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“This is a work of fiction. All the characters in it,
human and otherwise, are imaginary, except only certain of the fairy folk, whom
it might be unwise to offend by casting doubts on their existence. Or lack
thereof.”

Neil Gaiman


 


Prologue


 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]Two hundred
years ago, the Brothers Grimm altered the true fairy tales, hiding that fact
its characters were immortals, secretly living among us.


They placed a curse upon the immortals,
burying them in their own dreams, so they won’t ever wake up again. The
immortals’ bodies would appear as if in a coma in the real world while their
minds created a world of their own imagination in a realm called the
Dreamworld. The Brothers Grimm once mentioned this curse in the Snow White
story when she was sleeping in her glass coffin. In the original scripts, they
called it the Sleeping Death.


However, the immortals broke the curse by
intertwining their dreams, and were able to wake up for a brief time every one
hundred years. The good ones wished to tell the truth about fairy tales. The
bad ones planned to bring wrath upon our world.


Since immortals did not die, descendants
of the Brothers Grimm summoned the Dreamhunters, a breed of angels that kills
immortals in their dreams. The confrontations didn’t end very well.


Everything that happened in that period
was documented in a Book of Sand, or what mortals call the Grimm Diaries.
Different fairy tale characters wrote each diary, telling part of the story.


My name is Sandman Grimm, and my job is to
seal the final edition of the Grimm Diaries every one hundred years, using a
magic wand that writes on pages made of sand. After I seal the diaries, they will
dissolve into sand that I throw into children’s eyes every night to create
their dreams.


What follows are mini diaries I call the
Grimm Prequels, scattered and buried pages that didn't make it to the main volumes
of the Grimm Diaries. There are seven of them, each told by a famous character.
You might want to read them before the first full-length diary called Snow
White Sorrow. It will give you an idea of how this world is like.


The prequels don’t necessary hold the
truth. Some characters might want to manipulate the truth in their favor. And
since the prequels don’t give away much of the story, some matters could seem
confusing at times.


It’s better to think of the prequels like snap
shots of a magical land you're about to visit soon. I like to think of them as
poisoned apples. Once you taste them, you will never see fairy tales in the
same light again.
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Snow White Blood Red


as told by the Snow White Queen,


wrongfully known as the Evil Queen.


 


Dear Wilhelm Carl Grimm,


 


She is not that giddy, naïve, and helpless
princess she pretends to be. Please don’t let her fool you with her innocence
if you see her sing to the birds in the forest. Resist her charm from bringing
joyful tears to your eyes, and shield yourself from her devious beauty before
she deceives you into wanting to kiss her awake. It'll  be a kiss of death.
Your death. That’s how she fooled the Huntsman, Prince Charming, and me, her
birth mother.


I still remember the original script of
the fairy tale, the one you wrote in 1812. It clearly stated that she was my
own flesh and blood daughter. I don’t have the slightest idea why you altered
it fifty years later.


What was the point of turning me into an
evil, narcissistic, and heartless stepmother, blinded by jealousy and envy of
the young princess?


For years, I have been looking for you to
tell you the truth about her, but you were impossible to reach.


But I found your brother, Jacob. He told
me that you wanted to tone the story down so children could sleep better at
night, instead of having nightmares about the Queen who sought to eat her
daughter’s heart and liver.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Shame on you, Wilhelm.


You, of all authors, knew why I sought to
kill her. My actions were justified. I was trying to save my kingdom from her
wrath, before everything we loved was destined to an end. The same way you had
to rewrite the true fairytales after cursing us, so the War of Sorrows would
not continue ever after.


Night after night, and year after year,
parents fed their children false bedtime stories, until your lies grew into
inescapable memories. Your happy ever after lies, Wilhelm, shaped the
world.


I wondered why you didn’t burn the
original scripts, instead of rewriting them. You must have figured out that
sooner or later someone would dig up the truth and expose you. Altering it was
the smarter solution. You let children believe that the bites were resurrecting
kisses, and that torturing glass coffins were made for sleeping beauties,
waiting for a prince to come and kiss them awake.


A wise man once said that the greatest
trick the devil ever pulled was convincing the world he was someone else. You
did the same with us, Wilhelm. You turned us into pastiches of the immortals
that we really are, and made it harder for us if wanted to persuade the world
otherwise.


