn't ask for help if something happened to her in the Dreamworld. She was going to be all alone there.
Fable said nothing. She grabbed a bowl of breadcrumbs and began nibbling. It was the only way to calm herself down. "Did Loki love breadcrumbs?" Fable found the courage to finally ask.
"Not that I know of," Babushka said. "Why?"
"Because among all the weird things today, I have been craving breadcrumbs all day."
Babushka slowly turned her head to Shew. Both, although not entirely on the same page, exchanged looks Fable couldn't decipher. She felt they knew something about her she didn't know, but they weren't telling.
"What is it?" Fable said.
"Nothing, dear." Babushka patted her and then hugged her to calm her down. "You must just be hungry and agitated because of the noble mission you're about to do."
"Really?" Fable began shivering. She knew Babushka was lying. Something else, other than having Dreamhunter powers, wasn't right. Somehow, Fable was afraid to know.
"Really," Babushka said. "Now go prepare yourself while Shew and I prepare the Dream Temple in the cellar." 
Fable nodded and ran to her room, still clinging to her breadcrumbs. Although she'd agreed to do this, it scared the life out of her. Who was she to enter the Dreamworld?
17
  
Out on the porch, while Fable was getting ready, Babushka and Shew were talking.
"Why didn't you tell her?" Shew asked.
"You know?" Babushka said.
"Of course I know," Shew said. "I figured it out in the last Dreamory. I'm surprised that you know."
"Loki told me," Babushka said. "I am surprised Axel and Fable don't know. I mean, everything about them screams who they really are."
"I think they're so caught up in Loki and my adventure that they can't think about anything else," Shew said.
"If you ask me, I think everyone else in Sorrow knows who Axel and Fable are." Babushka chuckled feebly.
"So they are both from the Lost Seven?"
"I think so." Babushka shook her shoulders. "Frankly, I have no idea who the Lost Seven are exactly. I wasn't around much when all of this happened. Nor was Loki's father." She seemed briefly lost in a memory. "Well, I don't want to talk about this now. I'm surprised you don't know if they are from the Lost Seven."
"Believe me, I don't remember much," Shew said. "I don't even remember Cerené. I trusted what happened in the dream to be my true memory of her." She looked out at the rest of the town on the horizon. Babushka did the same. "It would be really strange if Axel and Fable are from the Lost Seven," Shew said. "I mean, when I think that they hold a piece of my heart, it's just… I can't put words to the feeling."
"It's a heavy bond. I understand," Babushka said. "I don't know about Axel, but you should've seen Fable when you were trapped in the Schloss. I think she would die for you, and the poor girl doesn't even know about her bond with you. This is the true reason she is motivated to enter a dangerous place like the Dreamworld."
"Poor Fable," Shew said, sighing.
"Did you say she was mentioned as a witch in J.G.'s diary?" Babushka faced her.
Shew nodded again. "I think she is the Witch." It was still debatable. Any other girl could be a witch, but Fable was also Gretel, which made it more likely to be true. None of the Lost Seven mentioned in the diary resembled Axel, though.
"So again, why didn't you tell her?" Shew said.
"Because it's going to be a heavy experience," Babushka said. "When I look at this quirky, lovable, and decent girl, I pity her for having acquired Loki's powers as a Dreamhunter. It's such a responsibility. Her having to enter the Dreamworld is a burden by itself. I wouldn't top it with telling her who she is."
"I'm just worried she'll discover who she is in the Dreamworld," Shew said. "Who knows what could happen?"
"In order to get Loki's Fleece, we have to risk it," Babushka said. 
"How about her sudden breadcrumb addiction?"
"That's because of her entering your last Dreamory through that spell she used," Babushka said. "I think that's why she suddenly realizes she is Gretel. The bond she has with Loki."
"So she is bonded to both of us, me and Loki?" Shew closed her eyes. "Who would have thought this cute little girl would have this kind of weight upon her shoulders?"
"I think she will be fine." Babushka smiled, a rather acceptable smile for a disfigured ghost.
"Listen," Shew said, facing her. "I'm really sorry about Loki, but there were too many things going on." Shew fiddled with Loki's necklace on her chest. "I'm really sorry."
"I don't want you to apologize," Babushka said. "You'd be amazed to know that I have faith Loki is coming back. After all, he's been dying on and off the last couple of years," Babushka said proudly. "Like mother like son, I guess." Then her laugh vanished abruptly. "There is something else that worries me, Shew, if you don't mind me saying."
"Really? What is it?"
"I'm worried how you and Loki are in True Love," Babushka said. "I mean, if you are really in love, how weren't you able to read the necklace in the dream?"
"What do you mean?"
Babushka hesitated, then heard Fable call for them from inside. "Nothing," she said as she entered the house. "It's just that Loki never told me how he fell in love with you in Sorrow two centuries ago. Don't take this the wrong way, but I can't imagine how it happened. He was an…well…evil huntsman, and you were his enemy. How did you ever get together?"
"Something incredibly beautiful must have happened," Shew said with giggling eyes. It was embarrassing she couldn't remember how she and Loki fell in love. But the feeling was undeniable. She loved him, so much it felt ridiculous at times—particularly after having to kill him in the dream. Shew rested a hand on her heart as a smile curved on her face. There was no denying—Loki lived inside her heart.
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The Dream Temple took little time to prepare. Loki had explained how it worked when they were in the Schloss. Every little detail, from how to draw the Dream Temple to how to use the mirrors. It occurred to Fable that maybe Loki had sensed this would happen to him. Maybe he had intentionally prepared her without telling her, the same way Charmwill had mentored him. Feeling so connected to Loki made Fable feel better. She'd really liked him since the first day they met.
Right now, Fable and Shew lay next to each other in the Dream Temple's circle in the cellar. Two mirrors were placed opposite each other, and the rest of the ritual had been prepared. Babushka brought two Obol coins and placed them on the girls' eyes as part of the ritual. Then she poured what was left of the baby tears in Shew's eyes.
Shew looked drowsy as Fable whispered the Incubator in Shew's ears, the last thing before she entered the Dreamworld.
"Wilhelm Carl Grimm," Fable said.
As she waited to enter the Dreamworld, Fable turned her head toward Babushka and said, "Can you please put some breadcrumbs in my grip?"
"You know no items ever pass through to the Dreamworld," Babushka said.
"Still, it wouldn't hurt to try," Fable said, weakened by her addiction to the breadcrumbs. "Please?"
Babushka brought her a handful of breadcrumbs and poured them in Fable's palm, closed her hands, and patted them.
"Thank you," Fable said. "I feel safer now."
Babushka waited until Fable had phased out and said, "Thank you, Fable, for agreeing to go through hell to save my son."
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The Schloss
  
"Why did you stop reading?" Axel asked Lucy.
"Because I don't like this diary," she said, resting the book on her lap.
"What's not to like?" Axel said. "It's the best diary I've ever read. Carmilla's conflict with the mirror touched something in me."
"What are you talking about, Axel?" Lucy puffed. "This isn't the Queen of Sorrow I was expecting to read about. She is all too giddy and fragile. What is this?"
"I thought you sympathized with her."
"I did, and still do, but I want her to be stronger than a mere teenager who whines about wanting to see her real looks," Lucy said. "I really don't like this."
"I'm sure the path she is about to take will turn her into the vicious Queen of Sorrow you like," Axel said. "How do you think she transformed to who she is now?"
"What do you think she saw when she looked in the water?" Lucy's eyes glittered suddenly. "Do you think she discovered she was no beauty, but a beast?"
"Only one way to find out." Axel raised an eyebrow and pointed at the diary while munching on Sticky Sweet Bones.
"You're right," Lucy said. "Let's read on."









  
20
The Queen's Diary
  
When I opened my eyes, I was surprised I had no time to see my reflection in the water.
Before I fully looked at the rippling waves of the pond, someone's arms pulled me from behind and dragged me. I first guessed it to be my father; he'd caught me before I succumbed to my selfishness and sent my family and land to hell.
But the hands were too aggressive to be my father's. They weren't loving hands. They meant me harm. They were the hands of an enemy.
I couldn't see my captors, whoever they were. They began choking me. In all my years in the castle I had been trained to ride horses and even use a sword, but none of this was good enough to handle my kidnapper. All kinds of sinister scenarios flashed before my eyes.
What will happen to me?
It didn't take long before I began fainting. As my eyelids draped my vision into darkness, I heard someone utter the name I feared the most—at least, I was taught to fear it. A name I had only heard on the tongue of my father. Someone was praising their king: Night Von Sorrow.
  
***
  
When I woke up, I was tied up in chains in some underground dungeon. Realizing I was in some dungeon was the easy part. It was dark and filthy, not like anything I had ever seen. Grey walls and vaults with a small barred window, too high for a normal human being to reach. I was surprised I didn't panic yet.
What I saw later made me panic.
Desperate, I tried to free myself from the chains, kicking, swearing, and foolishly threatening my enemies that my father was going to hunt them one by one. It was all in vain. All I got back were some hissing laughs, reeking of blood and mockery.
Then I realized that the chains were bolted to four sides of the walls, keeping me afloat in the air, not knowing what was underneath me.
How was that possible?
As I kicked and screamed, a strange smell soaked my soul. It was a collection and mixture of odors and scents I had never experienced before—at least not together.
What was this? I needed to focus, rather than trying to separate each smell on my own.
The first smell was unmistakable, and actually easy to identify. It was blood. A lot of it, fuming like a spreading disease up my nostrils. It was coming from right underneath me, but I couldn't twist my head enough to peek down there.
What could hold such amounts of blood? A pool?
The notion made me nauseated, but it also made me realize I was wet. Turning my head, I saw blood trickling down my arms and legs tied to my sides. Had I been soaked in that pool and brought up again? Why?
I followed the trickling blood and pressured my body to a brief twist, which hurt my limbs and made me scream in agony. Finally, I could barely glimpse a surface underneath me. This time I could see what it was.
I was floating above a bathtub. A bloodbath of sorts.
The bathtub was filled with blood. But not only blood.
There were other liquids I couldn't recognize immediately—because seriously, it didn't make any sense to mix them together.
What kind of mixture was that, and why?
The blood was mixed with something white, which spread like swirling tree branches through it.
What was that? Milk?
Then there was something else I hadn't enough time to see with my eyes. My limbs ached and begged me to turn back to a normal position.
But I could smell it.
It was something rare and preciously desired by kings and queens at that time. A treat for the elite only. Chocolate. Dark chocolate.
I knew it because, similar to the Vampire Craze, there had been a Chocolate Craze in my time. In Styria, chocolate had been prohibited, and the poor couldn't afford it anyway. Only the likes of my mother had a few precious amounts she offered for the elite kings and queens who visited us. The reasoning behind the prohibition had been announced after renowned physicians from London and France claimed chocolate caused madness. And madness had always been linked to diseases, which recently had been linked to being a vampire.
But there was no more time for me to analyze why I had been dipped into that mix while my body was hung in the air. I decided I would annoy my captors with the only weapon I had.
My scream!
I screamed and screeched and squealed from the top of my lungs, wishing for a response or clarification why I was here—and where was here?
All the shouting I did could not free me. The dungeon smelled of all things evil. It was as if the walls were smeared with rotten apples. I could tell there were tens of cloaked men and women standing silently in the shadows, not uttering a word. But I didn't understand why they didn't talk. Was this some kind of a ritual? Where they waiting for someone?
A few moments later, I could see a raven and dove fluttering beyond the barred windows near the ceiling. That was when my torturers slowly emerged from the darkness, pulling their black cloaks back and staring at me. Men and women with pointed teeth. Pale but beautiful faces, even with their unusual golden eyes. Those were definitely the Sorrows, my family's greatest enemy since the days when my ancestor escaped Transylvania.
One man came a step closer to me. Everyone was sure to grant him enough space and slightly bow at his proximity. He seemed uglier than the rest. His eyes were red, not gold. He had long silver hair and a bushy beard, and edgy features—a bit too edgy, his cheekbones too sharp. He had a scar running sideways on his left cheek.
The man rested both his hands on a cane. I could see his long white fingernails shining in the dimly lit room. They were old hands, though. I had no doubt it was Night Von Sorrow, because I hadn't seen anything scarier than him in my life. I hadn't seen anything more cold-blooded. The slight parting of his mouth, showing his fangs, confirmed my fears. He smelled of blood, milk, and chocolate.
"Is she the one?" Night asked in a raspy voice that sent shivers to my soul.
"Carmilla Karnstein in the flesh," someone answered him.
"Weak is the flesh," Night said, taking a step forward and bending over. He held me by the jaw and parted his lips slowly, showing his sharp fangs again. "Strong is the soul that lives forever," he added, almost admiring me—or whatever his eyes were scanning my body for. "I can smell her soul already," he mumbled with envy and hatred, probably because he had no soul himself.
"I know who you are!" I spat on him, wondering from where I got my feistiness. After the incident with my mother, this was the second time I'd realized how much anger I had inside.
"Then you're not as afraid as you should be," Night said. "Although I despise all Karnsteins, I have always admired their foolish bravery." His eyes met mine. They were piercing, as if looking for something beyond me. "You're such a beauty, Carmilla, just like the ripe Blood Apples the Karnsteins produce." He laughed in a low drone as his long fingernails almost scraped my cheeks. "We have been waiting so long for you."
"Let go of me!" I wriggled in my chains, not having a clue what he meant. "What is this bathtub? What do you want from me?"
"It's a tub of blood, milk, and dark chocolate." He dipped his long forefinger in it, pulled it up, and licked it with closed eyes. "And not any blood, or any milk, or any chocolate." It looked genuinely delicious to him. "I will let go of you." He signaled for the other men, who came and unchained me. They were too tall and strong, so I decided against kicking against them or trying to escape. Not yet. I didn't know where I was.
Night Von Sorrow turned back to the cloaked men. "Send him in," he ordered. "I want him to have her. Now!" he screamed, clenching his fists, red veins sticking out his strong neck. When he did, the liquid in the bathtub rippled, blood, milk, and chocolate weaving into each other's curvy threads. "Let's see if she is the one we're looking for."
A few cloaked men pulled open an iron door and dragged a man in a red cloak inside. A tall man with broad shoulders. His hands were tied, and two giant henchmen barely held him. He seemed strong, only overruled by their numbers. Another hostage, I thought, as he tried to set himself free.
"I believe you have met my son, Angel Von Sorrow," Night said proudly, removing Angel's cloak.
"The apple trader?" My heart tore into pieces. Too many surprises. It was the first time I'd realized that Angel had betrayed my father and our land. He was not an apple trader, but a disguised member of the Sorrow's family. Didn't he say his name was Angel Hassenpflug?
And he was a vampire who was supposed to kill me?
I didn't really care if I died that day. How could Angel betray me? It was one of the first moments I realized the world wasn't as friendly as I had thought. I had been confined behind walls of conformity, not really knowing anything about the real world outside. Betrayal seemed the world's most common trait.
"It was a nice little trick to fool you and sneak into your castle and learn about you." Night smirked at me. "You see, my dear son has not been fully turned into a vampire yet. We postponed the ritual of his full transformation so I could send him to Germany and then to Austria disguised as a human being. Being a half-vampire made him undetectable by your father. Karnsteins haven't developed the talent for sniffing half-vampires yet. For years, my son has been very useful to us, learning how humans thought and behaved so we can rule the world soon enough."
"Why would you do that?" If I was going to get killed, I needed to know.
"Because humans have been haunting and killing us for years, thinking we're just like rats, infecting the world with a disease." Night Von Sorrow sounded hurt for a slice of a moment. Soon he raised his raspy voice again, as if he were an actor in the Shakespearean theatre. "You have been wrongfully burning everyone who was different from you; the women whom you called witches, for instance. Humans have been exterminating everything that's new to them because they just couldn't understand it. They couldn't look at the beauty behind the fangs and the blood. You treat us like a walking plague, thinking you are the greatest species on earth. We, vampires, are the greatest species. Not you. We are an evolved human being with much more powers than any of you. We're something new and beautiful. I know it looks like we are the evil creatures, but it's the other way around. Vampires are just different from people, with their own lifestyle. Humans should have made a space for us so we could all live together."
"What kind of crazy ideas are you speaking of?" I snapped. "You kill people. You suck their blood."
"Humans suck other humans' blood every day," Night said. "Just look at the wars and poverty all around you. But you are a Karnstein. You wouldn't understand." He turned around and pulled his son by his hair. It was a violent move. Angel's eyes went red as he tried to avoid looking at me. I didn't know if it was fear or shame that paralyzed him. He had looked like a ferocious, strong man back in Styria. What had happened to him? "Take her, my son," Night demanded. "She looks sweet. She'll be your first, so you can turn into a full vampire. And maybe she is the one we're looking for."
This was the second time he'd declared that. I wondered who he thought I really was.
"I don't want to!" Angel moaned, resisting his father's pull. "I don't want to become a vampire. I don't want to be like you!"
Night slapped his son on the face. It was more than a slap. He'd granted him a scar across the cheek, one very similar to his own. Unlike Night Von Sorrow, Angel's scar healed instantly. I was confused. "You're a vampire like me." Night held his son's strong skull between his long-fingered hands, forehead to forehead, as if pleading. "You are a Sorrow. You don't have much of a choice. The time you spent with humans has softened your heart. You were supposed to taste her blood while you were in their castle. I brought her here for you, so you have no more excuses."
"I can't," Angel pleaded. He somehow still loved his father, although it was a weakened kind of love. "I just can't. Torture me all you want. I'm not like you. If there was ever a way I could turn human, I would have sold my soul for it."
Night Von Sorrow slashed his long fingernails at his son's face again, cutting him in sharp lines. "That's the problem with half-vampires. They still have what they think is a soul. You still think you're not like me? You think if you were human you'd heal, just like that?"
"I might have the blood of Sorrows, but not their heart," Angel said, trying his luck one more time with the henchman chaining him.
"You don't have a heart." Night rolled his eyes. "You don't a have a soul. You just think you do. Now take her or I will force you."
"You can't force me!"
Night took a step back and pulled a small flute from under his cloak. It was made of wood and had seven holes in it. I couldn't understand the panic that swept over Angel and the henchmen when they saw it.
Strangely, Night began playing a melody on his flute. The image instantly reminded me of the Pied Piper my father had told me about. Was Night Von Sorrow the Pied Piper himself? Was this tune the one my father had told me about? I didn't know. Let me rephrase that—I couldn't know. The tune was strangely unmemorable. I mean, I could hear it but never repeat the melody or remember it.
And more importantly, it had a great effect on Angel. He lost the golden hue in his eyes; it shifted closer to a bloody red with each note Night played. Since he could not block the music while his hands were chained behind his back, Angel squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth, futilely wishing he wouldn't hear his father's melodies.
I didn't understand why. What was the power this flute possessed? I could only imagine it was related to the Piper, the man the Lost Seven had escaped centuries ago.
The tune seemed to get hold of Angel's darker side. I had thought he'd fooled me at first, but I was wrong. He was supposed to bite me in Styria and didn't for some reason.
"Let go of him," Night ordered his henchmen. "The music caught my son already. Let him go taste her." He began playing again.
Angel, now free, had his red eyes fixed on me. His darkened stare sent shivers down my spine. Seeing the bulging veins in his hands, I realized how strong he had turned. How hungry had he become? There was nothing I could do to prevent him from killing me but staring back at him. My beauty, which I hadn't been able to see in the pond, was my last defense after he'd been changed. He had said he loved the way I looked. It should work its magic on him again.
Sadly, it didn't.
In the blink of an eye, Angel was standing right in front of me. He pulled the henchmen away, not taking his eyes away from me. His grip squeezed on my neck. He lifted me up effortlessly, my feet kicking uselessly in the air.
Night stopped playing. "That's my son. Take her!"
Angel lowered my head to the level of his eyes. Any color had been already swallowed by the darkness of his pupils. It led me to believe he really didn't have a soul, not the slightest hint of humanity in his breath. He pulled me closer and drew his fangs to my neck. I felt a pinch like a needle. It was abrupt and fast, but he didn't sink his teeth in…yet.
He wounded me enough to draw blood and let it smear his teeth.
"I'd like to have her alone," Angel told his father, who threw him a suspicious look. "She's my first human. I need to feel it's a special moment."
Night approached him and touched Angel's lips with his fingers, smearing them with my blood. He tasted it himself then smiled slowly. "Why not?" he said. "Enjoy your first, my son, and let us know if she is the one." He ordered his henchmen to leave.
Angel stared back at me with such intensity that it squeezed sweat out of my pores. "Remember when I said I'd like you to stare at me forever to heal my soul?" he whispered, and I nodded. "Keep doing it, no matter how many people I kill."
While the henchmen had their backs facing Angel, he lowered me and squeezed my hands before he turned around. Angel pulled out one of their swords and stabbed the first one right in the gut. Even Night Von Sorrow didn't have enough time to realize his son was tricking him. Angel tightened his grip on my hands, as if it gave him the strength he needed, and slashed at the henchmen, piercing our way to the door.
The power he had been granted by the flute's melody was still in him, but not for long. I assumed its effect would subside soon, since Night Von Sorrow wasn't here and wasn't playing anymore. Angel had managed to use it against his family.
I couldn't even keep up with this speed, so he lifted me up with one hand as if I were a doll. All I knew was that I hadn't seen such fierce anger in my life—then again, I had been imprisoned in a castle amidst the snow; I was, in many ways, naive beyond recognition.
I tried not to stare as he killed people left and right, spattering my face and dress with blood. Spattering the air with blood. I closed my eyes. As traumatic as the experience was, I could feel darkness growing in me. Something in me wasn't right. Something in me wasn't who I'd always thought I was. I just didn't know what as I enjoyed Angel killing every one of them. Maybe I was learning that goodness sometimes needed to be spread to the world through blood, not smiles.
Angel's anger was dark and inhuman. He roared like a lion when he removed heads with his bare hands. I knew he was roaring to keep his dark soul from succumbing to his father's wishes. Angel was basically two people. A devil named Angel.
Later in the years, when I remembered this moment, I thought about how all lovers have their "firsts." Usually it's a first kiss, a first song, or a first date. Angel and I were different to any other lovers. We had our first lies, first scars, and first kills. Our first blood.
"Believe in me, Carmilla," Angel begged me as he continued the massacre of his own people. "Believe in me."
And that was when I knew how he did it. Through my longing for him. It felt unfair, to be honest, that all I had to do was believe in a man who killed his own people to do the right thing. But it was how it worked. With so much killing going on, and having not seen so much blood and death before, I fainted in his arms eventually, believing in him more than ever, but with blood on my hands as well as his.
Before I fainted, I remembered my mother's story of Pyramus and Thisbe, and how the gods honored their love with blood-red apples. I began to see the resemblance to my story with Angel. We were the new Romeo and Juliet, but fiercer, bloodier. We were called Angel and Carmilla. 
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I woke up in my bed in the Karnstein castle some time later.
I was safe and sound, surrounded by family and friends. I was back in my royal life, wrapped in sheets of silk and pampered like a princess all over again. I was back home where I belonged, back in my mother and father's arms of protection and safety, back where one should feel at ease and love.
But still I felt so alone, not knowing why. Something huge was missing from my life, an irreplaceable void, and I had no idea what it was.
Day after day, I walked in a shadow of what I was meant to be. A harsh and dizzying feeling of having no identity, of pretending to be someone other than who I really was.
But this was my home. This was my life and I supposedly hadn't known any other. It was a good life that any girl would have dreamed of—so good that I felt ashamed.
Seven days later, I realized what was wrong with me. I realized I didn't remember what had happened to me after escaping the castle and wanting to see my reflection in the water—of course, I regained my memory later.
Angel hadn't just saved me from his evil clan—and himself—he had also erased my memory of what had happened. One of Angel's most dangerous skills was the ability to erase mortal beings' memories.
My family told me that I had been lost in the forest, and that they found me in a golden-painted carriage—shaped like a pumpkin—outside the castle two days later. They said they didn't know who'd brought me back, but that they were more than grateful. My mother joked that it must have been my secret admirer, my knight in shining armor.
Of course, I knew they were lying to me, because they never mentioned the dead soldiers by the castle's gate, executed by the dark man whose face I hadn't seen.
I kept spending my days lost in a web of strange hazes, of faintly remembered memories, mistaking them for daydreaming. Although I didn't remember what had happened to me, I couldn't escape the feeling of having lost something dear to me—Angel.
Long walks in the castle's gardens, long days picking apples from trees, and long sleepless nights couldn't bury that feeling. It stayed with me like a suppressed childhood memory that you can't remember but can never forget.
I was trapped in that haze for two years, until I turned nineteen, keeping to myself, with no interest of seeing my reflection, making friends, or meeting men. Seasons changed, one after the other, trees died, babies were born, and I stayed the same.
At some point I began asking about the apple trader who'd just vanished from existence. My father told me he'd changed his line of business and all contacts between the Karnsteins and Angel Hassenpflug had ended. The only boy whose eyes I could really see myself in had vanished. All I did was collect apples from trees with peasants to pass my dull adolescent years.
Until one night when I eavesdropped and listened to my father telling my mother that he had discovered that Angel was a descendant of the Sorrows. How ironic was it that I was on the verge of standing up to my parents and opposing the possibility of that? With my erased memory, I couldn't believe this to be true. But I had no means to know or be sure, and continued the lost haze of my teenage years, barely interested in life—when this should have been the best time of my life.
When I think of it now, my teenage years were the basis for the hell I went through later. I mean, what does a girl have when you take her face from her, and then you take her memories too?
Eventually, I grew bored of collecting apples. Then a few weeks later, I began losing my appetite for everything—all but milk and chocolates, which I began to crave all the time. I didn't understand why then.
My land's economy prospered and prospered, and my family had never been happier. None of this made sense to me. I was like a prophet before the words of God came down on them, knowing for sure something was wrong with the world around them, and that whatever rules, religions, or false gods people hung to couldn't be right. There had to be more—but I had no epiphany, and no alternate God talked to me.
Until Angel came back…
  