I know that you did it to save us from her.
And I appreciate how you concealed our real
names, or we would have ended up like Rumpelstiltskin,
tortured by those who knew of his real name.


But sometimes, I can’t help
but wonder why no one ever questioned why I was called the Evil Queen, and why
I was never given a real name in the books.


Was I so superficial to the world, so
stereotypical and mundane? Why was I treated as if I were the monster of the
week?


You know what I think? I think that the
world never got the time to hate me. It just
wanted to hate me long before it met me.


If I tell those who detest me about the
true nature of their little princess, would they ever care about me half as
much as they care about her?


I know that deep inside, they adore me. They
like the way I talk, walk, dress, and even the way I kill.


They are just afraid to admit how much they
love me. I am the Snow White Queen, strong enough that I don’t need anyone’s
pity or love, because I am loved by the greatest and most majestic heart
in the world:


Mine.


It’s 2012 now, Wilhelm, and it’s time we
all wake up from the curse, and correct the wrongs. I know that most of us
don’t remember who we really are, but we will find each other. This time, I
will win this war for good.


I will bring down the superficial world
that praises fairy tales as happy ever afters without knowing what they
are talking about. Bur I have to do it before she wakes up again from her
Sleeping Death. God only knows what would become of us then.


Do you have any idea how many times I
tried to kill her? Do you have any idea?


I tried witchcraft, charms, demons,
bloodsuckers, plagues, poison, Black Death, and practiced every sinful dark art
ever known to immortals. I sank to my knees, begging the oceans to drown her,
pleading the volcanoes to burn her, but it was all in vain.


I went as far as to bury her in the
Dreamworld, six dreams under, where no immortal has ever survived.


But she did, and only the devils know how.


She is empowered by the love of the
children who adore her. Every time children dream about her, she feeds on their
dreams. Such powers are greater than life and death.


Still, you refuse to tell me about the Lost
Seven. Remember them, Wilhelm? The ones you rewrote into dwarves?


Like Silverfish, they are hiding somewhere
in the dusty pages of every fairy tale that has ever been written, eating the
parts that belong to me. I need to know who they are, Wilhelm, or it will be
the end of all of us.


Although honesty is not my fairest charm,
I admit that I am no angel. It would be foolish to pretend that I am. I have
danced with mischievous faeries too close to the dark side of Neverland. I have
ushered young butterflies to the deceiving light of fire. I have slaughtered,
tortured, burned, suffocated, poisoned, ripped out hearts, and sat on my throne
watching young beautiful girls lying dead on the floor of my castle as I bit on
blood-apples topped with chocolate syrup and fresh milk.


But you know what? I am not even half the
beautiful evil that she is made of.


Since you kept the Lost Seven’s identities
from me, you left me no choice but to show you what my majesty can do:


I found your brother Jacob today, hiding
in the cottage in the forest where she used to live. It’s as if he was addicted
to the scent of her death on the bed sheets. When he refused to tell me about
the Lost Seven, I poisoned him and ended his life, the way a Grim Reaper does.


If you to keep their identities from me, I
will kill each and everyone of the Grimms. I will be your Grimm Reaper.


As I sat on his bed, watching him die, I
told him a bedtime story. A deadtime story, to be precise. I told him
about her.


That’s is why I am writing you this
letter, to tell you what I already told your brother.


So dear Wilhelm, let me bleed on these
pages with my quill pen, made of feathers as black as crows, writing on paper
as white as doves, and ink that is as red as your brother’s blood …


 


It was the last decade of the eighteenth
century when I realized what she really was, fifteen years prior to killing
her.


I was looking outside my royal chamber’s
window in my castle. The winter had already come, and the snow covered the land
with aprons of shining ice. It was one of those twilit winters, known by the
locals for bad omens and superstitions. I didn’t believe in such things, but
when the snow buried the purple poppy fields underneath a shroud of a thick layer
of white, I had my doubts.


The peasants believed the curves of the
land resembled the body of a gigantic girl, buried underneath. They claimed she
was a demon princess who fed on the light of day and left us in the dark, that
she drank the rain falling from the skies before it reached the starving earth.