***
  
At first I thought I was being followed by some witch or stranger in the forest, or my father's warriors, who discreetly followed me everywhere in case I weakened and tried the Pond of Pearls again.
This time it was different. I knew I was being followed by someone I trusted. Someone I longed to meet. With each approaching footstep, I thought I was remembering what had happened to me.
The feeling of being watched was breathtaking, until Angel stood right in front of me. Right there among the dense trees and white snow in the middle of the forest. He had disguised himself, of all things, as a priest.
"Apple trader," I shrieked. Suddenly, a bolt of lightning creased through my mind when looking into his eyes. It wasn't really light, but a memory. Real memories: bloodstained, full of pain and pleasure.
I remembered everything that he wanted me to remember. That was why he had come back. 
I warned him of my father's warriors nearby, and he smiled, almost pompously—he had taken care of them, but hadn't killed them, thank God.
"I'm sorry it took me two years." He held me by the arms, a look shimmering in his eyes, as if there was no woman on earth but me. "I thought I was strong enough to forget about you," he added. "I thought I could leave you be, to live your safe life without me and the sorrow I bring along." He stopped to catch his breath. "But I couldn't, Carmilla. I just couldn't."
"How could you do this to me?" I pushed his hands away. I didn't fear him as the son of the vampire king. I was angry at his foolishness in seizing the moment and believing in one heart. How could he not see how much my heart flowered in his presence, bloomed to the sunrays of his eyes?
"I did it because I care for you, Carmilla." Angel's eyes moistened. I couldn't think of a sincerer voice talking to me. This dark man longed for me in the strangest way. "It doesn't make sense. We're enemies. Our families are practically fire and ice. I'm designed to kill you as a human. I was created to rip the likes of you apart. I should drink your blood and leave your rotten corpse behind me, but I just can't. The years I've spent with humans, disguised as one of them, I ended up with a softer my heart. I spent so many nights wondering if there was ever a way for me to become one of you, and release myself from being a vampire. But every time I thought of it, there wasn't enough reason for me to become one. Until…" Angel shrugged. He almost looked away. "Until I laid my eyes on you."
"Angel…" That was all I said before I curled myself in his arms and began crying joyful tears. He was reluctant to hold me closer at first. Holding me was a big commitment. Both of us were signing a contract in blood, to be cursed by our families, and the world, for the rest of our lives.
In all those years living in Styria, I had always been squeezed in my father's arms, kissed and cuddled by Mother before sleep. Still, I never felt at home until Angel took me into the walls of his ragged yet tender heart.
He finally did. He squeezed me hard enough to forgive him for the lost years without him.
"Tell me something, Angel," I said. "Why do I feel so strongly about you? Although we've been through many things in a short time, it doesn't make sense. I am so into you."
Angel seemed to have an answer, but he didn't reply—years later I realized why, but it's too soon to talk about that now. Instead of talking and arguing and wishing, we summarized all our fears into a long, breathless kiss. Our first. Finally, a good first.
It was a long kiss. I had my eyes closed. I thought he had his closed too. He kissed me the way a man breathes for life. Not in a metaphorical way. He truly sucked my soul into him, and I couldn't understand why I meant so much to him. I couldn't understand how he could so passionately kiss someone he was supposed to kill. I didn't understand where he had been for two years and why he had come back now.
Right now, I am surprised I can't capture the emotions I felt that day on paper. Young love, with all its recklessness and lack of reason or logic, turned out to be a precious, magical feeling that I might have lost to the long and hollow winters of my life. The struggling life I lived after has made this memory a bit too hazy now. I can't even believe I fell for Angel so easily, but it was what my young heart had desired. It was the start of the craziest adventure I ever knew.
My haze of walking dead in the gardens of Styria had ended. I was in love. True Love. The kind of love I'd read about in Shakespeare stories. I was ready to die for Angel in the most unexplained ways.
"Did you feel that?" he said, holding me close.
"I did." I blushed, thinking he was talking about the kiss.
"I think the earth shook beneath us," he said.
I didn't feel the earth shake that day, but looking back now, I think it did. It must have. The earth probably knew the sorrow our coupling was going to bring into our lives. This kiss, as much I cherished it, should have never happened.
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I could tell you all about when Angel insisted that he'd meet my father and tell him how he felt about me. I could tell you about how it all went wrong. My father, although supportive and considering Angel a great asset against the war on the Sorrows, succumbed to my mother's and Austria's noblemen's objections, and to the world that didn't approve of our love.
I could tell you the details of Night Von Sorrow swearing to kill every Karnstein, including his own son, if Angel and I were to stay together. Night had begun killing many European allies of the Karnsteins already, just to make his point.
I could tell you about the Styrians themselves, shocked that I could only fall in love with our enemy, raging a war across Europe as well.
But I don't see the point in reciting those details. All you need to know is that our love was damned, doomed, and destructive to others.
Angel and I escaped both my family and his to a small cottage in Italy. We rode for days and nights, disguised as beggars, apple traders, and entertainers. Everyone was looking for us—especially for Angel. His pictures were drawn by the most talented artists and hung on every wall in most towns. A recurring description of Angel was of a man with long hair, black as night, a hard-edged face, white as snow, and lips red as blood from the people it was rumored he'd feasted upon. Angel only fed on animals, which he hated, but he had no other choice at the time.
Wherever we escaped, people talked about the half-vampire who'd stood up to his vampire king. They called him Black Death, or sometimes Dracul, which just meant "dragon" in Romanian. Whatever Angel did to become human, mankind wasn't going to accept him. Nor were vampires going to accept him.
Then we started hearing news—rumors, or what people later started calling fairy tales—about a man walking the dense snow between Transylvania and Styria, killing other people. They said he wore black, and was usually surrounded by black crows. They said he stained the white of snow with the red blood of his enemies. People called him the Red Dragon, the Black Snow, and so many other names that revolved around the three colors that later haunted and cursed my life: red, white, and black.
Angel and I continued our escape, all the way through Europe, because we had no place to go.
But Angel sensed my weakness, my inexperience with hiding and enduring such horrendous traveling, and advised me to travel to a safe place while he fought our pursuers—later, I learned he had desired my blood too much and feared he could not hold himself back while we were alone.
Angel drew me a map and ordered me to follow it. He told me he'd meet me seven days later on Murano Island near Italy, the one were glass and mirrors were made. I argued that I couldn't be near mirrors, and Angel blamed my parents for making me think so. He believed nothing would happen to me if I stared in a mirror, but I had lived with the fear for too many years and it had been carved too deeply.
"Also, I won't leave you," I argued, as I could hear the horses of our hunters approaching. "I can't."
"Go." Angel whipped the air to scare my horse away. "I will see you in Murano. Don't fear the mirrors. Ask for Amalie Hassenpflug, my godmother. Tell her I sent you."
I was speechless as my horse took off to my destination. So that was why he had used her last name when he was disguised as an apple trader?
"Carmilla!" Angel, sweaty, exhausted, and ready to kill, summoned me one last time.
"Yes?" I craned my neck as I rode away.
"When you see Amalie, tell her…" He swallowed, pulling out his sword, ready for the enemy's attack.
"Yes?" I asked. He wasn't going to leave my like this, not telling me his last words. "Tell her what?"
"Tell her you're the love of my life, my purgatory, and after," Angel said, followed by a scream as he began his war.
Night Von Sorrow sent black crows, black panthers, and the darkest vampires after Angel, intending to punish him with death for treason. No one had the heart or guts to oppose Night Von Sorrow, so Angel was alone, diverting his pursuers so I could reach Murano safely. He was determined to keep his promise.
Angel was hunted by everyone, not just his father's army. Humans, who outnumbered vampires in this time of history, hunted Angel as well. So he was on his own, trying not to kill the humans and escape them at the same time, and also killing every dark creature his father sent after him.
And I rode away to Murano.
Luckily, I never fought anyone. All I did was keep to myself and hide in a cave or treetop all day then continue traveling at night, although I had the feeling I was being tailed by the same man in black who'd killed the soldiers at my castle in Styria. But it might have been an illusion.
At the shores of Italy, I had to book a ferryman to cross the waters to the island of Murano. Penniless and exhausted, I didn't have a clue how to achieve that. It occurred to me to tell one of the ferrymen that I was of a noble descent, that I was the main reason for the Blood Apple he was biting. But that would have only led to my capture, as I glimpsed a few of my father's soldiers around the shore—I didn't know how to identify a vampire then, so if they were around, I didn't notice them.
Watching the sun sinking low, I considered sneaking into one of the boats, disguised as one of the many veiled Italian women crossing over. It had been Angel's idea to wear a veil since we escaped so I'd go on unrecognized. But I couldn't do it. Not because of my cowardice or inexperience, but because of my fear of water.
I wasn't going to try and see my reflection in the waters anyway. My family, in spite of our differences, still meant a lot to me. It was also too dark at the shore after the sun had died in the nighttime waters. But the shaky and small boat didn't offer much safety, and my unreasonable fear of the unknown—the water—knew no salvation.
I ended up standing helpless at the shores, watching everyone merrily crossing over to Murano as if they were taking their boats over the River Styx, but crossing over to heaven.
"I could help you for a price," I heard someone say.
When I turned around, I saw a thin and scruffy man in a purple suit. He looked more clownish than elegant, although the French nobleman's outfit suggested he was wealthy.
"How much can you pay to cross over to the bay?" His hands hung in the air theatrically, as if he were a ringmaster trying to entice me into a circus.
"I don't have any money." I didn't fear him. He was neither a Karnstein nor a Sorrow. Frankly, he didn't look like he belonged here.
"Who said the price is always money?" He smirked.
I pulled my veil tighter around me and took a step back.
"No." He flashed his hands again. "You misunderstood me, my friend."
"How can you help me, then?" I was desperate.
"I have a boat." He pointed at one at the shore. "And I only take one passenger with me. For a price, like I said."
"If you say I misunderstood you, then what price would you have me pay?"
"Nah." He waved his hand. "Nothing really special." He cocked his head. "I'm a nice guy—well, not everyone thinks that, but that's how I think of myself. I help people, actually." He glanced at the sky momentarily, and then his cheeks twitched. "Let me rephrase that: I help desperate people."
"What would you have me pay?" I insisted, thinking to get away from him.
"Your soul." He smiled. He wanted it to be a sincere smile, but it came out really awkward. Not weird, but as if he wasn't really good at what he did. "Would you mind selling me your soul?" He seemed desperate now. I almost laughed.
"Are you who I think you are?" I squinted in the dark.
"I have a lot of silly names," he said. "But I'm only trying to help."
"Help?" I chuckled. "You do dress silly, I must say. You're nothing like I pictured you."
"Really?" He was disappointed. "I was told this was the latest fashion in Europe."
"I'm really disappointed in you," I said. "I mean, you're so feared all over the world. How did you manage to make people fear you like that?"
"I paid a few people, generously, at the beginning of time," he said. "You seed an idea in people's heads for centuries, and you got yourself a place in history. Could you please not tell anyone?"
I didn't know what to say or feel. In my darkest moment, I got my release, laugh, and joy from a reluctant devil. How ironic was that?
"I could not tell anyone." I smirked. "For a price."
"Huh," he sighed. "That was good. Care to work for me?" he joked. "All right. All right." He waved his hands again and summoned the ferryman on his boat. "Skeliman! Would you please cross this woman over to Murano?"
"For free?" Skeliman sounded like an old, grumpy man. I couldn't see his face, as he was hiding behind the shades of night.
"It's a favor," the devil said. "Please?"
"Skeliman the Ferryman does no favors."
"All right." The devil walked funnily toward him, annoyed by the muddy ground on his new boots. "I will pay you myself. A golden egg. How about that?"
Skeliman agreed under one condition: that I didn't try to see his face. I said yes, as long as I sat in the middle of the boat so I was the farthest I could be from the water.
As I got to the boat, I turned to ask the devil a question I couldn't resist. "So selling one's soul to the devil is just a lie?"
"Of course not," Skeliman answered on behalf of the fashionably dressed devil. "A lot of people sell their souls to the devil. You should have sold your soul to him now, if you don't mind me saying. Better than selling it to…"
"Sell it to whom?" I asked.
"You don't want to know," the devil interrupted.
"There is someone else people sell their souls to?" I was curious.
The devil nodded silently, his hands behind his back. He seemed worried.
"You don't want to talk about H—" The Skeliman meant that mysterious someone, but choked on the last word. Was he going to tell me his name? "Only the sorrowful and unlucky have to sell their soul to Him. Let's call him 'Him' for now. I worry if I say his real name, actually."
"Why? Who is Him?" I asked.
"Darling." The devil approached and slightly pushed me into the boat. "It's better not to talk about Him. If you're ever miserable enough to sell your soul to him, then God help you." He stopped to consider what he'd just said with a grin on his face. "You see all those miserable people in the world around you? Most of them have sold their souls to Him." He gazed up at the skies. I thought it was hilarious. "Now have a safe trip to Murano." He waved farewell to me as Skeliman rowed away. "The land of mirrors." He spread his hands and nodded at me. "It was nice doing business with you." He shrugged. "I guess."
My heart sank as I gazed at the darkened horizons. I didn't know what was worse: the dark or the shiny mirrors awaiting me in Murano.
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Murano Island was a flare of colorful two-story buildings. It had to be one of the most enchanted places on earth. The ground was painted with all kinds of colors, specifically orange and green, and so were the buildings. In some neighborhoods the island looked like a flaming eruption, balanced beautifully with the sky's eternal blue.
It turned out that Murano was where glass was invented. In fact, the art of glassblowing had been a centuries-long secret, only concealed behind the hands of Murano's talented artists, all before those artists were wrongfully exiled from the island due to the catastrophes they had caused with the fire they used for their art. Glass only came from fire and sand.
Everywhere in Murano people blew glass into vases, artifacts, cups, and all kinds of souvenirs. It startled me how the beauty of transparent silver glass was born from the pits of the deepest and hottest fires, something I hadn't known or seen in Styria. It seemed like a beautiful paradox, how the world could give birth to good from evil and the other way around.
Sadly, my fascination was short-lived.
Everywhere I went mirrors shimmered in the sun, reflecting upon me. I wanted to shrink into myself and disappear. In the beginning, I thought I could just avoid the few places where they made those new and shiny silver mirrors, which hadn't been anywhere else in the word then, but I was wrong. There was no place to hide from the mirrors, and I couldn't take it.
I fought my way to Amalie Hassenpflug's house, hiding behind my veil, and realizing that I had begun to fear mirrors. It wasn't just a precaution or submission to what I had been raised to get used to. What started as a taboo had turned into fear. It seemed like the possibility of ever looking in a mirror was done for me.
I knocked on Amalie's door, and told her what Angel told me to say—that I was the love of his life, purgatory, and after.
Amalie was welcoming and very helpful. She explained to me how she was a vampire slave, half turned only to serve the vampires in Lohr as a blood vessel to feed on whenever they wanted to drink—she still suffered from the aftereffects, but didn't want to share them. 
Amalie had been forced by Night Von Sorrow to pretend she was Angel's mother when his father had sneaked him among humans in Lohr to study them and locate the Karnsteins. Angel loved her dearly, for she understood his love for humans and his wish to emerge from the depths of hell to become a good man. I spent all day listening to her, but then it was time for her to face me with the dark truth about my love for Angel.
"Can I ask you how much you love Angel?" she said. "I don't want some poetic answer filled with descriptions and metaphors. I want a realization, deep down in your heart"—she pointed at hers—"that it is an inevitable truth, that you love Angel Von Sorrow."
"You mean like 'until death do us apart'?" I asked, already blushing, because the buzzing in my heart had never been logical or explainable.
"Not even death," she said. "It can't tear you apart."
I said nothing, only stared at her.
"You know he might be immortal, don't you?"
"He had talked about it, but he isn't sure," I said. "Because he is still a half-vampire. Only vampires are immortal. If he could ever find a cure to become all human, he certainly won't be immortal anymore."
"You're right, Angel might not be immortal yet," Amalie said. "The thing that he doesn't know yet is that True Love, if that is possible, grants his kind immortality, even if he is still a half-vampire."
I was supposed to shriek, but no sound came from my chest. Maybe I'd taken the impact of the information inside me. The idea of the one I loved living forever left me undone. I didn't know whether it was good or bad. After all, I wasn't an immortal, and didn't know if I wanted him to spend his eternal life without me. I was curious about one thing, though. "True Love?" I cocked my head. "How do we know it's True Love, Amalie? What does True Love even mean?"
Amalie sipped her tea and shook her shoulders. "Who knows what True Love really is? They call it Adage in our world of Sorrow. A simple word of infinite unconditional love, not just for a love interest but for a child or a god."
"Adage." I couldn't stop myself from repeating the world whenever I heard or thought about it. "Then why are you asking me about my love for Angel? I don't suppose it's the immortality issue by itself."
"Of course not," she said. "The situation both of you are in is like this: you're hunted by two families, whether good or bad, it doesn't matter, because evil is only a point of view." She held my hands. "If you both insist on being together, there is no place on earth you can escape to. If not from the Karnsteins, then never from Night Von Sorrow. Wherever you go, he will eventually find both of you."
"Are you suggesting I leave Angel?"
"No," she said. "Hold back your young and impulsive heart for a moment. Give reason a try, and listen to me."
I nodded, feeling the warmth and kindness of her hands.
"If you both are up to what it takes when it comes to love, there is one escape from Night Von Sorrow," she explained. "It's not quite in our realm."
"I don't understand."
Amalie sighed, and I worried. "The only place to escape the vampire king is in 'other worlds'—some like to call it 'Fairyworld,' but I don't know why. They are partially intertwined with ours but separate. Magical worlds, unlike anything we have ever seen, beyond a vampire's sight and reach."
"I don't mind at all, as long as I am with Angel," I said, not quite comprehending. But as long as a solution was available, I was into it.
"Good." She pulled back her hands and took a deep breath. "I'm only offering you this because you can't live in Murano, the only place where vampires are afraid to venture. Because of the glasswork we produce, they have to stay away, as fully turned vampires will burn if exposed to their reflection in mirrors long enough. Murano should have been a great escape for you, but considering your curse, you can't live here either. Also, we don't know where Angel stands with mirrors now. Some days he can't stare at them, and some he can, so it makes us wonder what his situation will be in the future."
"Not being able to stare at mirrors, it's as if I'm a vampire myself," I murmured, wondering why I shared such a trait with them. Why had the nameless witch ever done this to me?
Amalie looked at me and said nothing. The notion of me sharing a serious trait with vampires bothered her a little. But she knew, like me, that I wasn't a vampire. Or did she?
"Come with me." She took my hand again and stood up.
"Where to?" I asked.
"I want you to meet a girl who can help you and Angel escape to another realm where you can create your own kingdom and hopefully live happily ever after."
"Happily ever after," I murmured. I liked the sound of it. No fairy tales had been told then, so it was an expression I had never heard before. "Who is this girl?"
"A very special one." Amalie sighed again. "She is about fourteen, and a bit different to all of us. In fact, you would never think she is special when you see her. I think the Creator of All Creators wanted her like that. We know very little of her. It's rumored that she is immortal, in her own way, as she can always rise up from the ashes again if she dies, but don't ever ask her or confront her about it." Amalie stopped and raised a finger.
"Who is she?" I was curious now about the girl.
"A glassblower, one of the best of those who have mastered what we call the Art," Amalie said. "Her name is Cinder."
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Cinder was an ashen girl, dressed in tattered cloth, and her skin was not only covered in cinder but glazed with it, as if she had never washed. She paced briefly before me and then sat in front of a clay pot near an oven, flaring with so much heat I had to back away a little. I noticed she limped when she walked, but I was told not to ask much. Cinder sat with her blowpipe next to the oven, uninterested in our presence. Amalie had told me Cinder resembled a Phoenix on the way to her small cottage at the shores of Murano. Her curling hair atop and behind her head made her look like one. Fiery, unmistakable hair, hardly affected by the cinder, although it had been exposed to it many times.
"Please sit down as I finish my Art," she said, and continued blowing the blowpipe into the fire. Amalie had told me they suspected Cinder had lived a thousand lives, always ended by some fire known and documented by historians. There was no evidence of it, though, and they doubted Cinder herself knew it. All Amalie was sure of was that Cinder's mother had given birth to her in the thirteenth century, a few weeks after she had escaped the Piper of Hamlin. To my surprise, Cinder's mother was one of the Lost Seven who had escaped, like my father had once told me. Still, I couldn't find my place in this centuries-long story—although I know all about it now.
"Carmilla needs an escape, a new life, with her lover Angel," Amalie told Cinder. "I know you know the way to other realms." 
Amalie had told me Cinder only knew this because of her many lives and travels through them. She had even told stories about the sixteenth-century burning of London, although she never knew how she knew. All she said was that her mother had told her—a mother by the name of Bianca, one of the first glassblowers escaping to Murano, who had died centuries ago. Strangely, Cinder seemed to think her mother had only died recently.
"The ways to other worlds aren't through land," Cinder said. "You have to cross the Seven Seas."
"The Seven Seas lead to other realms?" I asked.
"They lead to Lady Shallot in the Tower of Tales." She coughed. "I can guide you on how to escape to the Seven Seas, but it will still be your responsibility to find the Tower of Tales."
"What is the Tower of Tales?" Amalie asked.
"Where every tale ever told is documented, and where every new tale is written." Cinder seemed annoyed by our ignorance.
"Tales as in fantasy?" I said.
"Tales as in story," Cinder answered. "Each life we live, each one of us is a story. If we consider other's stories fantasies, then who says our own isn't a fantasy too?"
Cinder seemed to talk in riddles while remaining totally uninterested in them. She also didn't look like one who should say these things. Frankly, I didn't understand most of what she said, so I focused on what I needed to know. "Can vampires reach the Tower of Tales?"
"I have no idea," she said. "But once you reach it, Lady Shallot should sew you a new realm from her ball of thread that weaves the worlds, and you can always ask her not to let certain evils pass through."
"Thread?" I asked reluctantly.
"Lady Shallot lives in a room atop the Tower of Tales," Cinder said. "She's lived there alone for centuries. Her only job is to create new worlds from the magic of the thread she weaves."
Amalie nodded, although I wanted to inquire more. "That sounds convenient," she said. "All Carmilla and her lover need is to cross the Seven Seas and find the Tower of Tales and then ask for a new kingdom to start a new life?"
"Finding the tower isn't an easy task, as it changes its coordinates at sea all the time to stay away from the Dark of the World," Cinder explained. "If you don't find it, you will be lost in the Seven Seas, and maybe exposed to H—" Cinder shrugged and put her blowpipe down for the first time.
"Him?" I asked, remembering my conversation with the devil.
"Whatever his name is, he lurks around the Seven Seas." Cinder glared at me, obviously curious about how I knew about Him. But she dared not ask. "He will push you so hard if you're lost at sea."
"Push you for what?" Amalie skipped asking who "Him" was, since it was apparent Cinder didn't want to talk about the subject.
"To sell him your soul." Cinder's eyes reddened briefly, a shade of warning orange. "But God help you not to cross his path."
"I understand," Amalie said, as she nudged me not to ask more. But how was I supposed to cross seas with Angel, not knowing what kind of evil lurked in them? "So how does Carmilla get to cross the Seven Seas?" Amalie asked.
"In your situation, no ship will take you." Cinder finally looked at me. "They're afraid of the vampires and their king. I have also heard about you and your lover," she said. "Don't go on thinking that the world isn't after you. I heard innocent people were promised a reward of seven years of free salt for catching you both."
Amalie and I exchanged thoughts. We hadn't known that.
"There is only one ship that will take you," Cinder said. "You will work as servants who clean the floor of the ship and make food for the crew."
"What ship is that?" Amalie asked suspiciously.
"It's called a whaler," Cinder replied. "It hunts whales."
"Why would that ship take us on board?" I was curious to who would agree to take two doomed lovers like me and Angel.
"Because its captain is crazy," she said. "He is an insane man who is obsessed with the whales of the sea and fears no one, not even vampires." Cinder stopped to rethink. "But when I say he fears no one, he still fears…"
"Him." Amalie nodded. "We understand."
"What's the man's name?"
"Captain Ahab," Cinder said.
"Who is he?"
"Like I said, a hardheaded, whale-obsessed captain. He has always been, and has rarely lived on shore. No one knows the reason for his obsession with whales."
"I don't care," I said. "As long as he will help us cross the Seven Seas."
"Then there is one last thing you need to do before you sail." Cinder pulled a sack from behind the oven. It was tightly bonded and looked rigidly old, and was, of course, glazed with cinder. It was made from strong fabric, though, and so light I could carry it myself. "When you eventually reach the Tower of Tales, Lady Shallot needs to be paid," Cinder said. "Lady Shallot doesn't need money or food, as she has the power to create all she needs."
"How does Carmilla pay, then?" Amalie asked, and I began remembering the devil's words—that everything came with a price.
"By doing favors for the unfortunate," Cinder said. "Anything that helps lost souls in the world. That's how she gets paid. This sack holds something Lady Shallot has wanted all along." Cinder handed it over to me. "Guard it with you life, or you will not be granted a kingdom even if you reach the Tower of Tales."
I took the sack in and hugged it. It made me look naive. But, in Angel's absence, I was responsible for arranging our escape. "I suppose I shouldn't open it." 
"I think you better not, although I have never been warned not to," Cinder said. "I haven't opened it myself since my mother gave it to me."
"Your mother?" Amalie said.
I knew what she was thinking. Unbeknownst to Cinder, this sack was almost six hundred years old.
Cinder nodded. "It's an important sack that meant the world to her. She said I wouldn't understand what's inside even if I opened it. She said this sack holds the Mystery of the World."
I swallowed hard I made enough sound to look foolish. But who was I to hold the Mystery of the World in my hands, even according to the strange girl called Cinder?
"Why me?" I asked. "I mean, this sack seems important—you might have given it to someone else asking for a new life."
Cinder picked up her blowpipe and started working again. "No one ever asks to cross the Seven Seas," she said. "But there is another reason why I gave you the sack."
"Which is?" both Amalie and I asked.
"My mother, Bianca, told me you would come," she said, surprising me.
"How did she know that?" I asked, eyes wide open. "Did she tell you my name?" I couldn't believe this was really happening to me. Every time I tried to escape the idea that I was special in this world, I was shown otherwise.
Cinder breathed in the pipe, feeding the fire for her Art, and then pulled back. She caught her breath and said, "My mother told me to give the sack to the girl born in Styria the day Blood Apples broke the seven-year curse."
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
Fable's eyes flipped open.
Waking up in the Dreamworld held a certain dread. She found herself panting while lying on her back on the bed of a forest. The trees above her almost blocked the thin moonbeam and danced like thousands of snakes. Fable assumed this was the forest Shew had told her about, where she followed Cerené to Baba Yaga's house and where Loki hunted her down. Fable never thought it would scare her that much. After all, she was face to face with danger, not in the comfort of reading about it in a book she could close whenever she wanted to take a break.
She jumped to her feet, noticing she was dressed in some old tattered dress, sweating all over. So no more kickass jeans and boots? Why did the Dreamworld dress her like this? It wasn't like Fable was a somebody in all these tales. She was just a normal kid from the Waking World thrown here to help friends she'd made only three days ago.
Fable also found her grip still tight on the breadcrumbs Babushka had given her, apparently the only item that had managed to pass to the Dreamworld. She searched her ugly clothes for a pocket without a hole in it, then poured the breadcrumbs in.
Still panting and swearing—she didn't understand why—a feeling inside her told her not to look back. Something evil was there and she wasn't prepared to face it yet. Too many thoughts of fear drove her to run ahead, wishing to escape the forest. Her first step on the ground, she discovered she was barefoot. This Dreamory seemed not to like her at all.
Running, she wondered why the forest was so silent, except for the faint hissing of whatever she was running from. It was as if this dream had started in the middle of some event Fable didn't know about.
"Charmwill!" she yelled as she ran.
No one answered her. More trees curved and swirled around her. She wiped the sweat from her chest and saw her hand was smeared with blood. What the heck is this? Fable tried not to scream, but yelled again, "Wilhelm Carl Grimm!" Her hand reached her hair, and she found her pigtails were still there. At least the dream didn't change that. "I know your True Name. Please show me a sign that I'm on the right track."
Still no reply.
As she ran, one of the trees held out a shaking hand. Fable froze for a moment, then ran away, even faster, her bare feet hurting too much, and her poor eyesight not really helping in the dimmed forest—why didn't her glasses pass to the Dreamworld like the breadcrumbs? Dammit!
A faint light shone at the end of path, probably leading to somewhere out of the forest. She hurried toward it, thinking about how she would like to get her hands on some slippers before her feet started to bleed.
"Stop!" a girl's voice said, and a hand shone out of the dark.
"Who is talking to me?" Fable asked.
A girl, cloaked in black, smiled at her. She was standing a few feet away and holding a lantern. "I am—"
"Alice Grimm," Fable said. The description fit Shew's story about the last dream with Cerené.
"Yes, I am." Alice smiled. "Take this." She handed Fable slippers.
Fable took them reluctantly, not really comprehending the situation. "Why do you keep popping up in dreams?"
"I'm a descendant of Wilhelm," she said. "I'm the only one from the Waking World who can roam around in dreams as much as I am allowed to. Wilhelm showed me how. He was one of those who created it when he cursed the so-called fairy tale characters."
"Where is Charmwill, then?" Fable said. "I'm sorry, but I can't call him Wilhelm often. To me he will always be Charmwill Glimmer."
"After killing him, the Queen of Sorrow buried him in the Sands of Time. It will be really hard to get him out of it with the little time you have to accomplish your mission here," Alice said. "Let's say I can guide you the way he would have."
"How do you know about my mission?"
"We don't have time for such questions," Alice said. "You're hours away from the event that will grant you what you want."
"What event? I'm here to get Loki's Fleece."
"And you can only do it by witnessing a certain day in the Dreamworld."
"You mean the day when Loki and Shew fell in love?" Fable was only hoping, as she was curious to see that.
Alice shrugged, definitely hiding something. "Let's call it that for now: the day when the Huntsman and the Princess fell in love. In order to reach that moment, you have to make sure no one realizes you're from the Waking World."
"That goes without saying," Fable said. "So tell me where I should go."
"It's not that easy," Alice said. "You're not listening. In a few moments you will meet the Lost Seven."
Fable's eyes widened. She certainly didn't expect that. "Really? All of them?"
"Well, the dream might not want to show all of them to you," Alice said. "But you will certainly talk to all of them."
"I don't understand."
"The Dreamworld has its own soul. It might not allow a Dreamhunter to see all the truth before certain events happen," Alice said. "Don't worry about it. You will understand when you meet the Lost Seven. What should worry you is that you have to act like you've known them since long ago."
"Why would I do that? I haven't met any of them, not even Cerené. Why would they even talk to me?"
"You're wrong, Fable." Alice held her by the arms. "You do know them, and they know you back."
"That's impossible." 
"I can't explain more." Alice sighed. "Just trust me. I'm like Charmwill. I want the best for you and the Lost Seven. You will soon understand what I mean. I just want you to understand that exposing yourself, being from the Waking World, could have undesired consequences. Whatever happens, whenever someone refers to something in the past you don't know about, just agree and don't ask much. You're only here for a brief time to accomplish a mission."
Fable thought Alice's life in the Dreamworld had really messed with her brain, so she didn't comment and just nodded. "So where do I start?"
"There!" Alice pointed at a fork in the road, tangent to a swamp. "Jack will appear in a few moments."
"Jack?"
"Jack from 'Jack and the Beanstalk,' remember? The one Cerené mentioned in the last dream when she said she saw him steal from the Queen of Sorrow's kitchen."
"Jack is a thief? I thought he stole gold from a giant only, according to the books."
"Jack is the thief you read about with Axel in J.G.'s diary," Alice explained. "He is one of the Lost Seven. He likes you very much. You're like a little sister to him."
"Now you're confusing me again." Fable grunted. "I have never met Jack before. I'm not from this world."
"Like I said, there is no time to discuss that now," Alice insisted. "All you need to begin your adventure in the dream is to meet Jack and talk to him. He will take you from there to a series of events, ending with the moment Loki and Shew fell in love."
"Do I have to live all these events? What if I have a chance to get Loki's Fleece before that?"
"If you can, be my guest," Alice said. "If not, you have to wait until the story—or the memory—unfolds."
"I'm really confused." Fable sighed. "So what will Jack be doing when I see him?"
Before Alice replied, they could hear the sound of some boy laughing in the distance. Heavy thuds were following him, as if he were pursued by little monsters.
"That's him." Alice giggled. "He likes to steal from the goblins. They own a fruit market, the Goblin Market. They are vicious and ugly but they produce the best fruit in Sorrow. It tastes like nothing else. It's simply called the Goblin Fruit. Jack steals it just to mess with them."
Fable was trying to consume too much information at once, but seeing Jack approaching in the distance made her smile. The boy was nuts. He wore a green outfit, which was too expensive—it looked like he had stolen it. His boots were black and tall, and he wore a hat that seemed to mean the world to him. A green hat, which he had to pull over his head every now and then so it wouldn't fall as he ran. He also had a sack slung on his shoulder. It looked very much like a thief's sack.
"We will get you, Jack Madly!" the ugly goblin said behind him. He was short and stocky and his neck was the breadth of his head. He had a crumpled nose, one hole bigger than the other, and one eye bigger than the other. "Bring back our fruit!"
"It's time now," Alice said, pushing Fable into Jack's path.
"But—" Fable tried to ask for explanations, but she was too late. She was already in the middle of the road, and Jack saw her as he jumped off a hedge.
"Fable!" he said. "What are you doing here?"
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Fable looked back to Alice for explanations. How did Jack know her name?
But Alice was gone.
Fable realized it was her responsibility to play along in this dream. Shew, Babushka, and probably Loki were counting on her.
"I—" was all she said before Jack grabbed her arm and ordered her to run along with him.
"Didn't I tell you not to come near the Goblin Market?" he panted as they ran. "Goblins will eat cute girls like you alive."
Eat me? Really? That's comforting. Fable decided she better not say anything for a while. They were running anyway.
Jack took her hand and they sped up, moving deeper into the trees. He knew the forest like he had designed it himself. Every curve. Every tree and every rabbit hole. The goblins didn't give up tailing them, though, spitting and cursing at Jack.
"Here." He handed her an orange fruit while they ran. "Take a bite."
Fable said nothing. She just took a bite, and couldn't believe herself. The Goblin Fruit was so tasty, like nothing she'd eaten at the Belly and the Beast. If only Axel knew about it.
"Nah, nah," Jack said. "You're not eating it the right way."
Still mute, Fable shook her head.
"You have to indulge in the fruit," he explained, and snatched it back and dug his teeth into it, allowing its juicy insides to stick to the sides of his mouth and then slide down as if he were a four-year-old. He closed his eyes briefly as he chewed and moaned loudly. So loudly, in fact, the goblins heard him and cursed him more. "That's the way you do it." He handed it back to Fable. "Now your turn."
"But we're running from the goblins," she said.
"We'll be running all of our lives, Fable," he said. "If we're going to give a damn about the goblins tailing us, we're never going to enjoy the moment."
Fable laughed at the logic and went ape on the fruit. It was a great release to do it that way. She didn't even think about the goblins anymore.
"Get the cat!" Jack screamed as they ran, pointing at a crippled cat by the side of a tree. "They will eat it alive if we leave it."
Fable did like he said, pulling the cat and patting it. She set her on a tree branch the goblins would be too short to reach, and then continued running. 
Jack suddenly stopped at some point he seemed to recognize. He turned around and faced the goblins as he pulled Fable behind him. "Wrap your arms around me," he whispered. Fable complied.
The goblins stopped a few feet away from him, suspicious looks filling their deformed eyes.
"You want your fruit, little trashy and obnoxious goblins?"
"Don't talk to us like that, Jack Madly." The goblin leader waved a crumpled finger at him.
Jack laughed. "What is that you're waving at me?" He squinted. "I can't tell if it's your forefinger or toe."
The Goblin growled and took a step forward, about to eat Fable and Jack alive. Fable was really surprised that she was terrified by such short creatures, but they had pointed teeth, like vampires.
"Easy," Jack said, biting on a white feather between his teeth. "Let's just figure something out. I'm sure there is something in my Sack of Wonders that will make you happy."
"You always fool us with that sack," the goblin said. "Last time you sold me what you called the devil's last hair, told me it would help me grow hair myself." The Goblin was balder than the rest, who were mostly very hairy.
"Sorry about that," Jack said. "But hey"—he raised the Sack of Wonders—"I've just stolen the Queen's comb."
"Comb?" The Goblin was about to cry. "What use do I have with it?"
Jack pretended to sympathize, bowing his head. "How did I miss that?" He shook his head, and Fable tried not to laugh. "But it's a Mermaid's Comb." Jack wiggled his eyebrows. The goblins began panting and drooling.
"What use do we have with such a comb?" another Goblin protested.
"The mermaid needs it." Jack pointed at a swamp. Fable thought that only those ugly goblins would want to meet mermaids from that kind of filthy swamp. Suddenly she realized where she was. This was the Swamp of Sorrow, two hundred years ago. "Some mermaid must have lost it," Jack said. "You could simply seduce her out of the swamp."
Most Goblins giggled, nodding at each other. "And then eat her!" one said, chuckling.
"Well." Jack rolled his eyes. "If you insist. She's half fish, after all. Wouldn't you want to look at her breasts first? Just a suggestion."
"Breasts!" Another goblin chuckled. "I like to eat breasts."
"This is going nowhere." Jack shook his head. 
"What are you saying?" a goblin growled.
"Nothing." Jack flashed a most generous fake smile at them. "Was just saying how beautiful you ugly goblins are." He tightened Fable's arms around his waist while the goblins rolled toward him.
"Jack!" Fable said, panicking. "What are we going to do?"
"Hold on." Jack knelt down and pulled a bean from his pocket. He planted it underneath the earth and chanted something. The bean grew into a tree.
The goblins had to stop, amazed and surprised by the tree coming out of the earth like a spiraling snake. Jack hung on to the tree as Fable hung on to him, all the way up to the highest sky.
"The comb, Jack!" the bald goblin leader growled.
"Next time," he yelled at them below. "When you grow a little hair!"
Jack laughed as he and Fable climbed up to the heavens. Fable felt like she was in an amusement park, riding the most incredible roller coaster of her life.
"Wow," she said, as the tree grew higher and closer to the moon. "That's amazing."
"What's with you today?" Jack said. "You act like you never climbed up my tree before."
Fable shrugged. "It's just I can't stop admiring it every time we climb it."
Jack looked unconvinced, but didn't comment. "After tonight's meeting, we should have a talk."
"A talk?" Fable cocked her head.
"A talk about what happened to you," Jack said in a brotherly way. Fable wished Axel cared for her this way. "You've been hiding for three months, and then you just show up. You will have to tell me where you have been, but later." He patted her on the cheek.
Fable didn't know where she had been those three months. She didn't even know why she was supposed to be here in the Dreamworld three months ago. She didn't even know how Jack knew her. She was caught in the magic of the moment.
"So what meeting are you talking about?" Fable asked as they almost came to a halt up in the sky.
"We have a plan to get Shew back from the Schloss," he said.
"We?" Fable grimaced, and as they stopped, a realization was about to hit her hard. So hard she thought she was going to faint and go back to the Waking World.
"Yes, we, Fable." Jack pulled a vine nearby and stopped the tree from climbing higher. They were in front of a vault made out of wood and crawling vines. Behind it, Fable could see a lot of large pumpkins used as chairs, and a whole magical place where Jack lived up in the sky. "Something is really wrong with you today." He ushered her inside. Her legs were numb. She prayed whatever she had just realized was a figment of her imagination.
Fable stepped into the place and saw silhouettes of other boys and girls behind the shimmering of candles and moonbeams pooling in from the sky. Something told her she shouldn't step in, that whatever revelation she was about to see would change her forever. She froze still, trying not to peek at the silhouettes to see who they were. Her poor eyesight was her greatest asset right now.
"What?" Jack said. "You haven't seen the Lost Seven before?"
"The Lost Seven?" She looked at him, her eyes moistening. Her mind was collecting all the incidents that led to this moment. All the memories that pointed at who she really was. She didn't know if she should feel honored or terrified. It somehow made sense why Carmilla pretended she was her foster mother now. But she wasn't ready to take the truth in. How in the world was that possible?
"Look who I found on the way," Jack said to the silhouettes of boys and girls. He pulled Fable closer and hugged her with one arm.
"The cute Fable. She is back!" Jack hailed. "Now we can discuss the plan, since all of the Lost Seven are present."
Fable's heart may have stopped for a few beats. She thought this couldn't be happening, that this must be the wrong dream. Someone must have tampered with the Dreamworld. How was she one of the Lost Seven?
But the surprises didn't stop there. Fable heard someone summoning her.
"Fable!" A girl stepped out of the dark. She was limping and was smeared with ashes. She put her blowpipe aside to take Fable in her arms. It wasn't that hard to assume it was Cerené. Fable kept staring at Cerené's hand, eyes wide and mouth open. How was that possible? How was Cerené alive? Wasn't this dream supposed to have happened after Loki chopped off Cerené's hands? What was going on?
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The Queen's Diary
  
Angel arrived a few days later.
He was exhausted, spattered in blood, and his clothes were torn. There was no point in asking him about the details of his escape from his father's vampires, black panthers, and hunting ravens. Night Von Sorrow had sent an army of evil after him, and I was more than glad that Angel had made it to Murano, the best place on earth to escape Night Von Sorrow—but not for long.
There were rumors about a few vampires trying to enter Murano, enchanted with cloaks of invisibility to escape the mirrors of the island. But that hadn't been confirmed. What I did see with my own eyes were my father's soldiers, who faced no problems entering Murano, but I managed to hide in Amalie's house.
I took Angel in my arms. We kissed. It was normal to kiss each other's bloodstained lips by then.
A day later, at midnight, while it was rainy and heavy tides clashed at sea, we embarked the Pequod, Captain Ahab's ship. We made sure we were dressed poor enough to mingle with the other workers on the ship. We smeared our faces with cinder to look like we worked for glassblowers.
Soon enough, we found ourselves cleaning the floors of the ship. We were also given separate beds—Captain Ahab insisted on separating men's and women's beds—and slept the first night exhausted among tens of other poor workers on the lower deck. Only brief glances between me and Angel kept us together.
"Believe in me," were the words he always mouthed to me when he stood far away.
That night everyone spoke of Captain Ahab, who seemed to keep to himself in his room and never come out. Nevertheless, they called him the "Ungodly God," which never made sense to me. Stories about the captain's previous voyages and his ungodly craziness were told over and over again while we worked each day. Some admired him greatly, and others feared if he came out they'd be looking the devil in the eyes. I had to swallow my chuckles when I heard that, as I had met the devil and saw he was nothing but a poor impostor in a funny suit. I was also surprised when another worker on the boat confirmed what I had seen.
"The devil is nothing compared to Captain Ahab," the silver-toothed man with a tattoo on his face said. "You know what they say you have to do to sail along with Captain Ahab?" He was talking to all of us, including me and Angel, who preferred to act low key and pretend he was limping. Angel was a very strong man and didn't look meek like other workers, so he had to show a weak spot to camouflage his real identity. Still, they made him move the heavy barrels from deck to deck all day long.
"What do they say?" I asked the silver-toothed man. Angel shot me a brief look, worried about me mingling with the workers.
"That you have to sell your soul to him to stay on the ship," the man said. "Out on land they rarely call him Captain Ahab. They refer to him as 'Him,' the one and only."
"I heard he is a descendant of the Piper," another man said.
"You know the Piper?" I asked.
"But of course," an eye-patched man said. "Who doesn't know the man who plagued the world with his rats?"
"They say he is the Antichrist, and that he will end our world as we know it one day," a young boy said as he smoked some strange tobacco. "I think I like him."
"Why do you think he is a descendant of the Piper?" I said.
"The pipe, girl, the pipe in his mouth all day," the silver-toothed man said. I winced a little at his aggressiveness. Angel was silently observing from afar.
"He has a pipe?"
"The one he smokes all day," he said. "Although few people have ever seen him in the flesh, those who did confirmed the pipe. You can smell its tobacco looming like a ghost around the ship sometimes."
"You think he is a descendant of the Piper because he smokes a pipe?" The eye-patched man almost laughed at the silver-toothed man.
"No," the silver-toothed man growled. "The pipe isn't a pipe."
"The pipe isn't a pipe?" The young boy's eyes bulged.
"It's a flute," the silver-toothed man whispered. "The flute that may once have belonged to the Piper."
"He has a flute?" I asked.
"An enchanted one, they say," the smoking boy offered, although he had just questioned it. Whatever he smoked seemed to mess with his head. "They say it plays a rare melody that the Piper used to play centuries ago when he lured the children out of Hamlin. Captain Ahab uses it to lure the whales."
"Whales?" I knew the ship hunted whales, but I said it anyway.
"What do you think this ship does?" the silver-toothed man snarled. "Why do you think it accepts misfits like us on it? Because it's the only ship in the Seven Seas that hunts whales."
I wanted to ask about the whales again but held back, discouraged by the silver-toothed man.
"They say there is a treasure inside one of the whales," the second man offered. "It can make you the richest lad in the world."
"There is no treasure inside the whale, you fool," the silver-toothed man said. "The treasure you're talking about is in Treasure Island. A land that no one has found yet in the Seven Seas."
"Nah," the young puffing boy said. "You're not getting it, old man. Treasure Island is on the back of a whale that Ahab is chasing. That's why no one has never found the island."
"An island on the back of a whale? Sounds like a myth," the silver-toothed man said, and gulped on some drink that looked like it was made of the dirty water we used to clean the ship's floor. "There is only one thing Captain Ahab is after inside the whale: a beautiful mermaid!" He rubbed his round belly.
"I would sell my soul to Him if there is a mermaid inside a whale." The boy dragged from his pipe.
"Are there such things as mermaids?" I asked. The conversation had piqued my curiosity, although Angel looked annoyed by it.
"You tell me." The silver-toothed man rolled his eyes. "Aren't you a girl? Shouldn't you know about mermaids?"
"They are real." The eye-patched man grinned. Was that seaweed between his teeth? "Mermaids are real. I swear I saw them while on the last ship I was on." He seemed afraid of them. "Oh, man. They look so beautiful. Beautiful bodies and lovely breasts. But beware, for they are devious."
"How devious?" asked the puffing boy.
The man knelt down, looked to his sides, and then whispered, "They surround ships and lure men with their looks, then they start to sing a song—some say it's the same tune the Piper played. That song weakens men and makes them vulnerable. That's when the mermaids turn into octopuses and monsters and eat the flesh of men, which is how they survive."
"I heard they turn into whales when they are fed enough," someone suggested.
"Nonsense," the silver-toothed man said. "Get me a mermaid and I will show you how beautiful they are." He gulped.
"If you want one, go sell your soul to Captain Ahab," the other man said, leaving me confused by the mysteries of the Seven Seas.
I raised my head and glanced at Angel. He nodded slightly with a barrel on his back, assuring me everything would be all right. Although I trusted him dearly, I didn't share the feeling. We were on a ship with a dark captain, and sooner or later we'd be hunting whales. Who hunted whales? Then there was the matter of us being practically lost at sea. We needed to start asking how to find the Tower of Tales, but we just didn't trust anyone on the ship so far. Those men I was talking to weren't reliable, and Angel stopped me from asking them. I really wished we knew what we were doing. All we benefited from this voyage was escaping the Karnsteins and the Sorrows. But here we were, about to face whales, a man who bought sailor's souls to look for treasures, and the possibility of monster mermaids.
The many thoughts reminded me of the sack I had been given by Cinder. I couldn't lose it, and those workers weren't trustworthy. Having it tucked under my bed every night wasn't the best way to hide it.
That night I briefly met Angel in the shades on the deck and handed it to him. He said he'd hide it in one of the barrels. After all, he was the one responsible for them and would know how to track it.
"Do you think we better open the sack?" I said. "There is no rule against it."
"Why would we do that, Carmilla?" Angel said.
"In case we lose it. At least we'd know what was inside and can tell Lady Shallot when we meet her. Maybe she'd forgive us then."
"We won't lose it, love," he said. "I promise you I'll find you a place to live and build a kingdom and make you the queen. Believe me, nothing will go wrong."
We kissed again under the moonlight. No blood present this time. Only the scent of fish and rotten cleaning water. I considered that progress.
"I believe in you, Angel," I told him, tiptoeing to his height. I knew he liked to hear it.
"What would I have been if I hadn't met you?" He held me dearly to his muscular frame.
As we stole a few moments, hiding in the shades of the night, I glanced up at the moon. For a moment, I thought it was smiling at me. But nah, that must have been my wild imagination. 
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That night I woke up to a sound I hadn't heard before in my life. It was like someone was singing, some kind of a lullaby, hissed and lightly chanted across the rippling surface of the water. I tried to ignore it at first, but the humming didn't stop. Strangely, it reminded me of myself in the cradle—faint and looming memories of kings and queens visiting me in Styria and asking for my blessing. How I ever recalled such a memory, I had no idea. And why did those melodies coming from the sea do this to me?
I rolled in my bed, still trying to ignore the lull outside. The other workers around me seemed asleep. I wondered how they didn't hear it. Was my sleep so light it only affected me, or were they afraid to admit they heard the melodies?
Stomping through the darkness of the ship, I headed outside to the deck. The night was unusually calm and the tides lay solemnly on the bed of the sea, reflecting the full moonbeams like glittering pearls. I bowed over the edge, mesmerized by the view. All alone, I wondered why no one was awake but me.
But I couldn't see what caused the melodies.
It occurred to me that no matter how much I tried to memorize the tune, I just couldn't, as if it were mercury slipping through the sensors in my ears. How was that possible? Was this the same melody they said the Piper played, the same tune Captain Ahab played? Was it the same tune I heard Night Von Sorrow play? Mozart's The Magic Flute?
Then I suddenly realized I couldn't remember Night Von Sorrow's tune until this very day. How was that possible, to listen to something and never remember it no matter what? I scratched my memory for it, but couldn't. It felt like words were on the tip of my tongue but still blocked from my mind.
My rumbling thoughts ended at the sight of something splashing in the water. I thought it was a dolphin at first—I hadn't seen a dolphin before. But then another splashed somewhere nearby. And another.
Then they showed me themselves, ever so slowly, rising from the water, whipping their hair at their cheeks, and then smiling at me.
Mermaids.
I hadn't seen one before, but I could see their fishtails waving underneath the water, lit by the moon in the sky. I was grateful the mermaids weren't close, so I didn't risk seeing my reflection in the water trying to look at them.
And oh, sweetness of heaven, how beautiful they were.
Their wavy hair was slung down over their breasts and their eyes were mostly green, visible even from far way. They weren't skinny or chubby. I thought they had the perfect female body. Their bare shoulders were broad, though, the way a frequent swimmer's body usually looked. Their fishtails looked greenish with spots of gold underneath the water, but it could have been the effect of the moon's beam.
"Come with us, Carmilla," one of them whispered, as they neared the edge of the ship. "Come with us. You belong to us."
"What?" I shook my head. I didn't expect them to talk. They had sweet female voices. You could tell they could sing extremely well.
"You don't belong here," another said, fiddling with her hair. "You belong with us…" She stopped then looked underneath her. "You belong down there."
"How do you know my name?" I asked.
"You're much more than you think you are." Another smiled, sincerely, seductively. "You are the one…"
Another one shushed her, clapping a finger on her lips. She seemed to be their leader: a little bigger, broader shoulders, thicker hair, and tattooed skin. She also looked a bit older than the rest, and her finger bore a pearl ring. "Let me show you." She neared, stretching out her hand.
At first, I was going to jump in the water with her. Her words and smile were enticing. I had never been tempted to follow anyone like her.
But then my fear of water stopped me. In my shock, I leaned away from the ship's rail, noticing a frail red fleece connecting all of then under the water. "I can't," I said. "I'm afraid of water. I'm not supposed to see my reflection in water."
"That's what they keep telling you." The mermaid showed a sad face. "They are using you for their own benefit."
"What do you mean?" I asked, clawing to the rail. I wanted so much to be with them. It was ridiculous. "Who is using me?"
"All of them," she said. "Even Angel."
"You're lying!" I said.
"Then why do you think he never told you how you're not supposed to be together?"
"How do you know that?" I began to suspect they weren't benign mermaids. I looked to my left and right to make sure no one was listening. "We're descendants of two feuding families. That's why they don't want us to be together."
 "That's all?" the leader said. She wasn't asking, but piquing my curiosity, enticing me to jump in.
"Do you know any other reason?" I found myself asking. I had always suspected things—why it really took Angel two years to come back to me, for instance.
"Come with us, beautiful," the mermaids chanted with open arms. "And we will tell you all you need to know."
I said nothing, but backed away. My curiosity wasn't strong enough to trust them.
"Don't you see how magnificent you are, Carmilla?" the leader continued. "You have stopped the plague of apples, which no one before was capable of. She is very proud of you."
"Who is proud of me?" I bowed forward again; the fumes coming from the sea were enchanting and cursing at the same time. Was I hallucinating these mermaids? I had heard about sailors going insane at sea.
"She who cursed your land in the first place," the mermaid said. "She wants to meet you." Her giggle didn't exude innocence this time, but some form of morbidity that I had never encountered before. The kind of smile that hurts, not mends.
I pushed the rail and stepped back immediately, stumbling backward on the ship's deck, and hoping this would be my last stand. Why had I been so hesitant? I didn't want to know about the nameless witch. And by no means did I want to meet her. Those mermaids were evil. The silver-toothed man was right.
Picking myself up from the floor, I ran to Angel's sleeping place, a small room at the bottom of the ship, surrounded by all the barrels of wine he lifted all day.
"Angel." I pounded his wooden door. It was fragile enough I could pound my way in, but I waited for Angel to answer me.
"Go away, Carmilla!" he said, shocking me. Never had he asked me to leave his proximity. He'd always felt stripped and naked without me near.
"Angel," I pleaded. "What are you saying? I need your help. I saw those mermaids, and they scared me."
"Go away!" He sounded like when I saw him in the dungeon, hurt and angry, and not quite himself.
"What's going on, Angel?" I pounded harder, the door almost giving way. "Are you hurt? Should I be calling someone?"
"For the love of all good things, please just go, Carmilla," he growled.
Then I heard the mermaids hum that unmemorable tune again. Angel ached harder. Of course. It was the same tune his father had used on him. I could tell that, but couldn't remember it. So unusual. 
But I couldn't help myself. Angel was everything to me. I pounded through and broke the door open. Angel had his head buried between his knees, sweating and shivering.
"Angel." I meant to approach, but before I did, he raised his head, and I saw his reddened eyes and the thick veins sticking out his neck.
"Make them stop, Carmilla," he panted. "Please." He clapped his ears with his hands. His fingernails had strangely grown longer, as if he were changing into a beast.
"I don't know how to do that," I said, agonizing as much as he did.
"Then lock me in and go away," he growled. "I could hurt you, Carmilla. I could hurt you so bad, and I don't want to."
I was speechless, feeling foolish and naive. But my attraction for him cemented me nearby.
"As long as they play that tune, the urge to turn into a full vampire intensifies," he said. "My father must have sent them."
I wanted to tell him that they looked like they had been sent by the nameless witch, not his father, that they wanted me, not him. But then, how did they know about this tune?
Angel sprang to his feet. Faster than anything I had encountered, he grabbed me by my neck and snarled at me, my back to the ship's rail outside. How did he move so fast?
"I want to have your blood right now," he said, not sounding like Angel anymore. "You have no idea how this feels."
For a moment, I thought this was it. This was the end of our short-lived love story, where a beauty—supposedly me at the time, before the world got to me—was going to get bitten by the beast, Angel Von Sorrow. This was the moment when I was about to realize that my mother was right in not approving of our love. This was the moment when I realized that trying to break the rules by staring at my reflection in the Pond of Pearls was what brought me here. This…was the end of me.
Maybe the mermaids were right; there was a reason why me and Angel shouldn't have been together.
I closed my eyes, my vein pulsing and ready to be sliced open by the one I loved dearly. Was I going to turn into a vampire like him? Were we both going to be gifted—and cursed—with immortality? I had no idea. All I did was wait for his teeth to sink into my soul.
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
"You're not going to stare at my hands all day, right?" Cerené said, taking Fable in her arms.
Fable let Cerené hug her while she stood cemented in Jack's hiding place above the clouds. The beauty of where he lived had been sucked away with the shocking revelation. Fable, the pigtailed, naive wannabe witch, was one of the Lost Seven—her mind hadn't the strength to argue with Cerené and ask how she was still alive. Her own revelation was her priority.
What made it worse was that in the context of the dream, she couldn't ask anyone how this was possible. If she exposed herself and told them she came from another world, the dream would collapse and she wouldn't be able to help Shew and Loki—and that was if the Lost Seven didn't laugh at her.
Cerené's arms were warm. It looked like she and Fable had been good friends. Fable wondered if this meant she was friends with Shew as well in the past. But how was all of this possible? The only thing that made sense was that her vision of Loki trying to kill her in Shew's last Dreamory was real. It was true. Somewhere in the past, Fable lived with her brother Axel in a small town in Sorrow called Furry Tell. And one day, Loki, the Huntsman, came looking for young lads with "splinters in their eyes" for the Queen of Sorrow, and was about to kill Fable.
Tears rolled out of Fable's eyes as Cerené hugged her. She was devastated, both happy and sad, confused and feeling so lonely in Cerené's arms. After all, they were two people coming from two different centuries, and only Fable knew that.
"Don't cry, Fable," Cerené whispered in her ear. Fable wondered why she whispered. "We don't want them to know what happened to you. I didn't tell anyone." Fable's confusion tripled. What was Cerené talking about? "Better not tell them your powers now," Cerené said. "They wouldn't understand."
Fable assumed this had to do with when she woke up in the middle of the forest minutes ago. She had been scared and sweating and wanting to run away from something. Why did she wake up in the middle of the dream? And if she had to accept being one of the Lost Seven, what was it that had happened to her?
"Welcome back." A quirky girl in a red cape approached Fable as Cerené pulled away. "Fable and Ladle always make a good team." The girl winked at her as she put her scythe to the side. Was that Little Red Riding Hood? Fable smiled meekly at the girl, wondering if her name was really Ladle. Who named their daughter Ladle, and why did she walk around with a scythe?
"Here, I cooked you a fish." A partially naked girl with hair dangling onto her breasts approached Fable. "I don't know where you have been, but you surely look hungry." The girl patted her and handed her a pan with a cooked fish. She had a neat smile, and neater body. Fable supposed she was a mermaid. But she didn't remember seeing a mermaid mentioned as one of the Lost Seven in J.G.'s diary.
Suddenly, Fable realized who the girl with the scythe was. She was the Reaper. Fable had seen it in the drawings of tarot cards in the diary with Axel. But who was the mermaid—and more importantly, who was Fable?
Fable put the pan aside and walked through Jack's magnificent hideout above the clouds. The bed of the trees up there was strong enough that she didn't worry about falling through. It was as if the earth had been lifted up here. Jack's home seemed to have no end. In fact, it was like a little forest with a few cottages around. There must have been an edge she shouldn't be crossing, but she couldn't see it.
Titling her head up, she saw how ridiculously close the moon looked from here. All those glittering stars and fluttering birds made it look like she was in heaven. Jack seemed to love pumpkins, because they were everywhere, along with the endless trophies he'd stolen.
But Fable wasn't looking for that. She was looking for the last two of the Lost Seven. She realized Ladle, a.k.a. Red Riding Hood, was the Reaper. Jack was the Thief. Cerené was Cinderella, the Phoenix. The mermaid girl, whom Jack called Marmalade, was…maybe the Moon, as mentioned in the diary? Because the girl didn't look like the Beast or a Star to Fable.
Wait! Fable thought.
She had figured by now she was the Witch. Actually, she had known this a few minutes ago, but couldn't let the idea sink in. A grand, satisfied smile curved on her lips. So she wasn't a loser witch like her mom anymore? She was really a witch. She wondered what her power was, the one Cerené had told her not to tell the other Lost Seven about.
Fable turned around and asked, "Where are the others?" 
"Are you asking about me?" a voice called from the dark.
Fable tried to act normal and not to wince. She knew where the voice was coming from—somewhere under the shades of many leaves where no light shone through. She squinted to look harder, but her poor sight wasn't helping.
"Don't try to persuade the Beast out of the dark." Cerené patted Fable. "He won't come out."
"It's nice to see you, too, Cerené," the voice from the dark said.
"You're welcome, Beast." Cerené laughed.
"When are you going to realize that you're not ugly?" Ladle told him. "Come out, eat something, Beauty."
Fable thought it was a nice touch from Ladle to call him "Beauty," although she didn't know why he was called a beast.
"Marmalade gave me a fish," the Beast said. His voice was calm, raw, as if he were older—wiser, maybe?
"So where is the Star?" Fable tried to sound casual.
"The Star isn't coming," Cerené told her, knotting her face, as if Fable shouldn't have asked.
Fable shrugged and went to eat a fish. She noticed how she was almost everyone's favorite. Everyone patted her and took extra care of her. It dawned on her that she was the youngest, too. Maybe that was the reason.
Fable continued eating, wondering how she should bring up the subject of Loki's Fleece. She didn't have to wait long, though. Cerené brought up the subject on her own. After all, this was supposed to be some kind of meeting. 
"So, here is my plan," Cerené said, tapping her blowpipe on her hand. "The only way to save Shew is to go to the Schloss and free her ourselves. We're not going to wait until the Queen of Sorrow consumes her heart."
Everyone seemed to listen with great interest, but Fable needed to put the pieces together. The timeline of this dream's events confused her. She assumed that this happened after Loki had cut off Cerené's hands, and that Cerené had been resurrected somehow. It had to be, because Shew never mentioned Cerené knowing the Lost Seven. Or…
"That's one hell of a daring rescue," Marmalade said, not really encouraged by the suggestion.
"Anyone have another way to save her?" Cerené said. "We all know what it means if the Queen consumes her heart."
Fable didn't know, but assumed there was more to the Queen preserving her beauty than what she previously knew.
"Last time Loki cut off your hands, Cerené," Marmalade argued. "I have no idea how you were resurrected, but I'm glad you are. Do you want to risk Loki killing any of us again?"
"It's the right thing to do!" Ladle waved her scythe happily. Everyone ducked to avoid accidentally dying before their time by the hands of a reckless reaper. "We have to save Shew." Ladle didn't seem to notice she was about kill someone. "And Cerené, we don't need to know how you came back, nor do we need to know where Fable has been all this time. All that matters is we're all together."
"Of course Ladle would encourage you." Marmalade pursed her lips. Fable sensed that Marmalade was acting like a leader in this meeting. "She is Death. She isn't afraid to die."
"Don't listen to my girl, Ladle." Jack bumped Ladle playfully as he leaned against a tree with that same white feather between his teeth. Of course, he had his hat on. Fable was surprised he and Marmalade were together. "But it would be neat if you woke up and discovered it was your turn to die today," he teased her.
"Stop joking, Jack," Marmalade puffed.
Jack rolled his eyes then winked at Fable, as if telling her Marmalade was nuts.
"Last time, all of you sent me to the Schloss to befriend Shew and help her escape on her sixteenth birthday," Cerené told everyone. Fable grimaced at the revelation. "I did my best, and was about to save her. I understand that you couldn't reveal yourselves then. But look at what happened."
"We were lucky Shew's heart wasn't really twenty-one grams that day," Ladle commented.
"Thanks to Loki stabbing Shew so many times, she lost so much blood and her heart weighed less, or the Queen would have consumed it any time later."
"Wait." Fable had to interrupt. "I don't understand." She partially didn't care if she'd acted out of the context of the dream. She had to know what had happened on the night of the last Dreamory.
"Didn't we tell you about this before?" Marmalade sighed. Fable began to not like her.
"She is the youngest," Jack told Marmalade calmly. "Sometimes I think it's unfair to drag her into this, so be gentle." Fable liked how Jack didn't lose his temper, although he seemed to be blaming Marmalade. "Fable"—he turned to her—"here is what happened. On Shew's sixteenth birthday her heart did weigh twenty-one grams at the Queen's measuring table in the castle. Luckily it turned out that her heart could lose its weight within seven days. When Loki fought Shew in the forest, he wounded her. She also bled more crossing the Wall of Thorns, which led to her heart's weight decreasing. It wasn't twenty-one grams anymore, so consuming it would be pointless. The Queen managed to hunt Shew down and imprison her in the Rapunzel Tower, waiting for her heart to weigh twenty-one grams again."
"Oh." Fable tried not to look shocked at the details. A few things made sense now. The events of this dream were days or months after Shew's Dreamory. Cerené had been mysteriously resurrected, like she was supposed to be, as she was the Phoenix, although no one knew the details. And Shew's heart wasn't twenty-one grams again. "And Loki? Shew killed him, right?" Fable had to check, and wished it wasn't true, or there would be no Loki and Shew moment.
"She did." Marmalade sounded calmer, realizing she had been harsh on Fable. "But Loki is a Dreamhunter. A half-angel. He doesn't really die. He gets what they like to call 'unshadowed.'"
"Unshadowed?" Fable squinted.
"Angels are buried in the water of the Missing Mile in the Seven Seas," Marmalade explained. "They can stay there forever and be considered dead, unless someone bails them out or convinces the creators to bring them back. The Queen of Sorrow manipulated someone and brought him back. Don't ask me how. They say he returned even worse than before."
"All this happened while I was away?" Fable asked, trying to complete the puzzle in her head.
Cerené nodded, and gazed at Fable again, as if reminding her not to spill the secrets of where she had been. Why did only Cerené know about Fable's past? It seemed not to matter now. "See? We have to go get Shew from the Schloss ourselves, even if it means confronting Loki and the Queen of Sorrow herself."
"Entering the Schloss is almost impossible," Marmalade said. "It's not only guarded by Loki's cruelest huntsmen, it's guarding itself in many ways. The Schloss has a soul."
"To get in, we have to sneak past its soul." Ladle seemed not to have a problem with the Schloss.
"I approached it once," Marmalade said. "Just from afar, and felt a dark presence that scared me away immediately. This is more than mere magic. The Schloss seemed timeless, like an immortal who has lived a thousand lives." She looked paler now. "Some say the Schloss is alive, that it has lived a million lives before, in a million different places across the universe."
"True," Cerené said. "It's such a scary castle, disguised as a beautiful mansion for the King and Queen. But I was in the Schloss many times. I know every part of it. I can enter through the chimneys and I know a few mazes inside. It's like a whole world of secret tunnels. Besides, we've got Jack. No one has stolen as much from the castle as he has. He gets in and out like a ghost."
"Guilty as charged." Jack raised a hand. "Did you see the Queen's comb I stole? It tickles when you brush your hair." He chewed on his feather. Jack struck Fable as being nonchalant about Shew. Somehow he seemed not to like her much. Fable made a mental note to investigate that later.
Marmalade eyed him, hands on her waist. Their relationship didn't seem to flow, Fable thought.
"I'm in," the Beast finally said. "But this will not go smoothly. There will blood, and there will be killing. You better be prepared."
"We have you, don't we?" Cerené smiled in his direction. It confirmed Fable's suspicions that the Beast was big and strong. "And we've got Death." She turned to Ladle.
"I'm not allowed to kill unless ordered by the Tree of Life," Ladle said, pouting. Fable assumed the Tree of Life told Ladle whom to kill each day. "I shall not kill without being told to."
"How about killing the huntsmen by accident?" Jack winked at her. "You were about to chop my head off accidentally a few minutes ago." Jack glanced upward briefly. "We can always fool the man up there with a few killings."
Ladle giggled, then blushed. Fable thought Ladle and Jack would make a better couple.
"Make Jack stop, Beauty," Ladle told the Beast.
The Beast laughed from the dark. "Jaaack!" was all he said. Jack nodded back with respect.
"And you?" Marmalade said to Fable.
Fable shrugged. Although she had felt really feisty in the Waking World this morning, she doubted she had any talent for fighting. She wondered about the power she possessed that Cerené had told her not to speak of. "I don't think I can fight," she said feebly.
"Do you know of any magic tricks?" Jack winked at her. A few laughs scattered in the air. They weren't mean laughs. They just seemed to be close friends, and making fun of each other would be taken lightly.
"I know magic?" Fable said. Of course she knew magic. That was why she was obsessed with it in the real world. But would any of her silly spells help in the Dreamworld?
"Joking, little doll." Jack grabbed her legs and pulled her high. He flipped her on his back like a father would when playing with their child. Everyone smiled again, and Fable blushed, landing on her feet.
"We all will take care of you, Fable," Ladle said. "But I'm sure you can help somehow in the castle."
"So," Marmalade said, playing leader again. "How are we getting inside the Schloss?"
"If you want to sneak past the Schloss' soul, you have to fool it into thinking you're one of its regular visitors," the Beast said with all confidence.
"Great idea," Cerené said. "But who enters the Schloss freely without being questioned, other than Jack and me?"
"The Queen!" Ladle chirped. 
"Stick to killing, Ladle." Jack nudged her playfully. "Thinking is not Death's business. Or Death wouldn't be killing anyone, really."
"I have an idea," Fable found herself saying. She wasn't sure if she was interfering with the flow of events by interrupting. Maybe she was destined to say this. Maybe reliving the Dreamories never quite changed anything in the future like Babushka had said. "The huntsmen enter the Schloss every day with no one questioning them."
Everyone exchanged gazes immediately. It seemed like they hadn't expected such an idea from Fable. She must not have been useful before. 
"You want us to show up as huntsmen?" Marmalade said admiringly. 
Fable nodded reluctantly, realizing that she might have changed the events in the Dreamworld.
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The Queen's Diary
  