I couldn’t stand their ignorance when
rumoring that the princess buried in the snow was an incarnation of my
daughter. I detested those low-life  peasants, spreading their superstition in
the Kingdom of Sorrow. As the Queen, I was left to rule alone while the king
was away, leading his timeless war against real demons, lurking at kingdom’s
borders. It wasn’t the right time to correct and educate the ignorant peasants.
Part of me was rather satisfied when I watched them starve to death, unable to
seed the earth. They deserved it.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK13][bookmark: OLE_LINK12]But it wasn’t just
them who starved. Our animals disappeared on a countdown to extinction. All,
except the crows. Those damn crows, pecking at each other out of hunger. I
watched them spiral down from the bruise-colored sky, blood spattering all over
the snow like red rain, staining my kingdom with black, white, and red shades.
The three wicked colors I hated the most.


Watching the snow from my bed that day, I
accidentally pricked my thumb while Snow White lay nestled in my arms. I don’t
know how I hurt myself, other than being distracted by her beauty and innocent
face. Those lovely doe eyes of hers were gleaming above her chubby cheeks,
curving like ocean waves whenever she smiled at me.


Sometimes, I listened to her, humming
melodies filled with words that did not make sense. It was a song, orchestrated
in her fragile mind. But it had rhythm. Its effect was so enchanting to her
that I found myself wiggling my toe. It was beautiful. In my mind’s eye, I
could imagine a singer’s voice seducing wooden instruments to bend and dance
with mirth and ecstasy, as if wood was once dead, now alive.


I don’t know how she possessed such beautiful doe
eyes. Neither the king nor I had them. Only one other man in my husband’s
family did. It was my husband’s vicious father, whom we did not speak of his
name. He had hunted us for years after we’d escaped him, crossing oceans and
continents, cursing us for creating our own kingdom in far away realms which he
had no access to. His doe eyes were far from beautiful, for they were blackened
with sorrow.


Snow White wrapped her small, almost
boneless hands, finger by finger, around my pricked thumb. She did it so gently
that her touch took my breath away. I almost cried tears of joy. As hard as she
tried to press on my thumb, her skin felt like silk on my flesh, and I wished
that she’d never let go of me. It was true that I was her mother, and she
needed to hold on to me, but little did she know that I needed her more than
she needed me.


I laughed as her face knotted in evil
childish curves, staring at that stubborn thumb of mine, unable to pull it
closer. In her frustration, she reminded me of cats chasing balls of thread on
the castle’s floor.


Since I would have granted her any wish in
exchange for one of her fabulous smiles, I didn’t mind lending her my thumb,
which seemed to be of importance to her more than the milk in my breasts.


I wondered why.


I noticed a drop of blood on top of my
thumb where I had pricked it. When I tried pulling it away, her hands seemed
stronger suddenly,  but not strong enough to pull my thumb against my will. It
was the unusual increase in her strength and determination in her eyes. I
thought I saw her veins surfacing momentarily on her almost-boneless neck.


However, it wasn’t alarming enough. Mothers
are blinded by their love for their daughters. I was enchanted by her, thinking
that if I died nurturing her, I would barely have noticed my own death. Only
after my responsibility toward her was fulfilled, would I allow death to take
hold of me.


I wasn’t gifted with immortality yet. I am
the Evil Queen, remember? Always the last one to be considered.


I gave in and loosened my thumb for Snow
White to pull it closer to her…


At first, she pulled my thumb to her
chest, staring at it. Her eyes had a sudden golden tinge to them. Then it
disappeared like a falling star you get to see only once.


“Are you alright, Shew?” I wondered, as I
preferred to call her by that name. I didn’t expect an answer since she hadn’t
learned to talk. But something told me that she understood my words, and I was
expecting her to nod or a blink.


But she didn’t.


She pulled my thumb up with both of her
tiny hands and sucked on it, which I found mesmerizing and cute, like when she
was sucking on her own thumb while asleep. Her sucking was ticklish. After all,
her teeth hadn’t grown yet.


My husband had warned me many times that
she should not suck on her thumb. He considered it a bad habit that was
inappropriate for princesses.


As she continued with my thumb in her
mouth, the golden tinge loomed back into her eyes. This time, it stayed.