Angel was gone when I opened my eyes. Like every other time when he was about to succumb to the evil inside him, he'd managed to confront it and keep me safe. How long was he going to have such strength? I felt for him so much that my insides ached. I took a deep breath under the faint moonlight, promising myself I wasn't going to look for him now. God only knew where he had gone, far from the humming mermaids.
But that wasn't the end of the night for me.
All around me, the ship had gone insane. Torches had been lit, filling the ship with the ghosts of shimmering yellow light, scattered everywhere. The sailors and the misfits had all embarked the deck. It took me some time to comprehend that I saw.
Everyone knelt, praying. Some had their hats tucked to their chests. Others laced their fingers tightly, heads upward as if in a church, pleading to the something in the night sky.
Walking among them, I could still hear the faint humming of the mermaids. But I couldn't see them again when I peeked over the edge. They seemed to change their colors and hide in the dark. Singing underwater, maybe? A continuous, never-ending—non-memorizable—tune that was the reason behind my lover's agony—and mine.
"Get on your knees." The puffing boy pulled my hand. I knelt next him. There was no point in arguing. None of them would have cared. There was something there up in the sky, and it seemed to have the power to save.
"What's going on?" I whispered to the boy.
"Can't you hear them?" He pointed at the sea.
"Of course I can. I heard them before any of you did."
"No, you didn't," he hissed. "I glimpsed you behind my curtain walking to the rails. We were just all scared to come out. Pretending we didn't hear them. Then their humming seeped through our souls. We had to do something about it."
"Something like what?"
"They'll keep humming until a few of us succumb to their call and throw themselves into the water so they can feed on us." The boy pressed his hands tighter together. He sweated like the other men on the ship. "The mermaids will not stop. Do you hear me?" The puffing boy's gleaming eyes had dimmed. "They won't stop until they have one of us men."
The word "men" sent a lightning bolt to my eyes. I realized I was the only girl on deck. How was that possible?
"Men?" I said. "Where are the other women on board?"
"Taken," the boy said with eyes closed behind clenched hands.
"Taken by whom?" I grasped the stupidity of my question a few syllables too late. The mermaids had taken the women on ship. They had seduced them the way they had wanted me to come with them. "Every woman?" I neared the boy's ears.
"All except you, it seems." He opened his questioning eyes, probably wondering why. I didn't have the answer to that.
"The mermaids asked me to join them too," I explained. "I just. I…" I licked my dry lips. "I don't know how, but I managed not to succumb to their call."
"The sailors say the mermaids are after the men on the boat, really," the boy elaborated. "They thrive on eating a man's flesh. No other sea creature can fulfill that hunger."
"Then why take the women, for God's sake?"
"Women give men their strength," the boy said. "Without them, a man is open to the sea's hunger, and the mermaids' wrath."
Believe in me, Carmilla! I heard Angel call me. That was why he had always asked me to believe in him. Had I given up on him somehow? Did I have to believe in him more than I did? But wait, that meant that Angel was the only man with hope on this ship, if he hadn't escaped yet. I was the only woman left.
"We have to pray." The boy reached for my hand.
"Pray? Not confront the mermaids?" I didn't give him my hand. I had a logical question to ask. I had begun to feel frustrated. Those mermaids and their songs had a dark effect on Angel and the sailors. There had to be something done about it.
"None of us has the power to face them," the boy said. "Only the moon can confront them." He craned his neck at the full moon above.
"What will the moon do?" I grimaced. "It's just a white plate, hanging up in the sky." The words escaped me. I remembered when I thought the moon had smiled at me. But not again. That must have been my imagination. The moon was, and had always been, the plate up in the sky. That plate I saw kids throw rocks at near the Pond of Pearls in Styria. The same white plate they talked to, which reflected on the water's surface. Sometimes the girls pretended they were pulling it down to them near dawn, as if holding it with an invisible rope. Then the moon faded away, making way for the sun to shine a new day. The moon was nothing but a plate I had enjoyed looking at before I gave in to sleep every night when I was a child.
"You're so naive," he said, not looking at me. "The moon is the Creator's eye in the sky. And it's a girl."
I gritted my teeth, pretending to pray with the others. There was no way I could argue with the boy's nonsense.
"She lives on the moon," he elaborated. "Or is the moon herself. We don't know. She looks after the goodhearted when they cross the sea at night, and she protects them from all evil, especially the mermaids. The moon and the mermaids have somehow been connected since the beginning of time."
"Then why isn't she down here protecting us?" I asked. The prayers all around annoyed me. They called for the girl in the moon to protect them. Each of them offered something—a ring, a sword, and sometimes a day's catch of fish. It was absurd.
"I told you she only protects the goodhearted," the boy insisted, and offered his stash of tobacco in front of him. He pleaded to the girl in the moon and told her it was all he had. He promised to stop smoking if she saved him today.
"Aren't we goodhearted?" I had to see where this was going.
"Most of us are, I think. We're all misfits running away from an evil past on this ship," the boy said. "There must be a dark soul on the ship." My mind—although resisting the idea—thought of Angel. He wasn't a dark soul, but was always mistaken for one. Never had I thought it might be me. "I think it's him." The boy shivered and pointed behind me.
I turned around, thinking I'd see Angel. But it wasn't him. The boy was pointing at Captain Ahab's closed cabin. In spite of the assumptions and the rumors I'd heard, I was curious about why he hadn't come out with all the noise around him.
"He is a dark man, I'm sure," the boy said. "Why isn't he praying with us? Offer the moon something!" he told the man behind the closed cabin.
"Yeah, offer her something," the silver-toothed man said. "Maybe your clothes." He grinned at me, and gulped discreetly from his beer.
"You shouldn't be drinking when we're praying." The boy snatched the ale away from him and set it right next to me. A few sailors peeked back at us. We had to bow down immediately and shut up, although the silver-toothed man wanted his ale back.
"Give it back," he hissed between gritted teeth at me. I ignored him. I had nothing to do with it. The ale was just next to me, that's all.
The man's face reddened. He decided to defy all and stand up. "I know why the moon isn't answering us," he shouted at everyone. "Our offerings aren't enough. We're not offering her all we have."
"Shut up," a sailor said. "Everything we have is laid here upon the deck."
"Not everything." He pointed his finger at me. I didn't understand what he was implying. "This girl has something she isn't giving away." He wasn't talking about clothes. "I saw her board the ship with a sack. It seemed full of precious things. I think she is a smuggler."
"We don't see any sack with her," another sailor said.
"I saw it!" A misfit raised a hand.
"The barrel man has it." Another misfit stood up. "I saw him hide it in a different barrel each day."
"Find the barrel!" the head of sailors ordered immediately.
The mermaids' humming was driving everyone crazy. The crew spread all over the ship looking for my sack in the barrels of wine. I wondered why they hadn't offered the wine to the moon, but years later I learned the moon didn't accept anything that was the color red.
Stranded, I called for Angel, the wind sucking my words into thin air. There was no point resisting. Angel couldn't show with the mermaids still humming. Why risk him turning into a full vampire by impulsively sucking on the sailors' blood under the mermaids' influence?
The sailors were frantic, and I was about to see my dreams crashed and burned. I didn't know in which barrel Angel had hidden the sack. I didn't even know what was in the sack. I just knew it was my only precious offering to Lady Shallot in the Tower of Tales.
Finally, one of them showed up with the sack. I ran to him, trying to get it, but the men held me back.
 "Let's offer it to the moon," a sailor said.
The misfits disagreed. They wanted to see its contents first. I knew they must have thought it was full of precious items they could sell later, and I had no means with which to stop them. I just wailed and whined like a weakened princess—oh, how I hate how fragile I was in those days.
Just as one of them pulled it open, a door creaked open somewhere. It creaked loudly and slowly enough for everyone to get back on their knees again. It was Captain Ahab's door.
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What a dark and tall man he was. He smoked his pipe and walked slowly, confidently, not caring about anything in the world, toward us. I couldn't see most of his facial features in the dark, but I had a feeling it was better this way. I could see he had a beard, though. He walked with grace, the wooden floor creaking mercilessly under his steps.
Captain Ahab walked toward the sack. He didn't pick it up. He pulled a sword and rummaged with it through the items inside, then he continued smoking.
"She hid it from us. We wanted to offer it to the moon!" the silver-toothed man protested.
Captain Ahab didn't talk. He simply walked toward the man, still smoking his pipe. I noticed smoke came out of seven holes in it. They were right when they said it wasn't just a pipe, but also a flute. Was he really the descendant of the Piper? Then shouldn't he be connected to the mermaids somehow? Why hadn't they stopped humming, then?
"We needed more offerings so the Moongirl would help us," the silver-toothed man lied, stuttering, shying away from Ahab's piercing look.
Captain Ahab simply pulled the man by his neck. With one simple move, he threw him overboard. The man wailed and screamed, kicking hands and legs in the air before he landed in the arms of the mermaids. I could hear them biting happily at him for a while before they faded into silence and disappeared.
"The Moongirl only saves the goodhearted." Captain's Ahab's voice sucked in the air and I couldn't hear the hiss of the sea or the rippling of its tides. "And most of you aren't."
"We're not evil-hearted," the man with an eye patch protested.
"But you're not goodhearted either," Captain Ahab said. "Evil isn't the worst thing in the world. Lost souls like you, who haven't made up their minds, are," he said, as if wanting to spit on each and every one of them. He certainly didn't like humans, men or women. "The only reason why you're on my ship is that I am the only one at sea who can handle lost souls." He took a short drag, almost in rhythm with the tempo of his words. All syllables took an equal amount of time to be pronounced. He didn't feel any rush. Captain Ahab seemed not to care about anything but his whales. "Next time the mermaids show up, just toss one of you to them. It's the best way."
"I know I chose a side," another man protested. "I know I am goodhearted." 
"Says who?" Captain Ahab laughed and reached for his harpoon.
Everyone made way for Ahab's target, the poor man who believed he was goodhearted. The captain didn't hesitate. With the pipe in his mouth, he shot at the man, penetrating his middle with his harpoon. "The Moongirl didn't save you from me, did she?" Ahab said, as the man fell silently to his knees then flat to the floor. Blood spread all over the deck. "No, the so-called Moongirl will never near this ship." He meant because she didn't go near the color red. So how was she supposed to save the goodhearted if she didn't get near blood?
Everyone bowed their heads to Captain Ahab now. The mermaids had gone—and to hell with the moon, they must have thought.
"The Seven Seas are unforgiving," Captain Ahab preached. "All of you are here to reach a destination. I promise you that most of you won't. Don't make me come out to solve a meager problem like the mermaids again. I have much more important things to do."
"Please take my soul." The puffing boy crawled closer on hands and knees, wanting to kiss Captain Ahab's boots. "I want to sell my soul to you. Please!"
Captain Ahab scanned the boy for while, amused by his inquiry. He chuckled lightly and kicked him away. Then he glanced at the sack on the floor and back to me. He walked slowly and stared at me for a while. "Is that sack yours?"
I nodded, my tongue dry, my body in full sweat.
"I see you have no splinters in your eyes," he mumbled, but loud enough for only me to hear him. He dragged thoughtfully from his pipe.
I didn't know about the Andersen Mirror then, and I didn't understand why someone would have splinters in their eyes. What kind of splinters?
"What are you doing on my ship?" he said.
I shrugged. "Like anyone else, I have somewhere I want to reach."
"The Tower of Tales, I presume," He hissed, so only I heard again. Then he smirked, looking at me from top to bottom. I wished I could see more of his face. I could only see his eyes. The color of honey. He nodded to himself, as if he had recognized me. He dragged from his pipe again. It was made from a kind of wood that I had never seen before. Close up, it looked like a carved bone more than a pipe. I wondered if he turned people he killed into pipes.
"How did you know?" I managed to ask.
Captain Ahab said nothing. With the pipe between his lips, he nodded at the sack. I didn't want him to know that I didn't know what was inside the sack. But I was curious to know the connection now.
"It's my offering to Lady Shallot," I whispered, not wanting the sailors and misfits to hear me.
"Of course it is," he said. "You have in the sack what Lady Shallot most desires. What many others desire." He bent over slightly, smoke from his pipe swirling around me like a halo. "And what the sailors and misfits on the boat desire the most."
"I don't understand." I was talking about the last part in his sentence. Of course this was what Lady Shallot desired, but why did the sailors desire it?
"Believe it or not, young girl," he said into my ear, "you could have summoned the Moongirl."
I wasn't comfortable with his voice in my ears. It had been a scary voice from far away, let alone so close. My eyes fell closed for a moment, tolerating his proximity, and I asked, "So she exists?"
Captain Ahab pulled away, tucked the pipe in his mouth again, and laughed at the moon above. "Did you listen to her?" He was talking to the moon now. I was perplexed, too confused to comprehend or think about anything.
"The moon looks like a white plate, doesn't it?" He winked at me, and turned around to walk back to his cabin.
"Wait." I couldn't let him leave yet. "Are Lady Shallot and the Tower of Tales real?" I didn't care if the sailors heard me now. My intuition told me I wouldn't last long on this ship. I needed a clue as to where to go later.
"That's what they say," he said. "I've been years in the sea, though, and haven't seen a Tower of Tales—or no tales. I could use one myself to start a new life if I had seen it." He chuckled at his own misery.
"I see," I said. "Will you let me keep the sack?" It was all I cared about, and it didn't make sense for a moment. I was doing my best to keep a sack whose contents I didn't know, trying to offer it to a woman I didn't know in a tower that might be a myth. All of this in a quest to find a new life with the one I loved.
"I have no use of the sack," Captain Ahab said. "Nor do I have use of you on my ship."
"I understand." I bowed my head. He was going to exile me. I didn't need to know why. Whatever was going on seemed beyond my comprehension. But where would I go? Would he guide me, give me a boat? He didn't look like that kind of man. He didn't care. "What will happen of me now?"
"Are you alone on my ship?"
"I have someone with me," I said. "The man who lifts the barrels. He is asleep."
"Asleep?" I could tell he didn't believe me. "No man sleeps when the mermaids call, young lady." He stopped to consider. "I will overlook this, though. It's the least I can do for the woman who brought apples back to Europe."
My eyes widened. I raised my head. A few sailors behind me murmured, confused by Captain Ahab's prolonged conversation with me.
"However, I can't handle you on my boat," he said. "You're heavy, young lady."
"Heavy?"
"Your soul is too heavy for my ship," he said. I didn't ask what he meant. It was like everyone was telling me how special—and how much of a burden—I was lately. "I have no interest in your war. I am after a whale."
The hisses behind me increased.
"May I ask why?"
Captain Ahab smirked. It was a painful smirk, coming from a man in pain, disguised as an ungodly sailor in the sea. He confused me, as I couldn't understand whether he was good or evil. But what was purely good and evil? Everyone I came upon, including Angel, had both sides in them. They all coped with their lives and tried to make the best of it. I began to learn that evil was temporary, that what was evil to me could not be so to someone else, that what was evil now might not be evil tomorrow. Evil was just a point of a view, and each of us needed a spot to look from each day. 
"There is a whale out there who has something I want," Captain Ahab said. "I presume it might be something you want too, but I see you're still young and inexperienced. The sea, however, will teach you—"
"Please, allow us to sell our souls to you," a few men behind me begged him again. "Help us survive the atrocities of the Seven Seas. Our souls for you!"
Captain Ahab shushed them and turned back to me. I wasn't going to sell my soul to him. If he was the man the devil talked about, I didn't care. My soul was mine. My fate was mine to decide. My heart was mine to keep. I may have been weak, but I was a Karnstein. No Karnstein sold a piece of themselves to anyone, whatever the price.
"Can I stay until morning?" I asked, neglecting the men's request.
"I think you will have to stay until morning, actually." He nodded. "Not because I want you, but because you can't handle the sea tomorrow. No one can handle the Seven Seas tomorrow." The hissing and murmurs increased again behind me. "The mermaids don't just come to take a man and feed on him." The sailors and misfits let out several sighs. The puffing boy wailed and began to say they were all going to die in the sea. "The mermaids' arrival is only a prelude."
"Prelude to what?"
Captain Ahab's pipe dimmed, dying in the ghostly winds. He tapped it on the back of his hand and said, "Take your sack, and stay until tomorrow." He wasn't going to answer my question. "I don't promise the ship will be safe, though. Tomorrow is going to be one of the hardest days." He turned and walked among the sailors and misfits, his hands behind his back.
All men on ship were on their hands and knees, as if God walked among them. Captain Ahab seemed disgusted by their existence. I really wondered why he allowed all lost souls on the ship, let alone why he was after a whale in the Seven Seas. He glanced at the frightened men by his feet and said, "Stand up, all you lost souls at sea." He waved his hand like a magician as they slowly raised their heads. "Do you really think that I'm H—?"
"Him?" a few of them said.
Captain Ahab shook his head, as if Him wasn't the real name. It seemed to be a name starting with an H, but not Him. Captain Ahab shook his head. "Do you think you can sell your soul to me?" He laughed. "I'm not who you think I am."
The men exchanged looks of surprise. Even I thought it was Captain Ahab, sailing the sea with a ship full of desperate men and forcing them to sell their souls to him.
"Then…" The puffing boy shrugged. "Then who is Him?"
"This must be the ship of fools." Captain Ahab shook his head, like he was about to throw the boy into the sea like the silver-toothed man. "You think you want to sell your soul to Him, but have no idea what it means." He walked back to me. "Besides, he isn't interested in already lost and weak souls like you." Captain Ahab chuckled loudly. "He is only interested in strong souls." He smirked at me, leaving me confused again.
"Who is he, then?" the puffing boy insisted on asking, foolishly ignoring all of Ahab's warnings.
"All of you fools will meet him tomorrow," Ahab said without turning back. "He sends the mermaids to a ship he is about to attack, so sleep tight and dream long, because tonight might be the last of your lives."
Captain Ahab was about to finally walk back to his room when he had one last thought. He approached me and neared my ear again. "When you see Him tomorrow, tell him Captain Long John Silver will not be caught."
Captain Ahab—or Long John Silver—walked away with another smirk on his face, leaving me shrouded in the mysteries of the sea, with no conclusions on how to reach my destiny.
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
Somewhere near Ladle's house, the Lost Seven prepared their horses. Fable assumed she should know how to ride horses in the Dreamworld. She was right.
Each of them named their horse after their last names—all but Marmalade, who named her horse Moon, and the Beast, who named his horse Beauty. Jack's horse was named Madly, something Fable thought suited him dearly. Cerené's horse was the Phoenix, and Fable's was Crumblewood, of course. She decided she would call him Woody for short.
Ladle's horse was named Rat. Ladle's full name was Ladle Rat Rotten Hut, a play on "Little Red Riding Hood." Fable learned it was a secret language the Lost Seven called Anguish Language. They used it to send secret messages to each other. An example was the name of the town where Fable had been raised, Furry Tell—an Anguish Language way to say "fairy tale."
Fable hoped they wouldn't use it in this dream. Or was she supposed to know it in this dream?
Only the Beast's horse ate sugar. Marmalade's horse ate marmalade, and Ladle's ate what she said were squirrel nuts, but they looked like fortune cookies. Jack's horse fed on white feathers like the one in his mouth at all times. Cerené breathed into her horse's mouth with her blowpipe for food. Instinctually, Fable grabbed a few breadcrumbs and offered them to Woody, who nibbled on them with enthusiasm.
Fable felt so happy being among the Lost Seven. She thought this was the life she had wanted to experience long ago. The hell with the town of Sorrow in the Waking World. This dream was better than fairy tales. 
  
***
  
The Beast had been the first to put his cloak on. Fable still couldn't see his face. She realized he almost never showed his face to anyone, thinking he was the "ugliest of them all." The rest of them wore their cloaks, except Fable, who was too small for hers. She looked silly in it.
Jack told them that he had heard the Queen was performing a new Weighing of the Heart ceremony for Shew and all the other girls whose blood she'd bathe in today. Fable understood that the Queen couldn't bathe in the girls' blood unless their hearts weighed twenty-one grams—the same reason she couldn't consume Shew's heart.
"So why twenty-one grams?" Fable thought she'd take advantage of them considering her young and naive, and ask as many questions she could.
"Once you we turn sixteen, all of our hearts weigh twenty-one grams," Marmalade said. "Right, Jack?" She was trying to be playful.
"Not mine." Jack bit on his white feather. "I'm too awesome for it to only weigh that much." He smirked, and threw a rock at the moon in the sky. He seemed obsessed with it, paying it more attention than Marmalade.
"Awesome." Fable giggled. Did they say awesome in 1812?
"Don't you know I am so awesome someone will write a book about me one day?"
"When the soul leaves the body it has to be one of twenty-one grams," Ladle elaborated, neglecting Jack's conceit. "If not, it won't do good in the afterlife."
"And you know that because?" Marmalade seemed jealous of Ladle, maybe noticing how she and Jack always got along.
"She is Death, splashy." Jack had called her "splashy" a couple of times. "I'd not argue with her if I were you." He shared a long gaze with Ladle.
"It's something that appealed to the creators." Ladle broke off Jack's gaze to explain further. "Twenty-one grams is the weight of balance and maturity. Less and you haven't grown enough to face the world yet."
"And heavier?" I asked.
"Heavier has always been an arguable case," Ladle said, pulling a squirrel off her back. Squirrels and scythes didn't match at all, Fable thought. "A heavier heart either endures great hardships, is stained by evil, or has been compromised by magic."
"Magic? How?" Fable was interested.
"Magic isn't always good, Fable," Ladle said. "Some dark magic has dire consequences."
Fable shrugged when she said that, then she saw Cerené gazing silently at her. Again, it was as if they shared a secret—but Fable had no idea what it was. It probably had to do with where she was supposed to have been for the past few months.
"So we're just going to walk among the huntsmen?" Fable said. "Do you think our disguises are good enough?"
"It's not the disguises," Jack said. "There is a rule among huntsmen that prevents anyone from seeing another's face. Even the Queen herself is denied the pleasure of uncovering any of their faces. Only Loki, the head of huntsmen, can reveal his face."
"That's a strange rule," Fable said. "Why?"
"Angel Von Sorrow was the one who hired the huntsmen, before the Queen of Sorrow turned them to serve her while he was away," Cerené explained. "All huntsmen are boys. Only boys. It's said that they're all orphans who escaped from all corners of the world to Sorrow. A myth says they have all crossed something called the Seven Seas, reaching a Tower of Tales, where they were ushered to Sorrow as an escape from their pasts. Angel wanted to protect them from their evil fathers. He used magic to conceal their identities so they wouldn't be hurt."
"But they serve the Queen of Sorrow now," Marmalade said.
"She managed to bind them to her side by dark magic," Ladle explained. "But she couldn't break the spell so they'd show her their faces. She compromised their loyalty but not their faces."
"And I suppose we're going to use that to hide among them," Fable said. "We'll use that to our advantage since no one dares ask us to show our faces?"
"You're getting better by the minute." Jack winked and turned his horse the other way. "Does my hat look good on me?" he asked Marmalade while adjusting it, then rode away before she gave an answer.
Fable laughed at his easiness, and watched Marmalade chase him before Ladle did. Cerené nodded at Fable and said, "Let's go save Shew."
Let's see when and how Shew and Loki fell in love, Fable thought, and rode after the Lost Seven, all of them disguised as huntsmen, to the Schloss. She hoped she'd succeed in getting Loki's Fleece back.
  
***
  
Mingling with the huntsmen wasn't a big deal. They usually rode near the forest and never spoke a word unless necessary, or if Loki ordered them. The Lost Seven used the fact they couldn't uncover each other's cloaks to their advantage. They also smeared their faces with black mud to ensure nothing showed through their cloaks. And, of course, they pulled their cloaks down to hide their eyes, just like all other huntsmen did.
Entering the castle's garden among the other huntsmen, they were shocked by the vastness of the event. The Queen had every artist and performer gathered outside, entertaining everyone. Of course, the elite crowd had been invited inside.
The Lost Seven rode along, not talking, commenting, or nodding. A few feet shy of the castle walls, they got off their horses and lined up among the other huntsmen. Loki, the head of the huntsmen, rode across his crew and said the Queen wanted them to witness an event of a lifetime. Like Fable had been told, he seemed even crueler than before. She wondered if she would see his snarky and silly side when he played bad boy. But this time, Loki didn't smile one bit. He looked almost…heartless.
"Tonight, the Queen of Sorrow, She Who Must Be Obeyed, will consume her daughter's heart," Loki roared, riding his three-eyed unicorn. "Unlike last time, she will succeed today, and I shall kill the daughter myself if her heart weighs as desired."
The huntsmen raised their swords and roared back.
Fable was reluctant to share in such an insulting moment. Although she had previously known about Carmilla's brutality, she was shocked at her bluntness, announcing her intentions publicly with no holding back.
Jack nudged Fable, waking her up from her inner monologue. Fable realized she had been the only one who refrained from hailing. She caught up, but a little too late.
Regrettably, she caught Loki's green eyes. 
Fable had no idea Loki could exude this kind of evil when he looked at her. She thought she'd never forget his eyes years later when she had hopefully succeeded in resurrecting him in the real world. A flicker of a memory flashed before her eyes as he rode down and approached her. She remembered her town, Furry Tell, so vividly now. She remembered how she had been born there, and peeked briefly into her real past as a poor girl in the Kingdom of Sorrow. She remembered when he'd tried to kill her when looking for boys and girls with "splinters in their eyes."
Loki approached her, suspicion sparkling in those threatening eyes. Fable couldn't break her gaze. She wanted to, but staring evil in the eyes froze the muscles on her face. How was this the Loki she'd had fun with in the Waking World? He was surely going to kill her. There was no escape. It looked like she was going to get killed by Loki in this dream—or have her identity exposed, at least.
As Loki treaded with ruthless intuition, Fable swallowed a gasp. She saw he had his red Fleece wrapped around his hand.
This is it. This is what I came here for. Could it be that easy?
But how? The moment she saw his Fleece was the same moment he was going to punish her, or expose her, for not hailing at the Princess's demise.
I don't care. Fable finally swallowed. Once he is near enough, I will snatch the Fleece and run away, maybe hide in the forest. Then Alice Grimm should show up there again and help me, right?
"Damn the Queen's daughter!" Jack hailed next to Fable, and raised his sword as a distraction. "Damn the Snow White Princess!" He seemed to partially enjoy it, too. It began to show that he certainly didn't like Snow White. Maybe he just thought of her as a spoiled vampire girl.
The huntsmen, noting Jack's proximity to Loki, thought Jack's rant was based on Loki's orders. So they hailed back. Loud enough to distract him from Fable, who hailed as loudly as she could, "Damn the Snow White Princess!"
Loki, not wanting to criticize his huntsmen's enthusiasm, walked away from Fable and shared their moment.
"Thank you," she whispered to Jack.
"I really wanted him to get close," Jack whispered. "My hands were itching to steal his Fleece."
Fable emitted a laugh.
"I would have been known as the thief who stole the Huntsman's Fleece," Jack said. "Can you imagine that?"
Fable discreetly reached for Jack's hand and squeezed it. "Thank you, again," she said, wondering if she'd ever get that close to Loki to get the Fleece. She wondered if she could use Jack as a thief in that matter, but it didn't seem right. She came here to get it herself. It was her responsibility. No one else's.
Some time later, all huntsmen were invited inside the Schloss. It was the same castle Fable had seen in the Waking World, only grander and impossible to describe with words. This was a dream, after all. Everything was much brighter than Fable's wildest fantasies.
Then they were ushered to the Queen of Sorrow's private chamber…
  
***
  
The Lost Seven stood last in line inside, their backs to the arched double door from which they'd entered. In front of them stood Sorrow's monks and religious idols. Scientists stood honorably before them, closer to the Queen's throne. The closest row was reserved for the Kingdom of Sorrow's advisors and magicians. All meant to witness the Weighing of the Heart ceremony.
On both sides, young peasant girls were lined up, readied for the kill in case their hearts' weights matched the Queen's desire.
"Poor girls," Cerené whispered. "All those girls will be slaughtered in the Queen's bloody bathtub."
The Queen of Sorrow herself, although far from Fable's poor eyesight, sat on her glass throne between Sirenia Lark, her private singer, and the mirror where Bloody Mary lived. Fable was more interested in Sirenia Lark than Bloody Mary this time. She remembered Shew had mentioned her briefly as the siren helper of the Queen of Sorrow. What did this woman do apart from playing eerie melodies with her flute? Fable knew Sirenia also sang. Was that all she did, sitting by the Queen's side?
"That's Sirenia," Marmalade whispered. She sounded bitter, angry, and sad. "I should have killed her long ago."
"What do you mean?" Fable whispered back.
Jack nudged her into silence. "We're in no position to talk about Marmalade's past now."
Fable's curiosity was piqued. Marmalade was a mermaid, obviously infatuated with the moon. How did she meet Sirenia in the past?
"I can't stand Bloody Mary," Cerené whispered, sounding sincere. "She scares me like no one else."
"I tried to steal her mirror once," Jack bragged. "But that's another story for another time. Now, shush, all of you."
Fable listened to Jack and stopped her mind from thinking about anything that wasn't helping her mission. In truth, Sirenia and Bloody Mary were nothing compared to the Queen of Sorrow. Her presence was undeniable in this dream. Although she sat far away, Fable couldn't take her eyes off her. She looked so powerful and so mean, disguised behind a mask of unexplainable beauty.
How is she so beautiful? How is this possible? Does bathing in young girls' blood give her such magic? And why had she pretended to be my foster mother—because she knew I was a Lost Seven? Then why me rather than the others?
  
***
  
The ceremony of weighing Shew's heart—again—took some time from start to finish. Shew looked pale, as if she hadn't been eating enough. She looked broken, like she had given up the fight. Having been trapped in the Rapunzel Tower for so long must have been an awful experience.
Shew asked for her father, Angel Von Sorrow. He wasn't there. Angel was away fighting vampires at the borders of the Kingdom of Sorrow.
Before being laid on the table where Dame Gothel, the Queen's witch, was to weigh her heart, Shew asked about Cerené.
"Who's that?" the Queen of Sorrow said. Of course she knew who Cerené was, Fable thought. She only pretended she didn't remember her to downplay the importance of the Phoenix.
"The glassblower. My friend," Shew said. "My best friend, who Loki killed."
"If the Huntsman killed her, why are you asking about her?" The Queen sounded suspicious.
Shew didn't answer her. Tears rolled down her face as she gave in to Dame Gothel's sedative. Fable was saddened that, at this point, poor Shew thought her best friend, Cerené, was dead. She must have felt awful having disappointed Cerené. Was that why she was giving up easily, or had she been tortured in the Rapunzel Tower? That must have been another story for another time.
Cerené, on the other hand, fidgeted beside Fable. Shew's words weren't easy on her. Fable was sure she wanted to remove her cloak and chop everyone's head off.
Fable wondered when they would make their move. Marmalade had suggested they should wait and see if Shew's heart weighed twenty-one grams. In all cases, the Lost Seven needed to know about Shew's heart's weight as well, since they had no means to weigh it themselves.
They all had their swords readied for the attack once the weighing was announced.
As they waited, Bloody Mary suddenly appeared in her mirror to warn the Queen of something.
"What is it now, Mary?" the Queen said, sighing.
"I smell treason, My Queen." Mary sniffed the air in the chamber.
"What do you mean?" asked the Queen.
"There is someone near who shouldn't be here." Mary's sniffing intensified. "Their intentions aren't clear, but their souls smell of fear."
"Who is it, Mary?"
"I can't tell, but…" Mary signaled for the Queen to approach the mirror, and began whispering in her ear.
None of the Lost Seven knew if Mary was talking about them. How would she know? It was unlikely there were any intruders but them, though. They were still standing in the last row, the main door to their backs. If things went wrong, they could still escape. But Fable didn't have the luxury of escape. She had to help her friends.
None of the Lost Seven moved.
"Huntsmen!" The Queen stood and waved after Mary had whispered in her ear. "Why stand so far back when you deserve better?"
All right, Fable thought. Bloody Mary was talking about them. Whatever she and the Queen had in store was beyond her.
"You protect us from the worst enemies and most dangerous threats," the Queen continued. "I ask you to step forward, to the first row, to witness my daughter's Weighing of the Heart."
Never had the Queen asked anything of anyone, Fable thought. In all the stories she'd heard, the Queen only demanded, ordered, and wished.
This wasn't good.
Loki signaled for the huntsmen to approach the throne. The other rows made room. The huntsmen began nearing the throne.
"What's going on?" Ladle whispered. It was kind of puzzling to see her worried as she was. Fable wondered why Death didn't just hurl her scythe at the Queen's neck. But she remembered how the Reaper was only allowed to kill the one she had been told to.
"We're being tested," Marmalade whispered. "I just don't know how."
"She clearly knows we're here," Fable said, wondering if Bloody Mary had picked up on her being an intruder from another world. "But she can't ask us to remove our cloaks or show our faces because of the rule of the huntsmen."
The Lost Seven stepped forward as the Queen watched them carefully with her chin up. Shew had been sedated and tied to the table by now.
Fable's heart pounded. She began to have trouble breathing properly. She may be a Lost Seven, maybe a witch, but she still felt like the innocent, pigtailed Fable who'd lived all her life with her brother in Candy House. This was beginning to turn into a bigger challenge than she could handle.
In her weakness, Fable raised her head slightly, her eyes accidentally meeting the Queen's. A slant of gold shone in the Queen of Sorrow's eyes as she stared at her. From that far away, Fable believed the Queen had recognized her for who she really was.
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The Queen's Diary
  
The day after, hovering clouds blocked all sun from reaching the Pequod. They were thick clouds, shaping and reforming and hunting our ship in the sky. We stood at the ship's edge watching the sunrays reach the rest of Seven Seas, all but wherever the Pequod sailed. "Him" was definitely coming for us.
I stayed calm while the misfits either cursed their luck or prayed they would live past today. The sailors worked the ship and looked for any unusual activities in the sea. The tides were already raging, and our ship danced the dance of death, threatening to give in to the misery of the seas.
I held my sack tighter as I looked at the madness around me.
Angel hadn't appeared yet, and he wasn't going to. A note at my bed this morning had confirmed that:
  
Love of my life, Carmilla Karnstein.
  
I am not the man for you. Whenever I hold you in my arms, I only hold you down. I can't live with that. I had to escape, or a day will come and the beast inside me will hurt you. Nothing in the world would torment me more. I shouldn't have come back to you in Styria. Why would the universe bless the son of Sorrow with the love of a girl who brought apples to the world with her birth?
Will love you until I die—if I die.
Angel Von Sorrow.
  
I had sliced the letter into a thousand pieces this morning. Although Angel wanted my safety, I hated him for it. I considered him a coward, leaving me behind in the middle of the sea. Hadn't he known that I would have welcomed him biting me and turning me into a vampire if we had no other choice to be together? But Angel seemed to have not understood Shakespeare's story. He hadn't understood what love can overcome in this world.
In all cases, I stood there, the only girl on the ship, awaiting the doom that promised to visit us today. I wasn't going to give in, though. I realized that I was going to find the Tower of Tales and Lady Shallot no matter what. I was going to build my own kingdom away from all the madness in the world.
Whoever we were waiting for, I was determined to survive.
Captain Ahab didn't come out as usual. Who knew what his story was? It didn't matter. I had his piece of paper in my hand. I had read it too this morning. It had a black spot on one side. I had no idea what it meant.
I didn't trust Captain Ahab, Long John Silver, whatever his name was, enough to pass the paper to Him. I decided I would use it as a last resort.
The raging tides began to calm, and the ship settled in a temporary peace. Silence suddenly hovered like a mysterious fog upon the water.
  
***
  
"He is coming," the puffing boy said enthusiastically. He was the only one who desired his coming, supposedly to sell him his soul. The rest of us realized that, whoever it was we waited for, he wasn't one to sell your soul to, no matter what.
"Why the calmness?" I asked one of the sailors.
"I don't know." He shrugged. "Something is wrong. I looked deeper into the water, and there isn't a single fish around us. I assume he is sending his mermaids again."
"Do you know anything else about him?" I asked.
"Only the stories I heard since I was a kid," he said. "They say he thinks he is Fate itself at sea. They say he sinks the ships he wants to sink and forgives the passing of those he chooses. He says who lives and who dies, who becomes a pirate and who stays doomed and lost at sea. All I know is that I wish he wouldn't visit us like Captain Ahab said."
"Well, that isn't helping much," I said, hanging to my sack. We were basically talking about myth, the boogeyman—someone everyone believes exists, yet no one had ever seen him.
A misfit pointed at the rippling water in the distance.
We all ran to look. The bed of water was changing its color. Something was swimming underneath. Something black or grey, blocking all visions from below.
"Whales!" someone screamed.
I expected Captain Ahab to burst out of his cabin, but he didn't. A closer look and I saw the door to his room flapping in the wind. He wasn't there.
If Captain Ahab, a.k.a. Long John Silver, had escaped, I wondered what the rest of us were to do.
The whale swam around the ship peacefully, not making sounds, then sank deep below and never came up again. I didn't understand a thing, but before I could analyze what had happened, a ship came out of nowhere, approaching us.
"It's him," the boy chirped. "The Jolly Roger!"
It was the name of the ship. A pirate ship sailing closer. We all stood stranded, waiting for it to arrive. This was a ship designed to hunt whales, not to fight pirates.
Standing among the crowd, I watched a silhouette of a man walk toward our ship. The man was tall and intimidating. He was taller than Angel—and broader. His silhouette showed a French hat on top of his head, and was that an eye patch? The reflection of the tides manipulated his image.
That was when I realized what was wrong with the picture. The man approaching us was walking on water.
He was walking on water!
Each step, splashing in the water, a few mermaids somersaulted behind him, as if celebrating his coming. He held something in his hand—a bottle, maybe. It was too small for his immense stature. A few men walked beside him, half his size at least.
One of the misfits fainted next to me. The sailors held out their guns. The puffing boy was already on his knees, ready to offer his soul—that was, if Him would accept it.
The men from the pirate ship seemed to sing the song, the same damned song the mermaids and Night Von Sorrow had sung. Although it was noon, still no sun shone where he treaded.
Instead of backing away like everyone else, I stepped forward, rubbing my eyes to see clearer. I was afraid like everyone else, but my curiosity overruled it.
Then I heard someone say his name. His real name. Hook. Captain Hook. That was why everyone mistook it for "Him." Every time someone tried to say his name, they had been afraid to utter it and said, "H—" instead.
I didn't know who Captain Hook was, or what his relation to Captain Ahab, a.k.a. Long John Silver, was—although years later Peter Pan told me that his name had been mentioned in books, that the only one all pirates in the Seven Seas feared was Captain Hook. I didn't know why one would sell his soul to him—in exchange for what? All I knew was that he scared me. That he scared everyone, even the devil. Even the Seven Seas feared him.
And I knew one more thing.
That he wasn't walking on water. The whales had risen to make ground for him. The man everyone feared walked on whales, and I think his eyes were on me.
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
Something was wrong.
Why had the Queen of Sorrow asked the huntsmen to step ahead, closer to the throne? Did she know Fable was among them?
Fable lowered her head immediately to escape the Queen's piercing eyes. She wouldn't have seen her face anyway, as it was smeared with black mud and hidden behind the cloak. It was Fable who was scared to look into the Queen's eyes.
While walking toward the Queen's throne, Fable felt something roll under her feet, as if a few tiny boulders had been thrown onto the floor. Then she noticed Jack had probably walked on the same tiny boulders. Except Jack crushed them so hard, they almost made a popping sound.
"What is this?" Fable whispered to Jack, about to panic.
"Please proceed!" the Queen demanded.
"It's peas under our feet," Jack said. "Why are there peas on the floor?"
"It's a trick," Marmalade said. "I just don't know what it is."
None of them could argue with that. Since when were there peas on the Queen's floor? It had to be a trick, but what kind of trick?
"I think I know," Jack said.
"What is it?" Fable said.
"Give me a second," Jack said, crushing a few peas as they slowly approached the throne. "I need to make sure."
"We don't have a second." Marmalade didn't look like much of a leader now.
"I know, I know," Jack said. "Crush the peas as hard as you can when you walk."
"Why?" Fable asked.
"Just do it." Jack gritted his teeth, his voice almost heard by other huntsmen at the far sides.
Since everyone trusted Jack, they did as they were told, crushing the peas under their feet. Fable enjoyed it, actually.
Glimpsing the Queen's gaze far ahead, Fable saw she was a bit perplexed now. It was as if she'd lost something she was sure she would find.
"Where are they, Mary?" She was angry.
"I—" Mary stuttered. Fable never thought she'd see her stutter, ever. "I'm sure they're here. We need to…" She began whispering to the Queen of Sorrow again.
The Queen listened to Mary then turned back to the Lost Seven. She ordered them to a halt until she finished her conversation. Then she began discussing something with her again.
Jack used this slight gap to explain to everyone what was happening. "It's an old trick," he whispered. "Huntsmen are only males. Females, especially your age, walk more lightly than men. You wouldn't crush the peas and make a popping sound. You're not used to that kind of heavy treading. If she'd discovered the girls among us, she'd know they were intruders. Girls."
"That's…" Fable didn't know what to say. "Thank you, Jack."
"I find this kind of thinking unfair to women," Marmalade hissed. "Who said women walk as lightly as feathers?"
"We're not here to discuss this," Ladle said. "Let's figure out if the Queen has another trick for us."
Suddenly, Cerené gasped. It hadn't been a loud gasp. Somehow, she'd sucked it in.
But what had made her gasp?
Fable turned her head and was about to gasp like her.
An open wardrobe of the finest and most beautiful dresses and most glinting shoes had been brought into the chamber. There was no reason for it, none whatsoever.
"Stay put, girls." Jack sounded fed up. It was like, Why the hell am I walking among so many girls in a world that only allows men to become huntsmen? "It's another trick. Just don't gasp or look."
Immediately, Fable lowered her head, away from the sight of the most beautiful dresses she had ever seen. She thought most of the Lost Seven, especially the girls, had been raised in poor families. At least, that was what fairy tale books she had read in the real world had hinted. They were supposed to never have seen such clothes and fine fabrics.
And, of course, none of them had seen such shoes. Especially Cerené, Cinderella, whose life had all kinds of shoes in it, starting with the glass shoe she wore to balance her feet, and a story about a prince who loved her back in Italy. A story Fable had heard only parts of from Shew after her return from the last Dreamory.
All of them, except Jack and the Beast, lowered their heads. Fable wasn't sure about the Beast. He was at the far end, and Fable feared she'd be exposed if she tilted her head to look at him.
Jack began telling them what was going on. And Fable's intuition was right. The Queen had sought to tempt the girls with the glittering dresses and shoes. No huntsman would lift his head toward them or gasp when seeing such beautiful fabrics.
Fable almost squeaked with excitement. With all the danger surrounding her, this part of the dream seemed to have been cut right from the pages of fairy tales. Lame, nonsensical, and girly in such silly ways. It was such a paradoxical feeling, being both afraid and happy.
Again, the Queen seemed angered.
The Queen of Sorrow stood in front of her glass throne with two obeying black panthers at her feet. She gazed at the huntsmen, as if trying to pierce through their cloaks. With her chin up, she closed her eyes and sighed. Fable was worried the Queen would spit dragon fire any moment. It wasn't just a sigh. It was unexplainable, as if the Queen controlled the weather in Sorrow and was about send a cyclone of frogs and crickets upon them all.
Fable tightened her hands on the friends on her sides, Jack and Cerené, waiting for the Queen to open her eyes.
The Queen did. There was no storm. But this time, the Queen stepped away from her throne, nearing them. Fable had a bad feeling about it. She couldn't say why. But maybe she had lived this memory before, and deep in her mind she knew of the terrible thing coming her way.
The Queen asked Sirenia to hand her a bowl. Sirenia did, and the Queen held it by the tips of her hands. She stared at the huntsmen. A daring stare. Then she threw a fistful of something on the floor.
It took everyone some time to realize what it was. All but Fable, whose memories began to return, with all the fears of the past.
The Queen had thrown a fistful of breadcrumbs on the floor.
Fable gasped. Loudly.
"What's wrong with you?" Jack whispered, squeezing her hand. "Hold yourself together. They're just breadcrumbs."
Fable just couldn't. She was almost suffocating, the memory passing like a looming blur before her eyes. It had to do with where she had been before she entered this dream. It had to do with what had happened to her in the forest.
Cerené tightened her hand on Fable. She seemed to be the only one who knew, but Fable couldn't see her facial expressions behind the darkness of the cloaks.
"Hold on, Fable." Cerené's voice was more than sympathetic. It was as if she understood Fable's pain. The pain Fable herself couldn't grasp.
"What's going on with me?" Fable asked Cerené, about to puke, and unable to look away from the breadcrumbs scattered on the floor. It was as if she were an addict to some forbidden bread.
"Don't you remember?" Cerené gritted her teeth. "It's the Art."
"What art?" Fable asked, her legs wobbly. She knew the Queen of Sorrow was watching everything from afar, waiting for the right moment to expose them. Fable hated to be the one to expose them, but she couldn't resist the breadcrumbs. How was that possible?
"The Black Art," Cerené hissed, trying to hold straight among the huntsmen. "You told me you learned it in…"
The Queen threw more breadcrumbs on the floor.
"I learned Black Arts?" Fable held her stomach, a step away from exposing everyone else. She threw a look at the Queen. Carmilla Karnstein was smiling, smirking, and waiting for her final touch to expose them. "What does this have to do with the breadcrumbs?"
"You can't resist the Queen's enchanted breadcrumbs," Cerené said. "Don't you remember? Don't you remember the darkness you have been through the last three months?"
But whatever Fable wanted to understand, or save, was beyond her. She sank to her knees, and then hurtled on all fours like an animal toward the breadcrumbs, collecting them from the floor. She definitely was addicted to them, and didn't know why or how.
"Don't mess this up," Marmalade hissed at her.
But it was too late.
Gasps filled the chamber. The Queen must have smiled vigorously at the sight of Fable giving in to her trick. Fable's cloak fell back and showed her pigtails, as she sniffed, collecting the breadcrumbs in the hem of her tattered dress from the castle's floor.
"Interesting," the Queen of Sorrow said. She sounded delighted. "A girl with pigtails doesn't strike me as a rebel."
"She is one of them," Bloody Mary growled, her hands reaching out of the mirror, wanting to hurt Fable.
"One of who?" the Queen demanded.
"The Lost Seven," Mary said. "They're here to kidnap Snow White so—"
"So you can't eat her heart." Jack pulled his cloak back and stepped up, raising his sword. "Can we skip the introductions and start killing each other?"
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I didn't know who Captain Hook was then. But the man whom everyone feared, the man who walked among whales, trudged onto our ship's deck, a huge bottle of ale in one hand. He could barely walk straight, his watery boots thumping on the floor, slightly swaying among the sailors and misfits of the Pequod.
Captain Hook was drunk.
His huge figure still swayed like a lost ship in the ocean. His bushy beard swayed along, too. It was made of strings of red, of black, and a much lesser part was white, all tangled together with a straight single pigtail hanging like an animal's tail from his chin. He didn't look absurdly fashionable like the devil. He looked disgusting. His whole complexion was dim. Focusing, I realized his beard covered bad skin underneath. It was rough and bumpy, like the surface of a crusted pie.
Still, he scared everyone next to me.
But I wasn't that sure if it was fear he exuded. In my mind, I was only studying the man who might be an obstacle for me to reach the Tower of Tales. I needed to find a way to survive him.
Hook's eyelashes were full of mascara, probably to take the attention away from his bad skin. His eyes were bulgy, beady, and grey, an almost colorless kind of grey. He wore a toque for a hat, a lot of silvery accessories on his hands. The rest of his cloths screamed "pirate." Who would want to sell their souls to a pirate?
Hook stopped before Captain Ahab's open door, and peeked in for a long time, enough to realize the ship's captain was gone. Hook gulped on his ale, fluid trickling down his beard as if watering it, dripping from the end of his pigtailed beard. "So Long John Silver fled again." Hook smirked at us. "What a pity." He brushed his eyebrow with gruff hands full of rings. "He must still be looking for that whale." Hook shook his head, almost pitying Captain Ahab. He turned and faced his men, who dressed and smelled like him—of crocodiles? At least, that was what I thought. "Don't look down, goddammit," Hook snarled, annoyed by the utter obedience oozing out of their eyes. "Can't you read my face?" None of them dared to look back. His face was definitely unreadable. "You're supposed to laugh with me." He gulped one more time, lifted his head up at the sky, and laughed like a roaring lion. I couldn't decide whether it was an evil laugh or dark one. His sailors nudged each other and complied, faking laughs with him. 
Soon, when he stopped, they stopped too.
"Not good enough!" Hook wasn't satisfied with their laughs. "Each fool of you grab his bottle of ale." He pointed. "Gulp some until your mouth is full. Feel it burning in your throat, and then laugh at the moon in the sky with me."
Sailors and misfits watched Hook and his men drink and then laugh at the moon again. This time I was sure they looked like amateur evil men, trying their best to scare someone. How was this "Him"?
"And you?" Hook looked down at us. "I know you don't have enough ale with you, but you should laugh at the moon with me." He waved his hand.
It was a challenging request for the crew of the Pequod. Most of the men wished for the Moongirl's help. Laughing at her was like burning all ships of hope and sailing to hell.
But the sailors and misfits complied. We all laughed at the moon. Hook roared louder. It took him a while before he lowered his head, looking darker than before, dark enough to make me realize he wasn't just a joker but the most powerful man at sea.
Everyone stopped laughing immediately, all except the puffing boy. He must have been smoking again, or too excited to sell his soul to Hook.
"What are you laughing at?" Hook growled, trudging toward him. The sailors parted.
The boy sweated, cemented in his place. Hook stopped right before him, saying, "You know who I am?"
The boy nodded speechlessly.
"No you don't." Hook squinted. "You think I'm just a giant man sailing the seas, a man you can sell your soul to?"
The boy nodded.
"Fool." Hook gulped from his bottle. He turned around to face us. Then he smashed his bottle on a man's head, bringing him to his death. Hook pulled up his sleeves, showing a hook instead of a hand. Everyone gasped. He walked among the sailors and misfits and pointed at one of them, then said, "You!" The man approached obediently, maybe wishing to sell his soul. "You're dead." Hook laughed, and then sank his hook into the man's belly. He turned around, pulling his bloody hook back, and calling another man. "You!" Another man approached reluctantly. "You live." Hook laughed again, like a spoiled child.
He continued walking, choosing whom to kill and whom to keep alive, killing half of everyone on the ship. I'd never seen so much blood and killing. I was about to vomit but held still, gripping my precious sack. Was I supposed to live or die in Hook's book?
Hook stopped before me, blocking the moonlight and enveloping me with his dark. I raised my head in an uncomfortable position to stare at him.
He stared back for a long time. Again, as if he knew me. "Going for the Tower of Tales?" He laughed.
I couldn't bring myself to either answer or ask how he knew. He didn't seem to be asking. He was looking at my sack, which seemed to expose where I was heading.
"Are you in love?" he uttered, his grey eyes slightly glimmering.
I nodded.
"True Love?" he asked.
I nodded again, almost wanting to tell the whole world I was in love. Proud of it, hanging on to hope.
"No, you're not," he said in a flat tone. "You know how I know?"
I said nothing, only continued staring at him. Who was he, really?
"Because your lover isn't here for you," Hook said, looking really happy about it.
His words cut through me. Whoever Hook really was, and whatever purpose all the crazy incidents around me served, he was right. Angel had weakened and ran away, leaving me alone to my… Wait! I finally realized who Hook was. Why everyone feared him.
He nodded with a grin. "Yes, that's me." He was proud. "That's why I chose who to kill and who to let live on the ship. In fact, I choose which ships to sink and which ones to pass in the Seven Seas. The Seven Seas belong to me."
"You're Fate?" I sighed. It was a rhetorical question. "But why—"
"—would people sell their souls to me?" He rubbed his chest, looking more sober than before.
I nodded.
"You must understand that Fate doesn't buy any soul he comes by." Referring to himself in the third person alerted me. Hook, or Fate, was like a demon child, ready to burn everything for his childish pleasures and impulses. This was why I couldn't sense his evil at first. It explained why Captain Ahab fled (I still wondered where to). He couldn't confront him. How do you confront a demon child who kills for fun and games?

"I only buy souls that I enjoy." He licked his lips. "Which reminds me." He raised his brows, pulled out a gun, and shot the puffing boy, hurtling him over the ship's rails—food for the mermaids waiting to eat him at sea. "You see, I love misery," he began preaching, raising his voice and walking among the crew again. "I love pain," he roared happily, and theatrically, like a king in Shakespearean play. "I love sorrow!"
The word sorrow echoed in the sea. It had begun to mean too much—Hook's addiction to sorrow, Angel's last name.
"That's why no ordinary soul satisfies me," Fate said dramatically. His childish laughter had disappeared. He had an itch and needed to scratch it: buying sorrowful souls. "You know what sorrow is made from?" He turned and faced me again, his bad skin reddening with passion for pain.
I said nothing, still clinging to my sack, contemplating jumping out of the ship. But where would I escape from Fate in a sea he claimed he controlled? Was there a tide that'd protect me? A fish that'd guide me? A good mermaid that'd help me? I really wished for the Moongirl to be real now, as I realized these were not only the Seven Seas we were sailing across—they were the Seven Seas of Sorrow.
"You can only create so much sorrow"—he enthusiastically waved his long hands sideways—"from only one thing." He stepped closer, blocking all light again, shading me with Fate's misery. "From joy." He smiled like a child. "The more the joy, the better the sorrow." He reached for my hands with welcoming eyes. I pulled away. "And you, young lady, have so much joy in you, so much hope and strength." Then he finally said what was on his mind: "I want it. You can fuel my addiction." 
His smile didn't fool me. I was surprised his addiction to sorrow had made him so friendly he would have almost gotten to his knees and begged me…
Wait! What was Fate asking me?
"You want me to sell my soul to you?" I said, almost euphoric about his weakness, and my temporary power. How did I have such power? What was it, exactly?
This time, Fate nodded, saying nothing and getting down on one knee, as if proposing.
"Why would I do that?" I let out a feeble laugh, looking up at him—he was still taller than me while kneeling—as if I were looking down at him.
"You want to find the Tower of Tales. No man or woman I came across in the Seven Seas would dare to take such journey. None of them would defy the world, their family for love," he explained, and I assumed Fate knew all about me, too. "No one believed in True Love as much as you. No one would leave behind a lush and luxurious life, being the 'girl who brought apples to the world,' and leave on a swaying ship in the sea for love." He hesitated but then said, "No one would be trusted with such a sack"—he pointed at it, and I gripped it harder—"unless they see so much power in you, young lady. So much joy." He closed his eyes, as if imagining how much he would enjoy weaving my life into threads of sorrow if I agreed to sell my soul to him.
I sighed and looked up at the moon, really wishing the myth was real, that there was a girl up there that would help me from the dark Fate of the Seven Seas. But I knew there wasn't. I'd begun learning that the world outside the comfort of my castle was much darker than I had imagined, and that everything came with a price.
This time, Fate wanted me to trade my happiness for sorrow. A price I was about to pay to reach the Tower of Tales.
"You think Captain Ahab, I mean Long John Silver, isn't looking for the Tower of Tales?" Hook said. "Why do you think he is obsessed with whales?"
Was I finally going to know?
"One of the whales has the key to the Tower of Tales inside it," Fate explained. "And he will never find it. You will never find it."
"Why do you say so?" I asked.
"You will be so close to it." He narrowed a fat forefinger and a thumb. "So close, but will never find it."
"Why do you say so?" I insisted.
"Because whoever told you about the Tower of Tales didn't tell you about the price you have to pay," he said. "The only way to find it is in this endless sea is"—he stretched his hands wider—"through me." He smiled widely, showing a set of silver teeth upfront.
Was he the silver-toothed man from before, playing games on me and Captain Ahab? I didn't ask.
"So my soul is the price for the Tower of Tales?" I wanted to be clear about it. My heart beat in my throat. What are you going to do, Carmilla?
He nodded, happier than ever, stretching out his hand. According to the tales I know now, this very much felt like Beauty and the Beast. Was Hook actually Fate and the Beast?
"What does selling my soul to you mean?" I needed to know the details.
"It's a simple ritual." He shook his shoulders, trying to make it sound easy. When I didn't buy into it, his face dimmed and he told me the truth. "After we perform the ritual, I will leave you be. You can roam the world, live your life, do whatever you want. But you will always, no matter how hard you try, be submerged in sorrow, misery, and pain. Horrible things beyond your grasp will happen to you. You will always struggle in the most unusual ways." He rubbed his chin to consider something. "Some people simply call this life," he said. "Well, I managed to steal some souls for my benefit. I don't need to buy poor and weak souls, because it's easy to send them to their misery." He was proud of himself again. "But my real kick"—he sighed—"is people like you. I will get you to where you want to go, with the person you want to be with, and the life you choose to have. And in exchange, I will always watch your misery, day by day, fueling my addiction."
The devil's words made sense now. Selling your soul to Fate was the worst thing that could happen to anyone in the world. He would take all the joy and hope from one's life. None of my doings were going to affect me anymore. There would be no hope for me if I sold my soul to him, but I had no other way to reach the Tower of Tales.
Words of approval were about to escape my mouth while tears flooded my face.
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Jack stabbed the first huntsman, so the rest had had no choice but to fight. "Impulsive" wasn't even close to describing his attitude. But he had to take action. Fable had exposed everyone.
Cerené stepped forward and kicked all the breadcrumbs away, so Fable would be freed of the breadcrumbs' enchantment. She shook her hard and rubbed away the breadcrumbs gathered in Fable's hem. "Listen to me," Cerené yelled. "It's time to fight. You can do it. I won't let anything happen to you. Later I will explain what you have been through to the Lost Seven."
The Lost Seven were about to fight an endless crowd of huntsmen in the Queen's chamber. A suicide mission for sure. Fable gathered herself slowly as the rest were already fighting. Cerené protected her, though, until she gained full consciousness.
Fable was crying. Being a Lost Seven hadn't stopped her from messing things up. She must be a loser, just like her mother. She watched everyone fight in the chamber, especially Jack Madly.
"My name is Jack Madly, by the way," Jack shouted at the Queen as he dueled another huntsman. "Someone is going to write a book about me," he said as he turned to face the huntsman. "But never about you. Because you're dead." Jack stabbed him in the heart.
The Queen ordered her daughter to be kept away from the rest. She didn't care who lived or died. Her daughter's heart was the world to her—in a sinister way, of course.
Ladle began killing the most skilled huntsmen in the world. Killing was the norm for Death. After each stab, she looked up and asked the Tree of Life for forgiveness. Fable thought Ladle could have just worn her red cloak and scared them all away.
Marmalade was as strong as Ladle—not as skilled with a sword, but good at maneuvering and protecting her friends from harm. She seemed extremely skilled at protecting others, and Fable wondered why.
The Beast killed sporadically. He had pulled his cloak back, and Fable saw how ugly he was. He was so deformed that she couldn't stare too long at him, although she cared for him.
The Beast's face did half the killing when anyone saw him. The rest he did with bare hands.
Cerené, on the other hand, wasn't skilled at fighting, but she was like a monkey, jumping left and right. She ran away and dodged them, not really stabbing anyone. She didn't fight with a sword, but with her blowpipe. Every now and then, she used it to spit fire at them. She didn't do it often, since she needed a source of fire. Also, every breath of fire stole a day from her life—well, her current life.
As for Fable, she was the weakest of them all, even after regaining her full consciousness and being unaffected by the breadcrumbs Cerené had thrown away.
But Fable's nerdy looks seemed to help. Many huntsmen hesitated in killing her. She looked harmless, like a passing fly, too unimportant to waste breath on and kill. Fable used it to her advantage and stabbed first, surprising her opponents. But her stabs hardly made a difference. They barely wounded the huntsmen and didn't kill anyone. It gained her enough time to run, though.
The confrontation lasted a long time. It was not without wounds. But who cared? Like Jack said, the Lost Seven had nothing to lose.
Ladle surprisingly wounded Loki, so badly that he had to get mended by some of his huntsmen. The wide smile on her face when she killed scared away half of those watching her. She was a mad girl, indulging in killing without the slightest bit of remorse. And with a quirky smile on her face. She waved her scythe with ease, as if waving a spoon.
Marmalade and Jack fought back to back, running after those who were pulling Shew away.
"I love you, Jack!" Marmalade said, his back to her.
"I love me, too!" Jack never seemed to confess his love to her. "How about someone gets some horses?" he said, as he used the moment to show a few peasant girls the way out of the castle.
"I will," Fable volunteered. Her talent was running, after all.
Cerené and Ladle followed her.
Outside, the three of them gathered horses, rode a few, and got back into the chamber. Ladle turned out to have been badly hurt.
"You don't have to get back in," Fable said. "Cerené and I can get inside. The Beast is already pulling Shew's coffin out."
"I'm going in," Ladle said stubbornly.
"You're bleeding," Cerené warned her.
"So what?" Ladle's quirky and lovable childishness shone upon her face. "I am Death. I'm not supposed to die." She stopped to ponder that. "I think." She scratched her temples.
"She's got a point." Fable smiled at Cerené, and they kicked back in. Fable discovered she was a great horse rider. At least she was good at that.
Jack and Marmalade were still fighting back to back. The Beast put the coffin on his horse.
More blood splashed everywhere. It was hard to tell who was wounding whom. The huntsmen seemed weaker in Loki's absence.
Out of the castle they rode, with Shew in her glass coffin, strapped upon two horses led by the Beast on a third.
But that seemed to be only the beginning of the madness. Fable knew she shouldn't have left, as she had to get Loki's Fleece. But she couldn't. The Lost Seven were her family, the one she'd never had. She had no way to reason it, as she had only met them recently. But it was a feeling, carved in the back of her, that they were one for all and all for one. A feeling two centuries old.
The six of them rode into the forest, wishing to hide beneath its curvy trees. It wasn't night yet, but the dense juniper trees blocked most of the sunlight.
"Where to?" Fable panted on her horse.
"The cottage, of course," Marmalade answered.
"But Loki knows the cottage," Fable complained, counting on Shew's story from the last Dreamory.
"Loki is injured," Marmalade argued.
"Thanks to me!" Ladle flashed her scythe in the air.
Fable still didn't like the idea. She wasn't convinced Loki was wounded badly enough to not follow them.
"What about the other huntsmen?" she asked.
"They seem to be weaker when Loki isn't there," Cerené said. "Maybe they draw their powers from him. I know they will follow us, but we can fight them."
Shew began to moan on the back of the Beast's horses. She was waking up. They continued riding along to nowhere.
Farther into the forest, they began hearing the huntsmen's horses behind them. Heavy thuds were pounding the ground.
They looked at each other in panic. Fable listened to Cerené say that the forest had always been darker than the castle. The forest always played games with them in favor of the Queen.
They sped toward the cottage, as planned. Then they heard the scariest sound of them all. It wasn't the voice Fable was used to hearing, or even the darkest sound she could imagine. It roared among the trees, forcing animals to skew away, and dimmed the faint light passing through the trees into a veil of darkness.
"Princess of Sorrow!" Loki roared from afar. His voice was tinged with pain and anger. "I am coming for you and all your friends!"
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Although I had given in for a fraction of a moment, no words came out of my mouth. Captain Hook didn't mind. He would have waited for me to sell him my soul for seven days and seven nights. My soul was that good.
But then I stared at him, my mind more alert now, as if I had been under Fate's spell, succumbing to its pressure, but then realizing I was my own fate. Why was I doing this? For what? Who said I couldn't find the Tower of Tales alone? It was unlikely, but I wasn't going to give up without a fight.
Hook's face began to dim, and his bad skin began to smell of rotten fish and ale. He could it read it in my eyes that I had changed my mind.
His wrath, as he could control almost anything in the sea, was beyond what I had imagined. It began to rain heavily, fish as much as water, as if some gates in the sky had opened all of a sudden. The ship swayed and shook violently. His eyes were still grey as the sea began to rage around us. The sea became so scary that his whales and mermaids vanished in the blink of an eye. Hook was a child with the power of Fate, after all. Not even a whale, however big, wanted to be in the face of a childish Fate right now.
Sailors began to die on their own, fainting to an invisible wind, circling the ship and choking on whatever swirled around, like flies in a spider's web.
Hook trotted near me, his big hands trying to reach for my neck. He'd decided if he wasn't going to have my soul, then he'd kill me.
Something unexplainable told me to stand tough, cemented to my spot. I could have run, tried my slim luck with swimming. But an inner feeling told me to stay. I'd die at the hands of Fate but wouldn't give in to his joy at witnessing my misery.
Hook approached. His hands were almost touching my neck when Angel finally appeared.
It was Angel's rage, with all his fangs and reddened eyes, against Fate. The winning hand was still Fate's. But Angel and I together were stronger than each of us alone. There was no time to blame him, talk to him, or even kiss him. I gripped my sack as he gripped my hand and pulled me away from Fate.
We fell to floor of the now-sinking ship and slid far away from Fate's hands.
"Angel!" I touched his face, our hands and legs tangled, half soaked in the water.
Angel stared at me for a short moment—though it felt rather long on my end—and I thought he wanted me to tell him I believed in him, which I was about to do when he shushed me.
"I believe in you, Carmilla," Angel said. "Now it's my turn."
I nodded as he pulled me impulsively into the sea. I couldn't believe we were jumping off the Pequod, but it looked like it was sinking anyway—and if you know Captain Ahab's story by now, and are asking about his leg being eaten by a whale, this happened a few years before that.
Fate's anger peaked. There was lightning in the sky, all over the sea. No passing ship would have survived that day.
But I didn't care. I was in Angel's arms, and I trusted him. He was the love of my life, purgatory, and after, like he said. And even though Fate waved his hands in the air, sending tide after tide after us, I didn't care…
Wait.
Something was wrong…
I couldn't breathe. I just couldn't. This had been an impulsive move. My body trembled. I lost my grip on my sack. I felt like… dying. Worse. I felt like dying a thousand times. With all the water around me, my lips went dry. My heart stopped beating. I mean it. It stopped. My skin seemed to thin and dissolve. It felt as if I was turning into ash or sand, splintered into millions of pieces until my soul disappeared. 
Even while held by Angel, the joy of life, I was in perpetual sorrow. Hadn't he known I feared water more than I feared death?
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Loki's voice filled the forest, like a ghost's breath terrorizing every step you make. Fable believed a few trees had backed away from them, afraid the Huntsman would hurt them. All kinds of animals hobbled away.
None of the Lost Seven said a word for a long time. Loki's voice brought on a feeling of urgency to ride away from him, as far as possible. It was as if unshadowing from the Missing Mile had turned him into a more evil entity than the Queen herself. Or was the forest handing him such power? Fable thought about where she had been before the dream—in this forest, right? What evil had she endured in here so much that she feared something as small as breadcrumbs?
How could anyone fear breadcrumbs?
  
***
  
A few minutes later, Fable still rode alongside the others, the Beast still taking care of Shew's coffin.
"The cottage idea isn't going to work," Jack said, riding along. He still made sure his hat was in place. "I haven't heard Loki so angry before. I am not sure we can confront the huntsmen this way. They definitely are empowered by his presence."
"Thanks to Ladle." Marmalade pursed her lips. "She didn't have to hurt him. He is angrier now."
"And how were we supposed to escape the castle?" Fable said. Ladle did nothing but feed her horse another fortune cookie.
"Stop it." Jack seemed irritated. "Let's get up to my tree." He wasn't asking. He changed direction and rode away.
The rest followed.
Fable thought the tree made sense. In fact, they should have thought of it earlier. Loki couldn't reach them there. Still, Loki's threatening voice didn't seem to be far away no matter where they rode.
At the same spot Jack had brought Fable up before, he planted his beans after getting off his horse. Immediately, the tree began to rise, Jack hanging on to its vine. "We have to leave the horses," he said. "I don't know of a way to get them up."
"Then we have to make sure they are scattered all around," Marmalade said. "So Loki doesn't know our location. We can't risk that. I will do it."
Sometimes, Marmalade's role as leader worked just fine, Fable thought.
The Beast held Shew's coffin on his own, slung like Jack's sack behind his back. Shew's neck twisted inside.
But as Fable began climbing, Jack screamed from above, "Get down!" He came flying, holding to a vine with one hand, his hat with the other. He looked like Tarzan. "We can't get up now. The giant!"
Even the Beast looked worried, and climbed back down and put Shew on the horse again.
"The giant?" Fable said.
"Jack's giant?" Marmalade squinted at her. She had begun noticing Fable's repetitive questioning.
"Of course." Fable shrugged. She assumed Jack and the Beanstalk had a rival giant in the tales, so it made sense. She wondered why he wasn't present before, though. "Where to, then?"
"Back to the cottage plan," Marmalade said. "We're really wasting time."
"I know of a place better than the cottage," Cerené said. Fable turned and looked at her, and was astonished at Cerené's eye contact with her. Again, it seemed like Fable should have known about the place Cerené was about to mention. Fable shook her head, as most of the others had returned on their horses, listening to Cerené.
"Where to?" Jack said.
"Trust me," Cerené said. "It's the best hideout. Much better than the cottage. Loki knows the cottage well."
"Then maybe you can fight him with your Art again," Marmalade suggested. "Like you told us you did the last time."
"Yeah," Ladle chirped. "Blow some dragon, Cerené!"
Fable had to admit, Death didn't fear anything. She almost thought all of this was fun.
"I can't." Cerené glanced behind Fable toward Loki's voice. "There is no time to explain. Besides, my creations from the blowpipe don't last long."
"Then where to?" the Beast said calmly. He didn't seem to worry about Loki. He worried about Shew, though. Fable began to think that saving Shew wasn't just about doing the right thing and saving the Princess. The Lost Seven seemed to have a greater reason.
"To a cave!" Cerené said, and rode away.
The Beast followed—a bit intimidated by the giant above, Fable noticed. He had Shew with him, so everyone else had to follow.
"We can't get the horses into a cave too," Marmalade noted. "I'll scatter them running in every direction, misleading the huntsmen. It will buy us time."
"Hiding in a cave is suicide," Jack mumbled. "There is only one way in and out. Once we're in, if they find us, we'll be easily squashed to death."
Loki's voice seemed to fade a bit. Maybe he was finally riding toward the cottage, which was good. Cerené said the cave was in another direction.
Panting, they finally reached the cave.
It was an ordinary cave inside a very large juniper tree. It was an old tree, perhaps thousands of years old, looking dead and hard as stone. It was also at the bottom of a hill, so it was a good hideout. The opening of the tree only allowed one person through at a time. Fable didn't like that. She wondered why Cerené thought she also knew about this cave. Had Fable been here before?
Just when they got off their horses, they heard footsteps approaching.
"Who's that?" Fable said.
"You think the huntsmen decided to hunt us on foot?" Jack flashed his sword.
The footsteps didn't stop.
And then there stood someone under the thin and faint sunrays passing through the density of the trees.
Jack lowered his sword and smiled. Everyone else did, too. Fable looked and could only see light. Someone walked toward them. Someone who was shining, light coming out in every direction. She couldn't really see who it was.
"Welcome back," Jack said. "Star."
  
***
  
"You weren't going to do this without me, were you?" the Star said. It was hard to tell whether it was a boy or a girl. The Star's voice was like some alien code. Fable wondered if he/she had always been this way.
"You're back!" most of them hailed. Fable hailed along. She wasn't supposed to let them know she was from another world.
Ladle ran into the arms of the Star, the aura of light thickening. Marmalade followed, and they both glowed with the Star now.
The welcome didn't last long. They had no time. So they began entering the cave one by one. It was easiest for Fable to get in. She was the smallest. It began to make sense that she had been there before. With Cerené? Alone?
The hardest to squeeze in was the Beast. Jack had to carry Snow White inside the cave—although he had never been exactly fond of her. He still believed Shew was like her mother and would end up biting them, like vampires did.
Marmalade patted the horses away in every wrong direction to elude the huntsmen when they arrived.
She went in last.
  
***
  
The cave was dark. They depended on the Star's faint source of light to see. It seemed unable to shine brightly like outside, but still its identity was obscure.
"Where am I?" Shew moaned, waking up.
"You're safe with us." Cerené held her tightly. Being best friends, Cerené's presence comforted the disoriented Shew.
"Can't we sedate her again, so she won't bite us?" Jack scoffed. Ladle nudged him into silence.
A long time after, it was clear the huntsmen had lost them. Only every now and then did they hear Loki's faint shouts, cursing Shew.
"What if they find us now?" Jack said. "They could just spit fire into the cave and burn us." He had expressed his concerns since the beginning.
"I may be able to fight back with my Moutza," said Cerené. "But not for long."
It didn't sound like a good idea. Huntsmen were famous for burning houses with convicted citizens of Sorrow inside. Astonishingly, Cerené turned to Fable. Fable didn't understand. How was she supposed to help?
"Fable might know how to help," Cerené said, piercing her with that eye contact again.
"How so?" Jack said.
It showed that everyone else had always considered Fable the smallest and weakest, which she was in many ways. She was afraid of the Queen's goddamn breadcrumbs, for God's sake. The idea made Fable reach for the breadcrumbs from the Waking World. She certainly wasn't afraid of those. What was going on?
"Can I talk to Fable outside for a moment?" Cerené asked the others. "It's important."
"If it will help our situation," Marmalade said, playing leader again.
"It will," Cerené said. "I promise."
  
***
"What is it, Cerené?" Fable fidgeted. She remembered Alice Grimm's caution about exposing herself, and worried Cerené would ask her something she had no answer for.
"I know you've been through a lot, and that I shouldn't be asking you this," Cerené said. "But it's the best thing you can do for the Lost Seven. It hurts, but you can save us all."
Fable shrugged. It was a good idea not to talk unless Cerené expected an answer. She let her continue.
"Your Black Art can help us." Cerené held both Fable's hands in hers.
"My Black Art?"
"I know you can seal the cave with dark magic," Cerené said. "You told me you have done this before."
"I told you?"
"When you…" Cerené stopped, as if not wanting to hurt Fable's feelings. "Look, there is no need to talk about it. Just do it. Seal the cave. I know it hurts, but look at it this way: no one will think of you as the weakest and the youngest anymore. I know you aren't. I know you're stronger. Much stronger than what anyone else thinks."
"Seal the cave?" Fable looked at the opening. She wished she had learned how to do that from the books she'd read in the Waking World. Was Cerené implying Fable had become a witch in the last three months? What kind of witch, and what power did she have?
"You told me you spread your arms and concentrated," Cerené said. "I even remember the spell, but I know it wouldn't work with me. I am not a witch."
"The spell." Fable nodded. "Really?" She pretended she was curious. "You're a good listener, Cerené." She faked a smile. "But I don't believe you remember it. It's a hard spell."
Fable really hoped this would work.
"Not that hard." Cerené poked her playfully. "Elle tortula. Belle fortulla. Sealle cavura. Webbe spidura."
Fable was glad she had memorized so many spells in the Waking World, or she would have needed Cerené to repeat it. "Of course I'll do it." She waved her hands, as if it were easy. "Let's go back and seal the cave from inside. That's what you meant, right?" Fable supposed this spell would keep the huntsmen from getting inside and hurting them for a while, but what about when the seven wanted to go out again? She asked Cerené, who confirmed that Fable had told her she'd use the same spell to do that.
Inside, everyone anticipated Fable. She smiled at everyone. A weak smile. A smile of a liar who might be messing with their lives. She really hoped Cerené was right. "We're going to be all right," Fable said, pretending. "I'm going to help you."
Fable turned to the cave and spread her arms toward it. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and began to recite: "Elle tortula. Belle fortulla. Sealle cavura. Webbe spidura."
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The Queen's Diary
  
The best thing about waking up was knowing that I wasn't dead. The worst was that some lives were worse than death.
I lay on my back on several logs tied with a rope. I could feel each log surging pain into my back. I couldn't move for a long time, and Angel wasn't nearby. At least not in my peripheral vision. I didn't hear his voice, nor was I strong enough to call for him. I gave in, looking at the sky above.
It seemed too dark up there. No moon. No stars. Nothing. A blank piece of black—wait, not really black, maybe grey or a faint brown that seemed blurry. Maybe my eyes were playing tricks on me. I tried to open them as wide as I could. I didn't think there was anything wrong with my eyes. In fact, they seemed the strongest part of my body right now.
What's wrong with this sky?
Every now and then, there seemed to be lines in the sky. Curvy lines, as if the sky was bending down on me. The lines were faint, far away, and inconsistent, but I followed one, craning my neck so much that I let out a painful scream. The craning made me see my pale feet. Had Angel taken me underwater to escape Fate's tides? Was he able to breath underwater? Was I?
But that didn't matter. It was that line bending down from the sky, sinking into the black of the sea, right beyond my feet. Then it disappeared into the tideless waters. Where was this place, so calm in the sea? Had Fate's wrath ended, just like that?
I ached to prop myself up on the logs. It was painful, but I needed to see where I was.
Everything around me was dark. In fact, I had never seen the sea as dark. At least the place felt safe.
"Angel?" My voice seemed hollow. I couldn't explain it. It must be how it sounded in a calm sea. But Angel didn't reply.
The raft underneath me was big enough for six or eight people. A rather small, flat raft. It seemed to have been recently constructed, because the ropes were really tight and strong. It could not have endured Fate's wrath. Did Angel make it for me?
Then suddenly I realized that I couldn't see the sack. Where was my sack? Without it, all of this was in vain.
My pain subsided, and I crawled on hands and knees, searching the raft. There was nothing to search. It was just logs, and I was upon it. Plain and simple. If there was a sack I would have seen it. Still on my hands and knees, I squinted against the curtain of moonless night, looking for my sack. Maybe it was floating nearby.
Be reasonable, Carmilla. The sack would easily sink in the water. It's gone.
I shrieked, my hands on my face, feeling defeated. I'd lost my sack. What was I going to say to Lady Shallot when I met her? I never even got to know what was in the sack. I never even got to know what Captain Ahab meant when he said that I could have "summoned the moon" with my sack. Why had I forgotten about this in Hook's presence? Captain Ahab must have been playing games, because no Moongirl came to save me from Hook, who had been laughing mockingly at her.
My cries sounded hollow again, as if the world was closing in on me, and I was some worthless genie in a bottle of life.
"Carmilla." Angel sprang out of the water. His smile was euphoric. He looked healthier and stronger, actually. He pulled out a pair of fish and laid them on the raft.
"Angel?" I cried out, and threw myself in his arms.
Angel laughed, as I was choking him. He struggled to pull himself up on the raft. "I brought you food," he said. "I thought I'd leave you to rest."
"What happened?" I couldn't pull myself away from him, and squeezed him tighter.
"Nothing much," he said cockily. "Fate decided to send a few tides and tornados after us, so I breathed some air into your lungs and sank into the deepest seas until he gave up."
I hit him lightly on his chest. I knew this was a lie. His body was full of scars, which meant there had been much, much more, since his body usually healed quickly.
"You gave in to your darkness to save me," I said, running my hands through his long black hair.
He nodded. He wasn't proud of it. "I had to, or Fate would have killed us. You won't believe the kind of powers I realized I have."
"Is that why you look so healthy?"
"I drank so much blood, Carmilla," he said, ashamed of what he'd done, but also feeling well. "Fish, Fate's men. I didn't know I could survive for that long underwater. Apparently vampires do enjoy some great powers."
I wasn't really happy with this, but I couldn't complain. I could hear the drone of evil in him enjoying the darkness that had helped him save me. It was confusing, but better than selling my soul to Fate.
"Here," he said, and pulled the sack from under the raft. He had tied it to a rope. I took it and hugged him, all hope returning to me. Hope of a better life, hope of tomorrow, and hope of surpassing all the obstacles to the Tower of Tales.
I realized Angel's darkness wasn't always a bad thing.
"So we still can reach the Tower of Tales." I kissed him hard, trying to suck all evil out of him.
"Wow." He blushed. "Yes, love. I promised you that we'd reach it. I'm sorry I gave up on you on the Pequod. It's just that my biggest weakness is the song that the mermaids played."
"Come to think of it, do you know what this song is, and why I can't memorize it?"
"It's an ancient tune, once played by a man called a Piper," he said. Nothing new to me. "He is supposed to be the man who created vampires. Why? I don't know. How? I also don't know. Just a few men on earth know how to play it, as one can only learn it from wicked witches. They say it takes years to master, and it can only be played with a Singing Bone."
"A Singing Bone?"
"Like the one Captain Ahab used as a pipe," Angel said. "It seemed he had found it on his sails across the sea, but never knew how to play it, so he just used it as a pipe."
"So it's not just a flute with seven holes?"
"You noticed it has seven holes?" He looked admiringly at me. "Legend says, each hole holds a musical note that leads to one of the…"
"…Lost Seven," I said. "Did this have anything to do with the musical scale?" 
"How so?"
"There are seven main notes in music." I had been taught when I was a pampered child in my parents' palace. Austria was crazy about music. "Actually twelve, overall. But seven main notes to produce music. I was wondering if it had to do with the melody played from a flute with seven notes and inspired by seven people."
"I don't know, love," he said. Apparently Angel didn't know much about music.
It was pointless talking about the Lost Seven now. Who knew who they really were? And I didn't see how this would help us find the Tower of Tales. Knowing more about the Singing Bone was a necessity, since its music had turned Angel to a monster. It was an obstacle. "So why is it called a Singing Bone?"
"Legend has it that in ancient times when a man was killed, you didn't need to investigate his killing and have proof of it," Angel said, now running his hand through my hair. "All you needed was to crush his bones and make a flute with seven holes out of them, and then it would sing the killer's full name."
"Really? It was that easy in old times?" I laughed.
"Like I said, I'm not sure," Angel said. "All I know is that the first one to use it for another purpose, like driving rats away, was the Piper. I really am not comfortable talking about him, my father, or the mermaids." Angel kissed me again then pushed me lightly so I was on my back and he was on top of me.
"Angel." I blushed, happy he was in such a mood. "We're in the middle of the sea."
"Sea?" He squinted, then laughed. "No, love. We're not in the sea anymore."
I furrowed my brow. "What do you mean?" I thought he was playing with me, just to get closer. I wasn't going to make love to the man I loved on a raft in the middle of a sea.
"We're inside a whale, love," Angel said. "Strangely, it's the safest place I have found."
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
Instead of finding Loki's Fleece, Fable was running away from him. But the Lost Seven needed her. They needed her help. It didn't matter how many times she was told she was one of them. She couldn't quite grasp it. Having the chance to help the legendary fairy tale characters every kid read about in the Waking World was beyond her comprehension. She only knew one thing. It felt so good, and at the moment, she really hoped Cerené was right. She really hoped she had some power to help others, and she wondered how everyone would view her if she could help.
Fable pressed her eyelids together harder, executing the witch's spell, unaware of the price she would pay later.
It didn't work.
She recited it over and over again.
Sweating.
I am a loser witch, just like my mother.
A hissing wind began to shape outside the cave, the same laughing wind she had seen wrapping its arms around Loki when he entered the Schloss in the Waking World to kill Shew a few days ago. It spiraled closer and closer and then orbited in front of the cave's opening. It began sewing spider webs onto the opening from outside. So dense and so real.
She struggled with her hands and body as the magic seemed to shatter her insides into pieces, and felt her intestines ache, as if a snake was spiraling inside her tubes.
Is this really happening?
It wasn't just that she had conjured that wind with the spell. She could feel herself change inside. She didn't know whether her memories were partially coming back, or if she had been hexed by some otherworldly force. What the hell happened to me when I was in the forest?
Finally, the wind escaped the cave, and Fable dropped to her knees with a thud.
"Fable!" She could feel hands reaching for her. "Where did you learn this kind of magic?"
"A spider web on the cave from outside." Fable glimpsed Ladle staring at the cave's opening with utter fascination. "That's some spider web, so thick it would take days to spin it. It means the huntsmen can never assume we're inside. I want to learn magic!"
It was minutes before Fable fully regained her senses. She sat with her back to the cave, feeling parted from something. She had been parted of her innocence and joined the Black Art, whatever that was. Spontaneously, she reached for her hair. It wasn't a surprise that her pigtails were gone. Her hair felt like strings of hardened bushes over her head.
"Cerené breathed a little life into you." Jack patted her and smiled. "You're back, my awesome friend." Jack had never called anyone else "awesome" before. There had always been one awesome person in the world, and that would be Jack Madly himself. Fable knew this because her memories began to come back, slowly.
The Lost Seven mended her, as well as taking care of an unconscious Shew, for a few hours. She could see the sun had set outside—the few shafts of thin light had disappeared.
Fable listened to them speculate that it should be safe to leave the cave now. They just didn't want to pressure Fable with another incident of magic right away. They could wait until she was strong enough to perform it again and part the spider webs. But there was nothing to eat or drink, and no ways to take care of Shew in here—the Weighing of the Heart's sedative seemed to keep her in a semi-conscious state all the time. The cave could be a death trap.
Fable didn't mind performing the ritual again, but it was those flashes of memories that bothered her. Memories of her escaping something in the forest. Something so evil she couldn't bring herself to fully remember it. She also thought the memories brought back some of her powers. A certain power seemed imminent, crossing her mind and blurring her sight even more. She couldn't really understand this. Her mind told her that she would have this power soon. It wasn't the cave power. Another, darker power she had almost lost her eyesight to. Was that why she had poor eyesight?
"I can hear the huntsmen," Ladle said.
"I heard Loki's voice a couple of times in the last hour," Marmalade said. "I am also thirsty."
"Listen. I can hear them circling our area," Jack said. "It's like they know we are here, but can't tell exactly where. How's that possible?"
"They will never leave without finding us. At least Loki won't," Cerené said.
Silence roared in the cave for a long time. How was that possible? How was it that everything Fable had done meant nothing now? True, Loki wouldn't find the cave with the spider web on it. But how long could they survive in this tight space without sunlight, food, or drink?
  
***
  
"Can someone remind me why the Queen needs the heart so much?" Jack asked, fed up with all they'd been through to save the princess.
"She needs it to relieve herself of a curse," Marmalade said.
"Shew's heart will spare the Queen the burden of killing all those girls and bathing in their blood," Ladle said. "She does it to keep her beauty, or she'd turn into a monstrous vampire. An ugly one. No offense, Beauty." Ladle giggled at the Beast standing in the darkest shade of the cave.
"As long as you call me Beauty." He sounded like he was smiling. Fable couldn't tell. 
"Shew's heart can preserve the Queen's beauty forever," Ladle continued.
"We're not sure about that," Marmalade said. "We really don't know the real significance of the heart. I feel it's something much bigger than just a beauty issue."
"But we know one thing," said the Beast. "We know the power the Queen will acquire, whether through the mirror or Shew's heart, will help her kill us all. She saw us in the Schloss and knows who we are. The Queen never looks away from revenge."
"I thought she didn't know who the Lost Seven were in the ceremony," Marmalade said.
"I wouldn't count on what the Queen pretends to know," Fable said. "Like, how did she ever know about my breadcrumbs curse?"
Fable was sure everyone, including her, wanted to know about her breadcrumb addiction, and how the Queen of Sorrow knew about it. But they surely had other priorities now.
Everyone went silent again, but they were interrupted by Loki's distant voice outside. "Come out, pretty Princess! Sooner or later I will find you!" he shouted, sounding exhausted and angry. He must have been going crazy, searching the whole forest for them. "How about cutting out your heart and liver, and rolling them out to me from wherever you're hiding?" Loki's words were shocking this time, because he seemed nearer. Too close, and not really going away.
"Do you think he knows we are here?" Cerené asked.
"He seems to know we're close," Jack said. "I wonder how."
The answer came sooner than expected. It was the Queen's black panthers. Fable could hear them padding around the cave. They were sniffing the air. Cerené explained how they would be able to smell them, like dogs, from the scent on the cloaks left at the castle.
"If we find a source of fire, I can try to fight some as we leave the cave," Cerené suggested, still holding the unconscious Shew in her arms.
"I could get out and fight for a while as you escape," the Beast offered.
"Not a bad idea," Jack said. "As you do, I will steal their swords and find ways to stall them."
"I could help killing a few," Ladle said happily. Then her face knotted as she asked forgiveness from the Tree of Life again.
"I don't mind ending up dying to save us," Marmalade offered.
"We're forgetting the purpose behind all of this," the Star said in that alien-like voice. "We can't let the Queen of Sorrow have Shew's heart. Like the Beast said: Shew's heart, controlling Bloody Mary, and finding the secrets the devil's mirror splintered all over the world—the Queen would be invincible. We can't risk dying, being caught, or losing Shew to the Queen. We need another way out. A safer plan."
"You talk as if you're sure we are on the good side," the Beast said.
"We are the good side," the Star insisted as the light dimmed a little.
The Beast said nothing. He only let out a sigh. It seemed like he considered himself evil. Because of his looks, maybe?
"I don't think I'm on the good side." Ladle raised her bloodstained scythe.
"I am a thief," Jack said. "I won't stop stealing, whether you count me good or bad."
"Don't say that," Marmalade said. "You're good, and I am also on the good side."
"I think I am good," Cerené said, really unsure, as if she'd never thought about it.
Fable didn't know what to say. She hadn't felt quite on the good side since she'd practiced the Black Art to seal the cave. Something inside felt wrong. The spell she was remembering wasn't leaving her alone. She couldn't tell how it came to her mind, but it was like an annoying memory hunting her inside her head. A dark spell she thought she was about to use.
"I am waiting!" Loki shouted outside. "I know you're here!"
"It's only a matter of time before they locate us," the Beast said matter-of-factly. Unafraid, though. "The black panthers will eventually expose the spider web trick. Either you have a magical exit, or we fight back."
"Fable?" The Star turned to her. She felt safe when it talked to her. "Do you have a magical exit?"
Fable wished the earth would swallow her. It was as if the Star could read her mind, as if the Star knew about the dark spell that had been buzzing in her mind for while.
"Don't hesitate, Fable," Cerené said. "It doesn't matter if it's a Black Art. Just help us save Shew's heart."
The six of them were staring back at Fable. It was obvious now that they didn't care what had happened to her in the past three months if she could help now.
"Come on! Why not just cut out your heart and roll it out to me, Princess?" Loki seethed outside. "Save me the burden."
The Lost Seven were still staring at Fable. She was so close to exposing herself and telling them that she came through a dream. But that would mess with the purpose of her mission, which had already gone askew since she had gotten too involved with the Lost Seven's quest. How would she ever get Loki's Fleece? Would she ever see how Shew and Loki fell in love?
"I—" She hesitated, looking at Cerené, pleading for her support. Cerené was unaware that she was the only one who knew what had happened to Fable in the forest. "I don't remember the forest quite clearly now," she finally said. "I mean, it's a blurry memory."
"But you told me about it," Cerené said. "You told me about the Spell of Hearts."
Fable wanted to choke herself now. The Spell of Hearts. That was it. The spell that had been roaming in her head for the last hour. Was she supposed to just blurt it out, not really knowing how she'd learned it, or if it had dire consequences?
"Fable," the Beast said. "We don't have time. Do you know of a way to save us and Shew?"
"Do you know of a way to save Shew's heart from the evil Queen?" Cerené went straight to the point.
"I can save Shew's heart." Fable nodded, succumbing to the spell in her head. Why did she have to hold such great responsibility in her hands?
"How?" Cerené said. Everyone else was listening carefully.
"I have to warn you of the heaviness of this kind of magic first." Fable was talking with her heart. Most of what she was going to say wasn't coming from a thought-processing mind. It was like someone else was talking for her, the someone she had been two centuries ago. My name is Gretel, and I will kick your ass.
  
***
  
"Spell it out," Marmalade said. "Whatever incantation it is."
"It's not like that," Fable said, fidgeting. "All of you have to participate."
"I don't like the sound of that," Jack murmured.
"I know how to split Shew's heart among us so the Queen can't get it." These were the hardest words Fable had ever said.
Is this it? Is this the moment when Shew splits her heart among the Lost Seven? Really? Fable's head was boiling inside. So Shew didn't do it herself. She wasn't even aware it was done, as she was unconscious. Is that why she doesn't remember it? And oh my, I am the one who suggested it?
"What?" Jack grimaced. "Split her heart?"
"Shew's heart is now twenty-one grams," Fable explained. "I know of a way to cut it out and split it among us. If we do that, the Queen has to catch the seven of us to get it."
There was a long silence. A really long silence. And Fable sympathized with them. One had to think such a thing over and over again. Fable had witnessed the moments that changed the course of fairy tales. The reason for the Queen's hunting of them all.
"I like it," Ladle said.
Fable smiled. Of course, Ladle was quirkily fearless. Why wouldn't Death carry someone else's heart?
"If I cut Shew's heart out and split it among the seven of us," Fable said, "each one of us will have to live with a heart three grams heavier."
"Three grams heavier?" Marmalade said, as everyone remembered they had talked about the consequences of a heavier heart in Jack's house earlier. "But we said we're not sure what happens to those with a heavier heart." 
"I am utterly confused," the Star said. "Are we going to cut the poor girl open?"
"It's not like that," Fable said, although she wasn't sure. She tried to express the inner thoughts she had as spontaneously as possible. "No cutting is involved. It's a dark spell, one the universe will not approve of. A spell against the norms of life. But if we want to help Shew, this is all I know." And I don't know how I know it.
"What does that mean, 'a spell against the norms of life'?" Marmalade squinted in the faint light.
Loki's threatening voice outside urged them to decide.
"I have no idea." Fable truly didn't know. "I never tried the spell before. I just know you're not supposed to do it."
"Who taught it to you?" Jack asked.
Fable looked at Cerené.
"I don't think we have time to delve into that," Cerené said. "Either we spilt Shew's heart or we fight outside."
It seemed that none of them had anything to contribute.
"How is this done?" Cerené seemed to be the only one who understood. Maybe it was her unconditional love for Shew, or her prior experience with the Art. Magic was a consequential art. It came with a certain baggage that only practitioners understood.
"We prick Shew's finger," Fable said. "Then we must prick ours. Each one has to mesh his or her blood with Shew's. Just a little bit will do. Then we hold hands and circle her, while I say my incantation."
"Just like that?" Ladle asked.
"It's not going to be easy," Fable warned them. "The transformation will be the greatest pain any one of us has ever endured."
"Why are we doing this, again?" Jack scoffed. "She is a ruthless vampire girl."
"She is the Chosen One," Cerené said. It was the first time Fable had learned this. "It is mentioned in a prophecy that she will end the reign of vampires."
"So each one of us will have a chunk of the Chosen One's heart in us?" Ladle chirped.
"As I said, I don't know how the spell works." Fable had to go through the burden of repeating what she wasn't sure of.
"You mean you don't know how the forbidden spell works at all?" Jack said.
"I know how it works, but don't know the consequences of each one of us living with a heavier heart for a while. We're not supposed to have a heavier heart. It's against the universe's orders."
"Well, good luck to all of you. I'm pretty awesome with my heart." Jack stood up. "I'm out of this."
"Stop!" Marmalade called out. It was a foolish endeavor, as her voice was too loud this time. Everyone waited to see if someone outside had heard her.
The panthers' breaths were audible now. They were sniffing the earth around the cave. It was too late to hesitate any more.
"Come out, wherever you are," Loki sneered outside.
None of them uttered a single hiss, wishing he'd just give up and look somewhere else.
"That's it. I'm fed up!" Loki lost it after a long silence. "The hell with the Queen and her daughter," he roared. "I don't have to bring her the heart and liver. Personally, I just want to kill the bratty Princess."
What did he mean he was fed up? None of them had an answer to that.
Then it came, shockingly fast: "Burn down this place—the trees and the caves. Right now!" Loki ordered his huntsmen. "Let's burn every living thing in this area, whether they come out or not."
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As it turned out, Angel didn't choose the whale. In many ways, it seemed to have chosen us. Angel told me that while he was struggling to protect me against the raging sea, he sank as deep as he could, and waited until it calmed down. Luckily, no mermaids followed us, because they had fled from Fate's wrath. Fate being a monster with a child's brain played in our favor. But for how long?
"So all the lines I saw in the night were the whale's curvy ribs from inside?" I lay in Angel's arms, contemplating whether being here was romantic or morbid. Did I have to worry if I could ever leave this whale? Could this be our new kingdom?
"Exactly," Angel said, brushing my hair. "Right here we feel like we're not moving, but the whale is swimming in the Seven Seas."
"But this water under the raft is deep," I remarked.
"It is." Angel laughed. "There is fish, too, and shells at the bottom. It's like the whale is a sea of its own. Which is why we should be careful."
"Why?"
"All these fish somehow came in through the whale's mouth, I guess," he said. "Meaning, who knows what the sea could throw in here?"
"I see." I tried to look as far as I could to glimpse the whale's mouth's opening, but this thing seemed immense, and the lights were dim—strangely, the inside was lit by fireflies, glowing a random gold light here and there. Either the whale had its mouth shut or it was much bigger than I could imagine. "But Hook controls the whales at sea."
"Not this one," Angel said. "When I swam around, I found there have been many other people before us here. You can tell from the carvings on the whale's bones."
"Do you think they escaped Fate, too?" I said.
"Hard to tell, but the whale saved them from the evil in the sea one way or another. The writings suggest that. Some claim to have slept here for seven years without need to eat or drink. But they're just stories."
"I wonder where these people are now?"
"I wish we'd meet a survivor so we can know where to go from here," Angel said. "There is a common name I came across many times on the wall's ribs. I have no idea what it means, but it's always capitalized and found among other names of people who have been here. Maybe that's the name of someone we should look for."
"What name?"
"Moby Dick," he said. "Funny name, right?"
"Strange name," I said. "You think it's a man's name? Maybe it's a message?"
"If it is, I don't know how to interpret it," Angel said. "I really don't care about this. I just want us to rest and then sail this small raft out to the Seven Seas. We have to find the Tower of Tales, like I promised."
I tried to talk, but Angel put a finger on my mouth.
"Shh," he said. The gold in his eyes flickered, but in a good way. "I have put you through a lot and we have to reach our destiny. My father will not give up on hunting us. We might have less time than we think."
"You think he would chase us here?"
"He won't give up, Carmilla," Angel said. "He can't."
Before I said anything, I remembered the mermaids claiming Angel hadn't really been honest with me.
"There are things I haven't told you, Carmilla," he confessed. "I still want you to trust me, though."
"What didn't you tell me, Angel?" I turned and faced him.
"If I tell you, you will run away, afraid," he said. "Trust me. And I don't want to lose you."
"Do you think I can go anywhere now?" I said, my eyes briefly scanning the immense structure of the whale. It was as big as a cathedral. "I can't swim. I can't stare and see my face in water. I am helpless, Angel. What are you keeping from me?"
"Remember when I was away for two years, after you were held captive by my father?" 
I nodded.
"I really wanted to be with you, but…" Angel shrugged, something he never did. "I learned a few things that would happen if we'd be together."
"Like what?" A few things? Not just one thing? And Fate thought I was lucky?
"Well…" His face was really near, but his eyes were distant, although looking straight into mine. "First of all, my father thinks you're one of us."
"What?" Even though I loved Angel dearly, my reaction was a bit insulting to him. I backed away a little. What did he mean by "one of us"? Angel himself wasn't one of them. "That's nonsense."
"I never got to know why exactly he thinks so, but…" He shrugged again. "If you think of it, some parts make sense."
"What are you saying, Angel?" I said. "You aren't one of them. Neither am I. We choose to be who we are." Then I realized what he was trying to say. "You think I'm a vampire?"
"A half-vampire, maybe," he said. I was shocked. "Or have a susceptibility to turn into one."
"I can't believe my ears."
"Look at it this way. You can't look at mirrors, like us."
"Because of a curse by some nameless witch—"
"That nameless witch can only curse vampires, Carmilla." He looked like he regretted telling me. "I asked around, and everyone confirmed she only had power over vampires—and half-vampires; anyone who has vampire blood in them."
"How can you be sure?" Shocked didn't nearly describe what I felt. "What's her name, the witch?" I remembered the mermaids asking me to meet her.
"No one told me," Angel said. "Remember that I'm an outcast. I rarely lived among vampires. I don't know the lore or the history. Not accurately or detailed. And there is the blood, milk, and chocolate thing."
"What about it?" I didn't need to recite the incidents in the vampires' dungeon to remember it.
"I have no idea what the significance is, or why they submerged you in it," he said. "But it should hurt any non-vampire. It should drive them insane, which didn't happen to you. Anyway, I tried to keep away, because whatever susceptibility to turning into a vampire you had, I didn't want to be the one to trigger it. I had been resisting becoming a vampire myself, and you don't know what it does to me. You don't know how many times I want to bite you, to have your blood, and hold myself back. If I hadn't just fed from the sea, I wouldn't be able to hold myself from you."
I was too lost and confused to say anything.
"But I came back for you, two years later, because I couldn't live without you, Carmilla." He leaned in to kiss me. I pulled away.
"This doesn't make sense, Angel," I said. "You're holding back something else. The mermaids told me you held some big secret from me."
"The mermaids?" Angel seemed offended.
"I feel it," I said. "My love for you, my bond to you, and all this we're going through. Captain Ahab knowing who I am, and asking me to leave his ship. Fate dying to make me sell my soul to him. Why am I so important? The fact that I brought apples with me into the world. Your father wanting you to 'have me'? All of this intensified when I met you. What are you keeping from me, Angel?" My voice echoed inside the hollow whale, so loudly I thought it shook a little—maybe it thought of my voice as some undesirable gas or something. "Who am I?"
"You're my True Love." Angel grabbed my arm, his eyes moistened and almost teary. Tears that were meant to conceal the truth from me.
I felt furious all of a sudden. This moment held echoes of my childhood anger when I'd asked my mother to call me "the beauty of them all." I wasn't myself. That unexplained darkness in me rose again. I pulled my hands away from Angel and crawled on all fours to the edge of the raft.
"Carmilla," he called after me.
I didn't turn back, and he didn't stop me. I was going to see my reflection in the water. I didn't care anymore—I know I have said that a thousand times—not after all I had been through and after all that'd been kept away from me, even by my dearest ones.
Here it was. I bowed over the edge, about to break all the rules that chained me. It didn't matter if my land—or my parents—burned in hell.
I knew it would take some time to find a good spot to see my reflection clearly in the water. I tried to be near a tribe of fireflies, and used their golden light to help see my reflection. I scanned the water for the calmest spot with most light. Angel tried to grip my feet, pulling me back, but I slid away. I wasn't going to be kept a prisoner in the name of True Love anymore.
My eyes widened, as the water wasn't reflecting anything back. That damn water and that damn light conspiring against me. I bowed closer, my heart racing, afraid I'd fall into the water and die—who died from a fear of water? What was this kind of life?
Finally, the water began to form a face. I steadied my hands, kicking Angel away with my legs. I knew he wasn't going to force me—he could easily have held me back with his strong hands.
The face in the water seemed to come closer, come to light, to clarity.
I smiled.
My reflection smiled back, growing bigger.
I looked.
It looked back, eyes a bit bigger than usual.
My nose was bigger, too.
My face…
Oh…my God…
How was that possible?
Was that how I looked?
Who was that staring back at me?
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Jack jumped back, pulled Ladle's scythe, and used the tip of it to cut his finger immediately. "Well," he sighed, "I never thought I'd do it, but let's see if the Chosen One's heart is good enough against burning fire. I'm not going to die this young."
Jack's influence was instantaneous. Everyone pricked their fingers and meshed their blood with Shew's. The grass and trees were already crackling outside. The shimmer of fire was slanting through the spider web.
Fable asked them to hold hands and close eyes. She was holding Jack's hand to the left and Marmalade's to her right.
The incantation was hard to spell; it seemed to be in a language no one had ever spoken. Fable just recited what her mind told her to, as if she had been possessed by her older self. She was reciting it from a memory she didn't quite remember, if that made any sense.
Like every other type of magic, it came with a price—one Fable could feel immediately.
An unexplained darkness began ruling over her. She could feel her soul changing again. And she wondered if she'd ever go back to the Waking World the same pigtailed, clumsy girl she was before.
It was a horrible thing to do, but it was the only way out. This, or the Lost Seven would be soon killed by the huntsmen.
She really hoped this was a memory relived, and that she wasn't messing with anything from the past. She convinced herself that two centuries ago she had used evil to defeat evil. No wonder most of the Lost Seven lived horribly ever after. She was curious about what happened to each of them after that day.
Fable recited the spell and asked them to repeat after her. Her insides ached again. Every pore in her had let that cruel darkness seep through her fragile soul.
The sky split somewhere nearby, and a loud lightning bolt hit the ground. It wasn't the fire's doing or natural causes. It was the dark spell, summoned from an abandoned corner in the pits of hell. The earth beneath them trembled, like a light earthquake rushing all over the Kingdom of Sorrow. Fable could hear one of the huntsmen outside say, "It's the whale! Someone has upset the whale!"
So Sorrow's whale had always been here? Did the spell upset him? What am I doing? God help me.
Fable wondered if the spell shook everything in Sorrow, even the Queen's throne.
Shew's body shook violently. Her back arched forward, as if she were being lifted from the floor by an invisible force. Blood seeped out of her nose, and then another lightning bolt struck.
Fable hung tough. She didn't stop reciting for a second. She wasn't going to give up now, although the pain was strong. If they were going to pay for doing this later, at least it had to be done efficiently.
And it worked.
Fable could feel an eminent heaviness in her heart. A distinct weight. Something unmeasurable with human scales. She was sweating. So were the rest of them. Even the Beast shivered in the transformation.
"Where are you, Princess of Sorrow?" Loki was going mad outside. Although he had ordered the burning, the shaking of the earth must have driven him crazy.
It certainly maddened him when the third lightning bolt came down with rain, putting out his fire.
"What kind of witch are you, Princess?" Loki screamed, and Fable thought she heard a woman's voice next to him. Was it possible that the Queen of Sorrow had arrived outside?
Would she risk it?
Fable's body was shattering into pieces from the inside. Lifting her head for a moment, she saw Cerené bleeding from her eyes. Each one had different levels of tolerance. It amused Fable how strong Jack was. Ladle was the strongest of all, but that wasn't a surprise.
The lightning stopped.
Their hands parted as they fell to their sides and bent their bodies over the floor.
Loki was still shouting, madly looking for Shew, angered by the falling rain that seemed to put all fire out. Fable could faintly hear that the woman next to him wasn't the Queen. She couldn't tell who she was, but she could hear parts of what she was saying.
"This isn't natural," the woman shouted. "This is Black Art. The kind no witch should practice. Whoever did that has cursed each and every one who participated."
Inside the cave, they had barely begun catching their breath.
"Is it done?" Cerené asked.
Fable nodded.
"I feel it." Ladle patted her chest. "I feel her heart in me."
"If it had only rained before we started this," Jack murmured.
The weakest was Cerené, but she had an exquisite smile on her pale face. "I feel Shew's presence in me, too. I feel like I'm bonding with her. I love you, Princess," she said to the comatose girl. "Do you feel it, Jack?"
"I feel I could use a big meal of beans." Jack stood up.
"So what now?" Marmalade asked.
Fable saw the spider web was gone. Not just that. Several new cave openings in different directions were visible in the rain.
"We should take Shew somewhere safe," Fable said. "We need to figure out if she should be cared for in a special way after the spell." Fable didn't know, but she imagined this would have a dire impact on Shew. "For now, the Queen needs to kill the seven of us to consume her heart. We've made it."
Most of them smiled at her. They had done something extraordinary and puzzling, a great obstacle to the Queen getting her hands on the power she wanted. They were proud of themselves, and proud of Fable. Marmalade wasn't the leader anymore. It was Fable everyone was looking up to now. And it scared her so much.
The Lost Seven began pulling Shew outside, astonished by the few huntsmen waiting for them. Most of them had feared the lightning and escaped. The ones who had stayed struggled with their horses on the muddy ground.
The Beast took care of a few. Ladle took care of the rest, as no sword matched the power of her scythe. Her quirky smiles scared a few huntsmen, indeed.
Jack stole a few horses.
Cerené promised to deliver Shew wherever they decided to meet. Jack offered to check his treehouse. If the giant was gone, it would be the best place to hide and take care of Shew. Fable never understood how the giant came and went.
Fable took her own horse, as she still needed to look for Loki and get the Fleece. Was she powerful enough to do that? Was she wicked enough to confront him with some kind of Black Art now?
The Beast tied Shew to Cerené's horse—he would have preferred to take Shew himself, but Cerené was too emotional about it.
The preparation took a while. The huntsmen weren't giving in easily, although Ladle did a good job of stalling Loki.
The plan had to change.
Jack told them to ride away toward the Swamp of Sorrow, misleading the huntsmen into following them while Cerené and Fable took care of Shew and rode to the treehouse.
"Here." Jack tucked a few magic beans into Fable's hand and squeezed. "Plant it like I did when we escaped the goblins, and climb up the tree. Hopefully the giant isn't up there. I will follow up with the others once we get rid of the huntsmen."
Fable nodded, as she tucked the beans in her pockets.
"Don't get addicted to those beans!" Jack winked, turned around, and slapped a huntsman on his back, enticing him to follow him.
Fable couldn't tell Jack that she wouldn't know her way back to the treehouse. She relied on Cerené knowing the way. Cerené was the one with Shew's body on her horse, anyway. Fable followed the Phoenix toward the treehouse.
  
***
  
Fable rode as fast as she could, torn between Shew's safety and Loki's Fleece. She prayed she'd come across Loki, and that she would have a powerful kind of magic with which to confront him.
It wasn't long before she heard him cursing on his three-eyed unicorn behind them.
"Witches!" he roared behind her and Cerené.
It seemed that Loki hadn't fallen into Jack's trick, and had his eyes set on wherever the Princess of Sorrow went. Fable was both scared and grateful. Scared of the Huntsman, but grateful she'd have a chance to get the Fleece from him.
"Faster!" Cerené shivered, afraid of the boy who had once cut off her hands. "Faster!"
They rode and rode, panted and sweated, cursed and screamed. Fable's plan was to reach the treehouse, plant the beans, and help Cerené and Shew climb up. Then she'd turn and face Loki. She was sure he knew the forest well. He wouldn't give up easily.
But Cerené didn't seem to really know the way. Loki was closing in. The plan had to change once more.
"You go ahead," Fable told Cerené, as she slowed her horse. "Take those." She handed her the beans. "Take your time to find the treehouse. I will stall Loki."
"What?" Cerené panted. "Why?"
"Just do it." Fable was firm. "I will confront him." The words didn't make sense, but she had to. Even with all the magic she had supposedly learned, how was she going to confront the head of huntsmen?
"Are you sure?" Cerené said.
"Yes." Don't make me change my mind. I have to get that Fleece. "Now go!"
Reluctantly, Cerené rode ahead. She might have done it for Shew, to save her first. But she looked suddenly scared of Fable, of the way she shouted at her and told her to go.
Fable took a deep breath and tried her best not to think too much. This had to be done. She came here for the Fleece. She turned her horse around, looking to collide with Loki head to head. In a million years, she would have never thought of herself being that strong.
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The face that looked back at me was an ugly face with fangs and green eyes. It was so scary that Angel pulled back.
How was I supposed to not be scared?
This wasn't my face. It was the mermaid's face.
"Hello, Carmilla," said the mermaid. The leader I had met at the Pequod. She didn't look as beautiful this time. She looked like a monster of the sea, deformed with demonic eyes and ill skin.
I raised my head and saw tens of mermaids behind her, surrounding us inside the whale. I fell back, appalled by the mermaids' numbers and ugliness.
But none of that concerned me the most, at least not now. I turned back to look at Angel. The horror on his face…it was like he had looked Death in the eyes. It puzzled me how a strong man like him had this kind of weakness. But then again, who was I fooling? The mermaids themselves didn't scare him. It was what they could do. The songs they could sing.
They began singing that unmemorable song again. Humming it happily as their faces turned back into the beautiful girls of the sea. They braided their hair and swam in unison as they hummed the song, as if they were entertaining a king and queen in some castle in the water. Their giddy looks added to the horror. How do you fight someone who looks so beautiful?
The greatest trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he was someone else.
I crawled back to Angel and buried his head in my chest, clapped my hands on his ears. He was like a child, a pale one, shivering in my bosom. I was like his mother now, trying to lie to him and tell him that the world wasn't full of monsters.
"You'll be all right." I patted him. "I promise."
"No, he won't." The leader mermaid snickered, shielding her mouth with manicured hands. "He is going thirsty, Carmilla."
"What do you mean?"
"I wouldn't hold him so close if I were you." She continued snickering. "Because sooner or later, he will want your blood, darling."
They were right. I knew it, but still held to my shivering lover. I pulled him nearer, hoping my love would heal him. Didn't Amalie Hassenpflug say something like that?
A tear crawled out of my eyes, ever so painful.
Who was I fooling? Didn't I see Angel in the ship before, when he was almost ready to hurt me? Back then, I was almost going to let him. But with the secret he wouldn't tell me, I didn't feel the same. I wanted my safety. I wasn't sure if I'd give him my blood. I wasn't a vampire, like Night Von Sorrow claimed.
Looking at the water, filled with tons of mermaids singing, I realized I had no place to go.
"Give in, Carmilla," the leader mermaid said, reaching out her hands again. "She wants to see you. You belong to us."
Everyone seemed to think I was one of them. Only I wasn't sure whom I belonged to.
"Go away!" I shouted. "Leave us be. Who are you?"
"My name is Lark." She bowed her head, as if I were her queen. "Sirenia Lark at your service, Majesty."
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"Loki!" Fable screamed back at him, titling her head as she rode. Cerené was scared to death, refusing to leave as she had been ordered. Fable hated her for not leaving, but there was nothing she could do. Cerené cared for everyone too much. "Remember me?" Fable shouted at Loki. "You killed everyone in my town, Furry Tell!"
This time she totally remembered it. A big part of her memory began to come back. The hardest was her hate for Loki. How in the world did I hate him so much in the past? It's the right feeling, but feels so wrong.
"My pleasure." He smirked, glowing out of the shadows. "Sue me if I offended you."
"I will do worse!" Fable gritted her teeth, doing her best not to chicken out. This isn't the real Loki, Fable. It's some monster in the past. Ironically, if you hurt him in this dream and take his Fleece, you will be saving him in the Waking World.
"Ha! If so, why don't you get off your horse and fight me, witch!"
"Nah, that won't let you glimpse the darkness you shed on my town," Fable said, as she struggled with her horse. It seemed scared of Loki. "I will burn your heart out." She was just buying time until she glimpsed the red Fleece wrapped around his wrist.
Finally. That's what I came for.
Loki laughed again, too confident he would get her, and the Princess slumped on Cerené's horse behind Fable.
Fable turned around and hissed at Cerené, "You're sure you can lead us to Jack's treehouse?"
Cerené only nodded, her eyes fixed on Loki. Fable realized how much Cerené feared him, the boy who'd cut off her hands before. Why didn't you just go, Cerené! Fable thought. But then again, how could she return to Jack's treehouse if Cerené didn't stay? Also, Shew's body was bait for Loki. 
"Look," Fable hissed. "It's going to be all right. Just speed toward the treehouse. I will follow you and make sure he can't hurt Shew before we get there. Once we're there, the Beast, Ladle, Jack, the Star, and Marmalade can kill Loki. It will be seven against one."
"Six against one." Cerené shivered.
"I understand." Fable nodded. "Now, run!"
"We split her heart among us!" Cerené felt the need to yell at Loki before she turned away to run.
Brilliant. Now he knows what we did. And I thought I was more inexperienced than her.
Fable didn't wait for Loki's reaction, and rode away, following Cerené.
"You're lying!" Loki screamed, his voice shattering like cursed glass.
"We did." Cerené couldn't stop spilling the words as she rode ahead. "Among the seven of us. You will have to get it from us all."
"You filthy witches!" Loki's temper was now uncontrollable. He rode after them, panting like a predator. If he caught up, killing them would be the least that'd satisfy him.
Fable panted, too. It wasn't like she had planned out the best solution to get her hands on the Fleece. It had all been random acts from the beginning. But she had just realized she was one of the Lost Seven a few hours ago. This was all too much.
She followed Cerené into the dark of the forest. It seemed to get darker and darker the more they rode. Loki still pursued them.
"Why is it taking so long?" Fable said to Cerené.
"I—" Cerené stuttered as she began to detour in all kinds of directions. "I think… The trees changed their places. This is wrong. The forest is working against us."
"What?" Fable's heart paced. Loki seemed to be so close now. "Are you saying…?"
"I think we're lost," Cerené said, naively stopping her horse, all the fear in the world painting her face.
Fable was shocked. Why did Cerené stop? She didn't seem that fragile in Shew's Dreamory. What had happened to her? So they were lost now?
Fable looked behind her, imagining Loki only steps away.
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The first two days, I was able to stay with Angel on the same raft. We had little food, but he had long stopped eating, as all he must have thought about was blood. He had weakened into a paler version of himself, burying his head either in my arms or his to avoid listening to the mermaids.
Their humming song echoed in the whale, and they took pleasure in taking intervals of silence, only driving us crazier. Sometimes they sang in unison, sometimes individually, in every possible tone and tempo. They only stopped to sink into the water for food, or giggle while combing each other's hair.
Sometimes, Sirenia swam nearer and talked to me, advising I should give up on Angel and come with them to meet the nameless witch who seemed fascinated with me.
I didn't give in, but I cried a lot. Part of it was sharing Angel's misery, as I was nurturing him like a baby, and another part was me being devastated by my own weakness. How could I not swim? How wasn't I strong enough to kill the mermaids? And if I was so weak, why did everyone know who I was?
The third day, Sirenia educated me about who the mermaids really were. They weren't mermaids. They were sirens. They looked very much like mermaids. They lived all across the Seven Seas and played all day. And they had one thing on their mind. Eating.
But sirens liked to sing, too. They had beautiful voices. Singing gave them strength and longevity. When I asked her why they couldn't just sing and leave us alone, Sirenia explained: in order to sing and live long, they had to eat. Only one type of food helped: human males.
"You're lulling and eating the flesh of man to sing?"
"What would you do if you knew there was a flesh that grants you immortality, Majesty?" Sirenia said. "We also discovered that our music lured mostly men. Rarely did women give in to our power. We used to keep to ourselves and live on abandoned islands in the Seven Seas. We used to sing by the fire all night until our voices seduced sailors. They came in willingly to our island. We played with them for a little while before we killed them and ate them."
I didn't know if I should believe her. I didn't know if I should believe anything I heard. Was there such contradiction in life? Beauty that was nothing but a beast? Killers who killed, not because they were plainly evil, but to survive and live longer?
"Why have you left the islands, then?" I said. Angel was still sleeping in my arms. He had lately acquired a habit of fainting from the pain of music.
"Because of the damn Moongirl." Sirenia rolled her eyes. "She began killing us one by one, Majesty."
"Stop calling me Majesty." It felt insulting being praised by an evil siren like her—no matter her excuses, I still considered her malevolent.
"But you're my Majesty, My Queen." She smiled. The mermaids smiled. "Always will be. You just don't know it yet."
"What do you mean by that?"
"He still didn't tell you, did he?" She pouted at Angel in my arms.
"Tell me what?"
"About the prophecy?" She exchanged pitying looks with the other sirens.
"What prophecy?"
"Hmm… I guess I have to tell you myself, then." She shook her shoulders. "There is the prophecy of a girl, a Karnstein, who will love and marry the son of the vampire king, a Sorrow. This girl will have a pivotal role in history."
"Go on." I thought I had begun to put the pieces together already, but I was wrong. More was to come.
"It was said that she will have the power to end the drought of seven years," Sirenia said. "That's why our nameless witch cursed your land into a barren womb, unable to produce apples."
Silence consumed me. Was I cursed or was I blessed?
"The day that girl is born, no other mother in the land will deliver their babies. Their birth will be either delayed or they will be born dead." Sirenia was happy about it. A dark fairy tale, like the one the Grimm Brothers wrote years later.
"So that's why she cursed our land in the first place?" I mumbled, as if the mermaids couldn't hear me. I was inside my head. Inside my childhood memories, looking for more answers.
"Indeed," Sirenia said. "The nameless witch wanted to find you for her own reasons. Night Von Sorrow kidnapped you later for the same reason."
"Because I was the prophecy girl who'd fall in love with his son," I commented absently.
"Night Von Sorrow wanted to turn his son into a fully transformed vampire, and bite you as well, because the prophecy said that would be the best way to get rid of you, Majesty," Sirenia said. "As it was told, you're stronger than anyone thinks, even stronger than what you think of yourself. Killing you wasn't going to work. But turning you into one of the Sorrows was going to end the curse."
"That's why they lied to Angel and told him they thought I was a vampire," I said. "They wanted to tempt him into biting me. Trying to make it easier on him."
"I don't think Angel believed that," Sirenia said. "He was only questioning why you can't look into a mirror—which, frankly, none of us know." She gestured at her army of sirens, now silent, not singing, listening to a bedtime fairy tale, as dark as they had always meant it to be.
"Is that why you're not hurting me?" I asked. "You want to pressure me"—I remembered Cinder's words—"so I give in and come with you, to save Angel."
"The same way he fought for you until now," Sirenia said. "You have no idea what he went through in those two years. Tortured, exiled to a tower under the sun, and beaten each day, to force him to end the prophecy by biting you. In the end, he decided he couldn't live without you, and that he would protect you forever." Sirenia pursed her wet lips, pouting at Angel again. "But what a pity. Look at him. So weak, sleeping like a beautiful princess." She snickered again.
"Why am I so important to the nameless witch, then?"
"That, also, we don't know," Sirenia said. "She"—Sirenia neared the log and whispered—"is very demanding, but also patient enough to get what she wants the way she wants it. She has lived since very long ago, and has nothing but time on her side."
I brushed my hands into Angel's hair, contemplating what to do. Soon we both wouldn't be able to stay on the same raft. Soon he would be thirsty and want to bite me against his will. I couldn't even escape to the water I feared the most. Was I supposed to give in and go with the sirens, only to save Angel—and myself? A stepping stone in our journey, maybe, until we could meet again and find the Tower of Tales. But why should I keep sacrificing myself—first for my land and family by not staring into mirrors, and then for the one I loved by surrendering to a nameless witch who definitely wanted to hurt me?
"You haven't told me why it was so important a Karnstein married a Sorrow," I said to Sirenia.
She eyed me, as if it had been only common sense. "But, Majesty, don't you know?" She winked. "Your offspring. Another girl will be born, the daughter of Carmilla Karnstein and Angel Von Sorrow."
"We will have a girl?" I smiled in the middle of all my sorrows.
"Two, maybe," Sirenia said, then waved her hand as if it were a trivial detail. "Who cares about numbers? The point is that one of them is really, really a threat to the Sorrows."
"How so?"
"Your child, Carmilla, is said to have the power, an unknown one, to eliminate all vampires in the world, if not all evil in the world."
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
"Where is he?" Cerené asked with terribly scared eyes. Fable could see her chest rise and fall, her eyes scanning the night, looking for the boy who had cut off her hands before.
"I don't know, Cerené." Fable realized she was as scared as her. She reminded herself that if Loki killed her in the dream, they'd probably prepare another coffin for her in the Waking World cellar. "The problem right now is that we don't know which direction he could attack us from," Fable told her.
She looked at the dense trees surrounding them. How did people find their way in such forests?
"Maybe he won't attack us," Cerené suggested. "Maybe something happened to him. Or why would he have stopped?"
"Loki likes to play games, remember?" Fable said, taking hold of her scared horse. 
"He didn't sound like he wanted to play games this time. Something must have happened."
"Let me take a look," Fable offered reluctantly. It occurred to her that Loki might have been setting a trap for them. But why? He was strong and angry enough to kill them both. It didn't make sense.
"Be careful, Fable," Cerené said. Fable rode slowly toward the trees.
"Which reminds me." Fable stopped and turned around. "What happened to me in those last three months?" If she was going to risk checking on Loki now, she preferred to know.
"You know what happened," Cerené said, grimacing. "You're the one who told me the details."
Fable sighed. "Remind me, please."
Cerené looked puzzled. "You want me to tell you all that you told me happened to you? Right now? It's a long story."
It seemed Fable had no choice. Cerené seemed curious already about Fable's behavior. Better turn around and check on Loki.
Fable's horse led her past the dense trees into a darker part of the forest. With her poor eyesight, she felt terrible. But it didn't take long to realize that something was sprawled on the ground. Fable squinted, but all she could see was a silhouette. She kept squinting until the scene made sense. She was looking at Loki's unicorn lying on the ground. Oh my God! It had one of its legs chopped off. Poor thing. Fable's horse stepped back. She held it tighter by the reins while she kept squinting. And she was glad she did. Looking closer, she saw Loki lying unconscious on the floor. Someone had chopped off his unicorn's leg and…killed him?
"Fable!" Cerené called worriedly from afar.
Fable turned back, and rode as fast as she could. If someone or something had killed Loki, she didn't want to confront it.
"Someone cut off his unicorn's leg," she told Cerené, as she rode ahead. "Follow me!"
But Cerené wasn't following.
Damn it, Cerené.
"Come on!" Fable yelled, tilting her head.
Cerené stood paralyzed, pointing at something behind the trees. Fable had to stop and turn around again.
She saw what it was.
A figure, dressed in black, showed partially in the darkness. It must have been who killed Loki. Cerené sat on her horse, pointing at it.
"Let's go," Fable shouted, and slapped her horse as hard as she could. The horse complied and ran.
"Don't look back," Fable panted as they escaped. "We're not going to slow down. We're heading to meet Jack, even if takes us forever in this forest."
Cerené nodded, saying nothing.
But it wasn't too long before Fable's horse tripped on something. She flew into the air, appalled by whatever was going on, then landed on her side on the ground.
Fable's small size privileged her with a sort of agility. It didn't hurt badly when she fell. She mopped her mud-stained head and propelled herself on all fours, looking for her horse. Cerené was lying unconscious next to Fable's three-legged horse.
What? I didn't trip on something? Who chopped off my horse's legs?
Someone had chopped Cerené's horse's leg off, too.
Who was it? Who was the person in black?
Shew came to mind. Fable, still a bit dizzy, crawled to her. She lay a few feet away, sprawled on the ground. Fable crawled and crawled.
What was happening? How is everything falling apart so fast? I'm supposed to save Shew and Loki.
She crawled faster, hoping nothing bad happened to the comatose Shew. But then Fable stopped on all fours. Slowly, she raised herself up. A dark someone was hovering over Shew's body.
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The Queen's Diary
  
The fourth and fifth days were the worst. Other than the fact that we were almost starving, Angel and I lived on opposite sides of the raft.
All he could think about, all he wanted and desired, was feeding on my blood.
Angel recited some protecting hymns he had learned from Amalie Hassenpflug, a set of prayers to tone down the beast inside him. They didn't last long, although they helped me relax for a few hours during the day. Then he tried his luck swimming away while the sirens pretended to sleep, only to realize it was an ambush. They awakened and sang while he was in the water. One time, his body stiffened so hard I thought he was going to sink and die. I reached out to help him back on the raft. Once he embarked it, I pulled away to the farthest edge.
This was how we lived inside the whale. We were lovers. We were enemies. We were enchanted. We were unenchanted. We shared a love, but it was forbidden. We shared a raft, but like estranged lovers on separate beds. We were surrounded by mermaids. No, really by vicious sirens. We listened to music, but the kind that wasn't good for the soul. We were young, but felt so old. Basically, we lived a fairy tale, so dark and unfair.
"Come with us, Carmilla," Sirenia said. "We won't hurt you. We will make you queen."
"You could rule the world," another siren offered from behind.
"You could hold the moon in one hand, the sun in the other," a third tempted me. "You could be life."
"You could be Death," a fourth wailed.
"You can live forever," a fifth said.
"You could have anything you want," a sixth said.
"You can feel joy!" the seventh uttered.
I didn't say anything. I curled in a fetal position by the edge of the raft, caught between my fear of water and Angel's sorrow. I could see him from the corner of my eye, punching himself. He had pulled a large fish's spine from the sea, and hit himself with its sharpened sides constantly. It was insane. I think he did it to put the beast inside him to sleep, to stop himself from biting the prophecy girl and ending all hope for good defeating evil in this world.
I closed my eyes, shivering to a cold breeze.
"Why are you doing this?" Sirenia began. "There is no good and evil in this world. There is no such thing. It's only sides you take, decisions you make. And you apparently don't need to be on this side." The damn siren snickered, pointing at the raft. She began playing the tune again.
"Stop it!" Angel screamed from the other side.
"What is this music?" I asked, hoping I could pull any helpful information from the siren. "Why can't I remember it?"
"So you never have immunity to it," Sirenia said, finally answering one of the mysteries. "If you can remember its tune, you will be able to re-sing it, maybe change it a little so it doesn't have the same effect on you. If you listen to it too long, you'll grow bored with it. How can it affect you and Angel then?"
"Also," another siren offered, "so you can never play it on us and hurt us!"
"Shhh!" Sirenia turned back and slashed the siren across her beautiful face. She seemed to have spilled a secret Sirenia didn't want me to know. If only I knew how to play this tune, I could get rid of the sirens. But why weren't they hurt by it when singing it? I assumed the tune never hurt the singer, only the listener.
Sirenia turned back to me, faking that motherly face, as if she cared for me. "If you let Angel bite you, all of this will end. Both of you will be vampires and this tune will never hurt you, because vampires can memorize it."
"I'm not going to let him bite me!" I screamed. A feeble scream, actually. A hollow whistle, weakened by hunger, stress, and hopelessness.
Angel ached.
"Don't provoke him." Sirenia giggled. "Anyway"—she waved her hands at her sides with her palms upward—"that's why the nameless witch is a better solution. She will give you all you want."
"If you so want me to go meet your witch, why don't you just come and get me?" I roared this time, with all the breath left in my lungs.
"They can't," Angel said, standing up, barely steady. He was trying to avoid my gaze. My sight must have provoked his thirst. He looked like an older Angel, millions of years older. His hair was actually graying. "They lose their powers out of the sea. Getting them upon this raft kills them." He had his fists clenched. "If only I had the strength to pull them up."
Although Angel was in his darkest hour, the sirens paddled back a little. I wished I could pull them nearer. But how?
"Well, he is right." Sirenia acted indifferent, checking her fingernails. "That's why we have you trapped on the raft. You can't pull us up, but neither can you survive on the raft before hurting each other."
  
***
  
On the sixth day, I lay on my back. I couldn't feel my hands, and my mouth was dry. I had drunk from the whale's salty water, but it didn't help. If Angel attacked me, there was nothing I could do. I couldn't even see clearly.
Where was he? Was he that curled-up bump at the side of the raft?
"I believe in you, Angel," I said slowly, each syllable feeling like a load on my shoulder.
He didn't reply, but I could hear his faint whimpering. Punishing himself must have tired him, which was good. He shouldn't have the strength to even cross over to bite me.
"Tell me more about the song," I panted, testing if the sirens were still there, as everything seemed blurry before my eyes.
"It was created long ago," Sirenia said, as if telling me a bedtime story. "Once upon a time, a Man with a Flute was deceived by men who claimed they knew the word of God."
"The Piper," I said.
"So you know the story of how all of this began," she said. "The Piper made this music to serve all his needs. We only know a little of it, and few people can play it on the Singing Bones, for there are even fewer Singing Bones scattered across the world."
"Like the one with Captain Ahab?"
"Yes, like that one," Sirenia said. "Don't ask me how he found it. Ahab is a fool. He wants to find the Tower of Tales."
"No," I protested. "He said he wants to find a whale. He said he had no interest in the Tower of Tales."
Sirenia laughed, mocking my naivety. "Everyone wants to find the Tower of Tales because everyone wants to find the Promised Land, where man can live forever and in peace without being hunted by his past. Isn't that why you want to meet Lady Shallot?"
"I'm sure Captain Ahab told me he was looking for a whale."
"What do you care, Majesty?" Sirenia said. "Soon you will need to make a decision. Soon, My Queen."
"Stop calling me your queen."
"But you are," Sirenia said. "We can't change Fate."
Her mentioning Fate surged an idea into my mind. Could it be that this was my only solution?
"Six days, Majesty," Siren whispered, nearing my ear. "You have made it on this raft for six days." With all her evil, her voice was musical. "The longest I saw was seven. No one ever made it after seven days."
"Why? What happens after seven days?"
Sirenia didn't answer me. She sighed. I tilted my head to look at her. She was holding something in her hands. What was that? Bones? Human bones? "That's what happened to them, Majesty." She smiled, nudging the bones. "The whale, whose name is Moby Dick, releases a flood of water into his insides to clean out waste every seven days. No one can survive this flood—unless you're a mermaid, of course." She giggled. "And no matter how these bones can sing after you die, you won't be here to enjoy the music."
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
Fable was still staring at the dark man hovering over Shew's body. He was wearing a black cloak. He seemed to have no eyes. No soul.
Fable shivered on all fours. She had failed her friends, Loki and Shew—and Cerené, actually. But she sensed something dreadful was about to happen. Was this the feeling she'd had since she had awoken in the Waking World today?
"You dumb little miserable girl!" a woman growled from behind her.
Fable winced, caught between two evils. She preferred it nearer the woman, though. The man in the dark cloak was beyond terrifying.
"What have you done?" the creature behind her continued. It surely had the voice of a woman, but looked like some… What was Fable looking at? A deformed, short, but broad, figure of what looked like a woman. She had an ugly face and crooked nose, long and bending, with two oversized and hairy holes. And she had chicken feet showing from underneath her cloak.
Fable gasped and took an involuntary step back again. Where was she supposed to go?
Running away crossed her mind, but she wouldn't give up at the last minute. She could breathe, couldn't she? Then she had to fight until the end. She wondered if she knew of a magic spell to fight this creature. But none came to mind. Would the spider web sew this woman's mouth shut? What good was a heart-splitting spell now?
"What in the Piper's name have you done?" The creature/woman trotted toward Shew's unconscious body. Fable avoided her as she passed, noticing the man in black had disappeared.
"What have you done?" the woman repeated, holding Shew in her arms, wailing like a mother who had lost her child. How could such a beast care for Shew? Why was she asking Fable this question? It wasn't rhetorical. She really demanded an answer.
"I—" Fable hesitated. "I used a spell."
"A spell?" The woman's ugly face grew uglier, almost goblin-like. "What spell?"
Fable cleared her throat. Who was this woman? Did she really care for Shew? "A spell." Fable shook her shoulders. How could she explain that she didn't know where she'd learned this spell? "One that split Shew's heart among us."
"Us?"
"Um—uh—the Lost Seven." Was she supposed to say this? "Alice!" She raised her head at the curving tress above. "Charmwill!" she yelled. "Someone help me!"
"You did what, you filthy little witch?" The woman was showing her dark side finally. She seemed to care for Shew, but she wasn't one of the goodhearted. Boy, she smelled so bad, of rotten chicken and… blood.
"Do you even know what language this spell is?" The woman talked as if she knew Fable from long ago. Then she dropped Shew to the floor and pounded her two hands over her head, like a mourning woman at a grave. "My sweet Queen of Sorrow, forgive me for the stupidity of this little girl," she called out.
Queen of Sorrow?
Fable stood, perplexed. Why was this woman so concerned? Why did she care about the spell?
"Look at how pale the Princess is," the ugly woman continued.
Fable noticed Shew was even paler than usual. As a half-vampire she must have always been pale, like she was in the Waking World. But now her paleness was bluish and her skin seemed to be aging unreasonably. Had Fable messed with the spell? Was this what the woman was telling her?
"How long has it been since you spelled the incantation?" the woman asked.
Fable refused to answer. This woman looked like she wanted to hurt Shew.
"Your friend is going to die if you don't tell me," the woman growled.
"About ten minutes ago." Fable gave in, as she had begun to worry. With all their differences, they both seemed to care for Shew's safety now.
"Then there is still hope," the woman said.
"Hope for what?" Fable said, glimpsing that Cerené was still unconscious.
"You messed up the spell. It's one of the hardest to remember and tell. It's written in an ancient Anguish Language, so nothing of what you said was exactly what you think it was. Words will sound like other words, and you wouldn't know, you filthy witch."
"But I can feel the weight of her heart in my chest." Fable touched her own chest. It was true. She'd almost had no power over the spell in the cave, but she really did feel that her heart was heavier. She didn't know how to explain it, but it was true. It reminded her of Shew insisting that she felt Loki's love in her heart when they were in the Waking World. It seemed laughable, and didn't make sense, but now Fable understood.
"That may be true, although I'm not sure," the woman said. She pulled out a huge, glinting knife, and pointed it at Fable. "But you never asked yourself how Princess Snow White would live after the transformation? If she gave each of you part of her heart, what heart would she live with until she gets her parts back?"
Fable's jaw dropped at her own naivety. It made sense from a logical point of view. But what was supposed to be logical about a dream?
"Are you saying she has no heart inside her now?" Fable almost slapped herself for asking. Of course she didn't. "But—" She was speechless, her eyes watery. Did I kill the Princess of Sorrow? Instead of saving her and Loki, I killed her?
"You shouldn't have learned this spell, ever!"
"I don't remember how I know it." Fable's tears forced her to hiccup continuously. She was a failure. There was no doubt about it. She didn't deserve to be a Lost Seven.
"Don't lie to me," the woman shouted. She was slow-moving, but theatrical and overly dramatic. Her shouting scared the birds in the forest away. "You know me. I don't like it when you lie to me!"
"What?" Fable snapped, unable to take it anymore. "I don't know you. Who are you?"
"We don't have time to play games, Fable." She began pulling Shew to a certain spot in the forest. "We need to find the Princess of Sorrow a heart right now, or she will die."
We do? Fable thought. So there was still a chance she could fix this? But wait… "Who are you?" She stamped her feet and growled at the ugly woman.
"Are you saying you don't remember me?" The woman looked like she grimaced, but her features made it hard to tell. "What happened to you? I'm Baba Yaga."
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I made it to the seventh day.
Angel was sitting by the edge, staring at me with reddened eyes. He wasn't himself anymore. The little good person in him was what had kept him from leaping over like a leopard onto his prey. I didn't have the strength to stare at him long enough. By the end of the day, the flood inside the whale was going to kill us. That, or I'd let him bite me and end the good that I was supposed to gift this world with—if the prophecy was really true.
Or I could just surrender to the sirens and let them take me to the nameless witch, not knowing what she had in store for me, parting me from Angel.
I had decided that the right thing to do was to fulfill the prophecy. I could feel it to be true in my heart. And I hadn't trusted anything but my heart on this journey. Sometimes it failed me, but mostly it was right.
One day, I would have Angel's child—or children?—and it would rid the world of all evil. Until then, I needed to stay strong.
"Majesty. Majesty. Majesty," Sirenia called. "Don't you think it's time to come with me? You don't want to die in the whale's flood, do you?"
"I will come with you," I said. Angel's red eyes were still fixed on me. He was actually grinning, as if he was about to attack me before I could go with the mermaids.
"Wise decision, My Queen," Sirenia said, and stretched out her hand. "Shall we?"
"But first I need you to help me with something," I said.
"In your service, My Queen." She bowed her head. The sirens behind her looked excited.
"Fate."
"What about him?" Sirenia's face knotted.
"He is your lord or something, right?"
"Well…" The sirens looked disgusted. "He forces us to. You see, he has power over so many things in the sea. Thank God he doesn't control Moby Dick. We don't like Fate, but pretend we do in his presence. We like her, the nameless witch." Her face glowed. "She doesn't live in the sea, so you will be safe, away from Captain Hook."
"I can't," I said. "I sold him my soul."
"What?" the sirens shrieked. They backed away from me and wailed in high-pitched noises. "Why did you that? When did you do that?"
"In the Pequod," I lied. "Right after the flood. You were all scared and swam away. I had no choice."
"Well, you can always get your soul back within seven days," Sirenia said, as if I knew it already.
I swallowed a smile. I didn't know what I was doing. I just thought I could escape them to the arms of Fate. "Exactly," I said. "You need to get me to him. I sold him my soul on the morning of the day after the Pequod sank. Today is my last chance. Can you help me?"
"Of course," Sirenia said, as they neared me again. "Poor girl, sold her soul to Fate." They circled the raft. "What were you thinking? Do you know what would have happened to you in the future if you sold your soul to him? He feeds on people's misery."
"I wasn't thinking straight," I said. "The same way I resisted your call to meet the nameless witch. I'm sorry."
"We forgive you, My Queen," Sirenia said. "She will forgive you, too."
It seemed too easy. But it worked. They were evil sirens, vicious and brutal, but they were just sirens. They practiced what I later heard someone call the world's most common sin: stupidity.
I let them gather their bodies as they made a boat for me. I left Angel behind without even looking at him, or I would have weakened and they would have called my deception. There would be a time to return to him if I succeeded in what I had in mind.
The sirens rowed me while singing other memorable songs. Funny, giddy, and pointless songs. Row, row, row your boat. Mermaid down the sea.
The world was an insane place. Goodness was buried behind cloaks of evil. Happy endings were just in fairy tales. And survival was a day-by-day process. Nothing was too white or too black. Most things loomed behind a veil of grey. Nothing was totally chocolate colored, nor milk colored. Blood was the color in between, the color of life. Blood could be a good thing if given to you to save your life, and a bad thing if you spilled too much of it. I was beginning to learn the game of life. I had a feeling I was going to be a pioneer of the game someday.
Hanging on to my sack, I let them row me to the Jolly Roger. I thought I finally understood the meaning of the sack, why Cinder had given it to me. She had told me she wasn't interested in what was inside, but interested in the valuable meaning of the sack itself—given to her by her mother, many centuries ago. I was also not really interested in what was inside the sack—although Captain Ahab had claimed I could call the Moongirl with it. The sack gave meaning to my journey. Without it there wouldn't be anything to cling to when I was chased by the tides of fate. There was beauty in hoping that one day I could pass it to Lady Shallot and do the right thing, and finally have my reward of living a decent life. I could feel its warmth on my belly as I climbed up to Captain Hook's ship. It wasn't the right thing, what I was about to do. It was just the right thing for today. For now.
I had chosen to survive today. I had chosen the lesser of two evils. Tomorrow it would be another fight. And after, I wouldn't give up.
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"In order for the Princess of Sorrow to live, we need a temporary heart, and we need it right now." Baba Yaga waved her glinting knife toward Fable again. They had no time to discuss what had happened and what was really going on now. "We need to split her chest open and give her a strong heart, until we get the pieces back from each of you!"
Fable realized that she and Baba Yaga were working to save Shew, each for their own reasons. Fable wanted to save her friend, whom she loved, and make sure she ended up with Loki in the Waking World, and maybe live happily ever after. Baba Yaga wanted to save Shew for the Queen, so she could still consume her heart one day.
"Can you take my heart?" Fable said, not really sure of the authenticity of her offer.
"I would rip you into pieces and cook you in my basement oven right now," Baba Yaga said. "Your heart is no good. Not even that glassblower's heart lying on the ground."
Cerené was certainly taking a long nap. Fable wondered why their hearts wouldn't save Shew.
"Your hearts are no good because, if the spell worked, then your hearts weigh more than twenty-one grams," Baba Yaga explained. "And because the stupid universe demands balance, Shew has to get a twenty-one-gram heart to stay alive."
"You mean a boy or a girl who is sixteen years or more?" Fable remembered the talk the Lost Seven had before.
But if the universe demanded balance for the weight of hearts, what was going to happen to them, having opposed it? Was Ladle right about that when she said that the consequences might be dire for each of the Lost Seven?
There was no time for such worries. They needed to save Shew now.
"How long do we have?" Fable said.
"I'm not sure, but we have to try. Either she accepts the new heart or she doesn't," Baba Yaga said, laying Shew in a certain ritualistic position. This looked very much like a heart transplant operation in the Waking World. "Oh, Queen of Sorrow, forgive me," Baba Yaga moaned. "The Queen will drink my blood and bathe in it with milk and chocolate for sure if she knew what happened to her daughter." She kicked Shew with her chicken foot, hoping she would just wake up. "Do you think I'm trying to save her because I like her?" She glared at Fable. "I have to save her so we can bring her back, or the Queen will never be complete. She will spend the rest of her life drinking young girls' blood to stay beautiful—or even averagely beautiful."
"Give me a few minutes," Fable said. "I'm a fast runner." Since Baba Yaga had cut off the horses' legs, none of them were of use—it was Baba Yaga who did that, wasn't it? Fable had to run. "I will rip out the heart of the first person I meet." She couldn't believe she'd just said that. There was no denying that something was wrong with her already. She could feel that sense of darkness draping over her. Those spells must have changed something deep inside her. "You're sure it doesn't have to be a girl's heart?" she asked, already running.
"No," a voice said calmly from the dark. Fable stopped. This wasn't Baba Yaga's voice. "A boy's heart would work perfectly," the voice continued.
Fable heard something being pulled against the muddy ground, as if the speaker had a heavy sack with them. The speaker was a woman. Fable might have recognized her immediately if she weren't exhausted, confused, and under the pressure of having failed everyone in her quest.
Fable turned around, only to see Baba Yaga sinking to her knees, asking for forgiveness as the man with the black cloak approached her. Baba Yaga looked as if praying to him.
Wait. Baba Yaga wasn't the one who chopped off the horses' legs. It was the man in the black cloak.
And it wasn't even a man. It was a woman.
The woman stopped over Shew's body, having walked ever so confidently. She waited for a moment then pulled her cloak back. Fable was staring with amazement at the Queen of Sorrow.
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Fate sat back in his wicker chair, swinging to the ship's light movements. He gulped on his ale and eyed me. He was happy, proud, about to have the meal of his life.
I stood alone with my sack in my hand, wondering how I'd ended up here. I mean, I was treated like a princess a few months ago, back in my home, Styria. People came from all over Europe to have my blessings and kiss my hand. I couldn't seem to bless myself, though.
"I see the mermaids are down there with you," he said, combing his pigtailed beard.
"I lied to them," I said. "They think I sold my soul to you and came to get it back. They think I can have my soul back within seven days."
"And you know this isn't true, right?"
"I thought so," I said. "Why would you grant anyone the right to take their soul back within seven days? You're a vicious man, addicted to sorrow. I can't imagine you'd give it away so easily."
"I am addicted to sorrow." His eyes were beady but intense. "I can't tell you how much I love it. I love it!" He stamped his heavy foot on the ship's floor. "All those catastrophes, the death, the famine, the cries, the pain. Oh, how sweet. Sometimes, I wish a wizard would invent a crystal ball where we can capture people's miseries and play them over and over again. I wouldn't need to buy many souls then," he roared, laughing.
I said nothing. I was the sheep at the slaughterhouse door, waiting for my turn.
"So you fooled them?" He seemed to consider something for a moment. "I've always liked a smart woman. Why would you agree to sell your soul to me now?"
"I have no choice," I explained. "Either I'd let my lover bite me and end a prophecy dear to my heart, or I would have died by the whale's flood after being trapped in it for seven days. Or surrender to a nameless witch I'd prefer to know nothing about."
"Ah," he sighed. "The nameless witch. Who knows who she really is? Please continue."
"The mermaids drove me and my lover crazy with the constant pressure. Ironically, you're my last hope. I know I will live in misery after I sell you my soul, but it was the only way to escape the whale and the mermaids."
"Hmm…" He stood up and played with his beard. "Tell me, Carmilla. What drives you to stay so strong?"
"You think that I'm being strong?" I chuckled uneasily.
"You are. You just don't know it," he said, scratching his head with his hook. "Sometimes when you're in the middle of all sorrow, you don't realize how strong you actually are. Because you're just overwhelmed with the impact of the many things happening to you. In fact, you don't stop and look at how everyone else around you has totally succumbed to the pain, while you didn't."
"I didn't?"
"Can't you see that?" he said. "Can't you see that most of the people on the Pequod are dead, and you aren't? Can't you see that no one probably survived living inside Moby Dick, while you did? You're not crushed bones in the hands of a mermaid now. You're standing tall before me, fists ready for the next fight." He stopped to consider. "Can't you see that you have triumphed with True Love while most people don't?"
"If you admire me so much, would you just let me go?" I pleaded politely. "I mean, we could fake that I sold you my soul and you will never give it back. The sirens will leave me be, and I will be able to go save my loved one."
Hook pouted. "I'm sorry, Carmilla," he said. "I may be a reasonable man. Articulate sometimes." He gulped on his ale then burped. "But I'm an evil man." He burped again, and a dead fish fell out of his mouth. "And I love it!" He raised his bottle up high then looked down on me again. "Besides, you're too joyful to resist. I mean, crushing you into a miserable girl will equal thousands of souls. You're a jewel of sorrow to me."
I peeked at the sirens down by the sea, and looked back at him. I was too exhausted, ironically happy to be here in the arms of Fate. Let's do this, I thought.
"What do you I have to do to sell you my soul?"
"It's so easy." He smashed the bottle on one of his sailors' heads and stood up straight, working his clothes to look their best. He wiped his mouth, and posed as if we were going to get married. "I will ask if you, Carmilla Philip Karnstein, agree to sell your soul to me," he said. "And all you have to do is say: I do."
"Just that?"
"Just that." He spread his arms like a welcoming jester, his reeking mouth wide open.
"And the mermaids, the nameless witch will leave me alone?"
"Once you're my business, they can't hurt you," he said, then recited his proposal.
I nodded and said, "I do."
He almost jumped, and then said, "Until sorrow do us part."
Tears didn't leave my eyes that night. It wasn't like someone had fooled me into selling my soul. I did it willingly. Also, the ceremony was much easier than I had thought it would be. All I cared about was going back to Angel. Sure, we'd live in sorrow, whatever that was, but we'd be together. And I would have his child that would save the world.
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Fable's Dreamworld
  
The Queen of Sorrow walked before Fable and Baba Yaga. She was still dressed like a queen. Not one mud stain caught her clothes, as if she walked an inch higher off the ground. She approached Fable slowly, not showing anger. Her chin was still up, and her crown was sewn to the golden curls on her head.
She was still pulling something behind her, hoofing over the forest's earth. 
"I'm truly sorry, My Queen," Baba Yaga wailed. "I'm begging you to forgive me. It's Fable's fault."
"Her name is Fable?" the Queen said. "This pigtailed girl again?"
Fable was terrified having the Queen of Sorrow so close to her. Was she going to pull her closer with those enchanted breadcrumbs again?
But the Queen didn't give Fable much attention. She had her eyes on her daughter, who was about to die soon and deny her a most sought-after heart.
The Queen circled her daughter, still pulling that thing behind her. Fable could see it now, showing under the thin moonlight. A corpse.
Fable's heart gasped. How cruel, ungrateful, and selfish the Queen of Sorrow was.
The thing she pulled behind her was Loki's unconscious body. Carmilla Karnstein had taken matters into her own hands. She had cut off Loki's unicorn's leg to get hold of his corpse. How cruel was this woman, even to those who protected her? Her favored Huntsman.
Fable certainly didn't know what to do now.
"Go help Baba Yaga give Shew a new heart, before it's too late," the Queen demanded, looking at Fable.
Fable was willing to do whatever was in Shew's best interest, but she wasn't sure about the heart. Which heart was the Queen of Sorrow talking about?
"You mean to give her your best Huntsman's heart?" Baba Yaga crowed.
"If my daughter, even though I hate her and I wish her a sweet death, is going to have a heart, then it has to be a strong one, so she can survive long enough for me to collect the hearts from these lowlife peasant boys and girls who call themselves the Lost Seven," the Queen said. "Loki's heart is strong. Now do it."
"But Loki hates her, My Queen," Baba Yaga argued. "What kind of life will Shew have?"
The Queen smirked. "He did hate her, but he was weak enough never to catch her when she escaped. To tell the truth, I liked him." She looked down upon him. "But he wasn't up to the mission I repeatedly handed to him. I'd like to punish him as well—his heart living in a body he despises sounds like a good punishment."
"She will hardly know it's his heart," Baba Yaga said. She seemed experienced in the matter being discussed. "It rarely happens. A few other things rarely happen, but…"
"You're wasting time, Baba," the Queen said. "I will kill you too, if you don't save my daughter's temporary life. Now do it, before it's too late."
Fable had no say in this. Would she save Loki or Shew—again?
She stood, paralyzed, watching Baba Yaga cut Shew's chest open, chanting some spells. They were trying to correct a mistake with another, complicating matters in a way that Fable didn't fully grasp.
Fable continued to watch, her head spinning, her eyes darting between Shew and Loki. If she stopped them and saved Loki, she would have killed Snow White with her spell. If she approved of this—which she was already doing unconsciously—then… wait. Then what?
The ceremony didn't seem hard for Baba Yaga. Cutting, eating, and exchanging hearts didn't seem like a big issue in the Kingdom of Sorrow. Fable had only agreed to help Baba Yaga to get nearer to Loki and secretly pull his Fleece and tuck it in her pocket. It was so easy. So easy. Looking at Loki's Fleece, Fable couldn't believe it.
But what was the price for getting it? Had this really happened in the past? Of course it had. Everything here was just a memory, like Babushka had said. Fable could barely change anything.
Fable's eyes darted toward the unconscious Cerené, and she wondered if Cerené were so afraid of the Queen of Sorrow that she only faked her unconsciousness. But Cerené loved Shew dearly.
Too many thoughts roamed in Fable's head, but survival was at stake. She knew the Queen was going to kill her once Shew was alive and beating with Loki's heart. She had to be prepared.
Fable waited and watched with amazement as Shew breathed back into life. She looked dazed, and her eyes seemed to reflect a bit of Loki's darkness, but she was alive and kicking.
Then she fell back to her death.
"Shew!" Fable screamed.
The Queen of Sorrow pulled her violently and threw her a few feet back. Fable watched as Shew shrieked back into life, gasping for the air in the forest like a newborn child.
Baba Yaga smiled at the Queen, who camouflaged her satisfaction by yelling. She told Baba to pull Shew into the Queen's carriage back inside the forest.
Fable looked back at Cerené and saw she was gone. So she had been awake all this time, just to make sure Shew was alive again. Smart girl.
Fable didn't hesitate, and stabbed the fat Baba Yaga with her own glinting knife. The poor girl was shocked to the bone. Fable knelt down and held Shew before the Queen could attack her. "Remember, I did all of this for you and Loki," Fable said. "I tried my best."
Shew, dizzy and confused, didn't seem to even know who Fable was.
"Let go of my heart," the Queen growled at Fable. God. She couldn't even say "let go of my daughter."
Fable pulled mud from the earth and threw it into the Queen's eyes. Then she ran hysterically into the dark of the forest.
"Charmwill!" she screamed into the dark. Soon the Queen would catch her. All Fable wanted was to end this dream. She had finally managed to get what she wanted, right? "Please help me. I have what I came here to get!"
"I'm here, Fable," a voice said.
Fable stopped. It was Alice Grimm.
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The Queen's Diary
  
Angel and I bought a small boat from a fisherman on an island nearby. Fate, my sorrow bringer, had been unexpectedly generous and pointed him to us. We knew that we couldn't stay on land, or Night Von Sorrow would find us. We bought some food in exchange for a few days' discreet work and then pushed the boat back into the sea, on a new journey looking for the Tower of Tales.
Once in a while, the sirens swam around us and spat on us and tried to scare us. They even hummed their melodies again and again some nights. But having a boat was a blessing. Although some nights were tough, we still could sail away from them.
I wanted to go back and ask Fate why the mermaids were able to still harass us, but I didn't want to remind him of me. Nothing seriously sorrowful had happened to me since. Had he forgotten about me or was he just taking his time? After all, Fate thought that the best sorrows came after the highest of joys. I assumed he was waiting for me to be really happy, and then strike me with misery.
But neither Angel nor I cared. Life didn't change much. It was still dangerous, and promised almost nothing. Who knew what the tides had in store for us? But it was all good, as long we were together.
As long as we found the Tower of Tales soon enough.
One night, when the moon was full, I decided to open the sack. Now that I knew that its purpose was to hold on to something, it didn't really matter what I would find in it.
Angel was asleep when I dug my hand into it like a child fetching a present from his parents. My hands met a round thing. A plate.
I pulled it out. And stared at it. It was a white plate, among other things in the sack. This thing seemed to be the biggest in size.
What's the moon but a white plate? I remembered Captain Ahab's words. You could have summoned the moon yourself.
I grimaced at the thought. Then I gazed at the full moon above. I pulled the plate up and saw they really looked alike. Could it be real? I adjusted the plate so it exactly hid the moon behind it.
"Are you real?" I whispered, embarrassed at what I was thinking. Who'd believe Captain Ahab?
I pulled the plate down, ready to check the rest of the things in that mysterious sack. But then I saw it again. The moon was smiling at me.
Come on, Carmilla. This isn't happening.
Again, I adjusted the plate to hide the moon, and began to play "hide and smile" with it. She was smiling again, but whenever I caught her, she pretended not to.
I rubbed my eyes and looked again. It wasn't smiling. Of course not.
I put the plate back and decided I'd call it a night without checking the rest of the sack. I preferred Angel's warm embrace to the moon.
But then it came. I mean…she came.
I saw someone descending from the sky, shimmering with light that pooled and circled our boat. Colorful, tiny fish surfaced from underneath to greet the light. Not sirens or vicious creatures. They stuck their mouths out to the light and squeaked.
The light was too bright. I shielded it with my eyes. Then it dimmed a little, and I saw the moon wasn't up there anymore.
As my eyes got used to the light, I saw a glowing girl walk toward me. She was younger than me. She walked on water.
"Hello, Carmilla." She smiled.
I couldn't say a word, my eyes wide, staring at pure white light.
"You're real," I gasped.
"Of course I am," she said. I wished I could see her features better. 
"But you never showed—"
"Shhh," she said. "It's too soon to talk about that. You're taking the right path so far. You have done extremely well."
"You watched me?" I said. "Then why didn't you—"
"Help you?" she said. "It's true. I help the goodhearted to sail across the sea at night. And sometimes I fight for them. But I only do it for those who have fought for themselves first. You can't have my services until you serve yourself. Look what you have done." She smiled, pointing at Angel sleeping. "He doesn't know he is immortal yet."
"What?"
"Because of you, Carmilla," she said. "You loved a man so deeply that you have granted him immortality with True Love."
"True Love." The words melted in my mouth. "Angel is immortal."
"Now, don't worry," she said. "I will take care of you, as much as I am allowed to, on your journey to the Tower of Tales."
"You will?"
"But let me check on something first," she said. "Could you dig your hand in your sack and count the items inside? Including the plate in your hand, of course."
"Oh," I said, and did as she asked.
"You don't have to pull them out and look at them," the Moongirl said. "Just count them."
"Six items." I rummaged through the sack without looking.
The Moongirl didn't seem happy.
"Wait," I said. "Seven. There is small bag of…something."
"Beans?" The Moongirl nodded, her face glowing again. "That's good, Carmilla. The plate in your hand belongs to me. It resembles me when I am full. Guard them all with you life. They are your ticket to cross over to Sorrow when you reach the Tower of Tales."
"Sorrow?" I had already grown to both love and hate that word.
"The Kingdom of Sorrow." The Moongirl smiled. "Your destiny, and the destiny of all of us. We're counting on you."
"You?" I didn't know what she meant. "Counting on me?
The Moongirl said nothing. She kissed me on the forehead and swooshed away before I knew it, leaving me and the fish in the sea undone without her light.
"One more thing, Carmilla," she called from above.
"Yes?" I stood up, staring at the night sky.
"Tell that bastard Captain Ahab that I am real." She took her place back in the sky, smiled at me once, then turned to a simple moon I had once underestimated.
"But of course." I laughed. "If I ever see him again."
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Candy House
  
Fable sat at the porch outside Candy House, staring at the breadcrumbs in her hands. These weren't the enchanted ones that the Queen of Sorrow had used to expose her. Those were hers, the ones that had traveled with her to the Dreamworld and back. Only Fable and her breadcrumbs knew what had really happened there.
She turned her head back inside the house, and saw Shew and Babushka busy with resurrecting Loki. Now that she had gotten his Fleece for them, the resurrecting ritual would take a day or so, according to Babushka.
Fable stared at them with empty eyes.
She stared at a mother eager to bring her son back to life, not really knowing what a monster he really was. 
And she stared at Shew, heartbroken and feeling guilty, wanting to make it up to Loki after killing him in her Dreamory. Little did Shew know about Loki's heart inside her. Little did she know about the lie she believed.
Fable's face tightened. There was no such thing as True Love. Shew simply had Loki's physical heart in her. His real heart. But she didn't know it. That was why she had no memories of Loki being in love with her—only one questionable memory in the World Between Dreams when he'd asked her to save him. Other than that, it seemed that Shew had been made to love him because Loki's heart was dug into her chest by a dark witch who used to eat children and send girls to the Queen of Sorrow so she could bathe in their blood.
Fable hadn't told Shew about any of this. She pretended she was tired and wanted to talk later about the dream. Fable wanted to think it over before she told them a truth that didn't make sense yet.
A truth that would hurt Shew deeply. A truth made of lies.
She stood up, opened the door, and went inside. Neither Babushka nor Shew noticed. Of course, Loki took all the attention.
Who was this boy they were resurrecting? Fable was going crazy. How could he be so nice in the Waking World and someone else in the Dreamworld? This boy had never been in love with Shew in the past. From what I have seen, it's all a lie. A beautiful lie? I doubt it.
Still standing, she remembered meeting Alice Grimm before she returned from the Dreamworld. She had asked her about Loki's story, but Alice told her she didn't have enough time to explain. She helped Fable return to the Waking World, and asked her to go on with the plan and resurrect Loki, so he could help resurrect Charmwill and find the Lost Seven later. Fable had so many unanswered questions, but like always, there was not enough time.
When was there ever going to be enough time?
Fable found herself walking down to the cellar. She walked as if hypnotized. The secrets she kept were too much for her.
If Baba Yaga put Loki's heart inside Shew, and the Lost Seven had a piece of Shew's real heart in them, how was Loki alive? Whose heart did he have inside him?
It was mind-boggling, but not as frustrating as Fable's own story. How did she learn those Dark Arts, and where had she been the past few months? Why did Cerené stop her from telling anyone, saying, "They wouldn't understand"?
One of Fable's favorite books was H.G. Wells' The Time Machine, where the protagonist decided to use the eponymous device and return to the world he had just discovered, because not all of his questions had been answered.
Fable decided she'd do the same.
She lay down in the Dream Temple, not sure if she could enter the Dreamworld on her own, without another dreamer beside her. But she was some kind of Dreamhunter now, wasn't she? Why couldn't a Dreamhunter enter their own dreams?
She began the ritual, hoping it would work. She needed to go back. Really needed to go back. This time to know who she was. Who she really was. She put the two Obol coins on her eyes and whispered the Incubator to herself. This time she knew what it was without anyone telling her.
"The Witch," she said, and wondered why her eyes itched while she drifted away.
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The Schloss
  
Lucy Rumpelstein didn't like the Queen's diary one bit. The itching in her eyes increased while she read, but she didn't pay it any attention. It might have been her lenses. What really bothered her was her disappointment with the Queen of Sorrow's diary. She had never pictured the Queen to be the person she had been reading about.
Axel, on the other hand, never thought he'd sympathize with Carmilla that much.
"This can't be her," Lucy gasped with frustration. "Where is her power, the cunningness, the evil? I bet this diary is fake."
"I doubt Pickwick is fake," Axel reminded her. "This diary has been guarded for one hundred years."
"Then what's wrong with the Queen of Sorrow?" Lucy said. "None of these events explain how she ended up the way we saw her. The way I love and adore her."
"She ended up selling her soul to Fate, didn't she?" Axel speculated. "I think that will have a great effect on the rest of the story."
"You think so?" Lucy's eyes brightened. It must be Fate, she thought. Fate must have wrapped her in perpetual sorrow and she'd ended up some kind of monster. Lucy liked the idea.
"I'm really more interested in the seven items in the sack," Axel said.
"What about them?"
"Never mind." Axel waved his hand in the air. Lucy didn't care about the sack. "Tell me something, Lucy. Do you have any idea why Carmilla didn't get the diary herself? Why ask you?"
Lucy said nothing. She had thought about it before, but couldn't find an answer. "See? I'm telling you something is wrong with all this diary thing."
"Tell you what," Axel said. "I see we're only halfway through the diary. There is a whole other story there, and there are so many unfinished threads to the tale."
"Okay, I will read on." Alice peeked back into the diary. "Look," she said. "There is a note, right after the chapter with the Moongirl."
"Then read it, please."
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The Queen's Diary
All Hallows' Eve,
10th Year in the Reign of King Angel Von Sorrow.
1803 AD in the Waking World.
Less than a day until the Eclipse.

  
As I take a small break from the writing, I see you must think I have made this story up. You must think I am a deceitful liar, or how in the world did I end up where I am now?
You can surely find the answers in the events that followed on my journey to build my own Kingdom of Sorrow. You'd know things like what was inside the sack, and why I was given it. You'd know about the Moongirl and the Tower of Tales, and all the unimaginable things that shaped our lives inside the kingdom—the sort of things that don't even happen in fairy tales.
When you know about these things, I think you will understand.
Now, I need to go back to writing. The clock on the wall is ticking. Soon it will be midnight. I told you what that means. I will be obliged by then to do something horrible, terrifying, and unimaginable.
But before I begin, I take one last look at the canvas hung on the wall in front of me. It's sewn in beautiful threads, the finest in the world. I think it's Persian, but I could be wrong. It has a sentence written on it, in beautiful calligraphy. A sentence I have only fully grasped tonight. It's a well-known saying, one that will stay with me—and with you—forever. It says: 
Things must be loved before they are lovely.
I feel an eminent heaviness in my heart as I read the words now. Why haven't I paid attention to it before, I don't know. But then again, I, the Queen of Sorrow, have always been a mystery, even to myself.
  
  





  

  
Thank You
  
Thank you for purchasing and downloading my book. I'm so happy to share this story with you, and I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!
Blood, Milk & Chocolate Part 2 (The Grimm Diaries 3) is going to be available April 1st 2015.
Also, stay tuned to my website http://cameronjace.com for more information.
If you want to chat with me personally, please LIKE my page on Facebook. I love connecting with all of my readers, because without you, none of this would be possible. http://www.facebook.com/camjace
Thank you, for everything.
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To receive exclusive updates from Cameron Jace and to be the first to get your hands on the next book in the Grimm Diaries, please sign up to his personal mailing list!
You'll get instant access to cover releases and chapter previews, and be the only readers to be eligible to win prizes!
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