Suddenly, I remembered the drop of blood
and tried to pull it away. Again, it wasn’t that she was stronger than me. In
fact, her weakness was her greatest power. It was that I found it strange that
she insisted to on lodging a pricked thumb with blood in her mouth.


Before I considered believing in the bad
omen the peasants talked about, a most beautiful smile landed on her face, the
way fluttering stars shine in the midnight skies.


Curving cheeks, dancing eyebrows, and a
single wiggling nose accompanied Snow White’s symphonic smile.


Finally, she let go of my thumb. I patted
her, hugged her, and told her a bedtime story. It was about a beautiful girl
who had been cursed by a witch to stay asleep forever until a most charming
prince came and kissed her awake, and how they lived happily ever after. Snow
White loved to fall asleep to this story. I wondered if she ever dreamed about
a prince when a sudden lightning struck outside, illuminating trees into crystal
Candelabra.


If I were to believe in the peasants’
superstitions, I would have claimed that Snow White’s sleep brought light to
the snowy night, and that the giant demon girl covered with snow was an
incarnation of my little Snow White.


As she went to sleep, I wiped a drop of
blood off her red lips, not knowing what the coming days had in store for my
kingdom and me.


The incident never happened again because
I didn't prick my thumb in front of her after. I did prick my thumb a lot in my
years, but not for her – and that was another story for another occasion. I was
alert enough to keep her away from the sight of blood.


Sometimes, she still stared dreamingly at
my thumb, like a girl standing next to her mother in the kitchen, tiptoeing to
see if she finished baking her favorite apple pie, so she could start eating
it. The eagerness was inescapable.


Seven years later, my concerns were
confirmed, and I knew that there was no way back…


It was a festive day. My husband and I
welcomed the king and queen of a neighboring kingdom called Red. Part of it was
celebration, and another part was joining forces in confronting the demons
trying to breach our borders and threaten our safety.


We were used to fighting demons in our
time, but those were darker ones like nothing we had ever seen before. They
were spreading a curse, causing the infected to lust for human blood. We were
told the infection had wiped out Europe, and it came to finish us as well.


My husband and I paid  in blood and tears
for a new life in the Kingdom of Sorrow. There was no way that we would give up
on our lands. If you only knew the sacrifices, I made to save my family and to
bring Snow White into this world, you would have sympathized with me.


But who was I to complain? In your eyes, I
was just an evil queen, who wanted to murder her daughter, jealous of her young
beauty. I have to admit that beauty does have a lot to do with this story, in
an ugly way.


After dinner with the Reds, I couldn’t
take my eyes off their nine-year-old prince. The boy was such a beauty. He
shook my hand with such nobility, and talked only when told to. He seemed bored
in the presence of the elders though. His beautiful eyes were scanning the
castle for the princess.


I summoned my daughter and introduced her
to the prince, wishing cupid would strike his arrow and bind their hearts.


Snow White came down the stairs, her black
hair waving behind her, her skin looking paler than usual. She wasn’t fond of
the sun, hiding behind the castle’s thick curtains and Corinthian columns.
Daylight was her worst enemy, and candles became her main source of light..


Still, she stood looking fabulous like a
princess should, licking her blood-red lips the moment she laid her eyes on the
beautiful prince. It was appetite at first sight.


When their eyes met, the elders murmured
about how beautiful the couple looked together. The sun splayed through the
curtains, pronouncing them stars of the gathering. Strangely enough, Snow White
didn’t mind the sunlight in the prince’s presence.


They danced and played together. The
prince started chasing her across the castle. Still, Snow White was smarter
than him, hiding in the right places, and manipulating him into searching in
the wrong directions. When he finally caught her, she distracted him with her
doe-eyed smile, and managed to run away again.


My eyes followed them in the castle. I was
worried when I learned that the prince had a restless appetite for girls.
However young the Reds were, their men had a reputation of being womanizers.
Their charms were irresistible to most girls and women.


Little did they know that Snow White had
an uncanny appetite for beautiful boys at such young age.


My worries came true when I caught the
prince seducing Snow White gently into a dark corner. God only knows what that
beautiful, mischievous, nine-year-old had in mind.


As I parted them, my husband ordered one
of his favorite huntsmen, a young boy who was about Snow White’s age. The king
trained young peasant boys to become huntsmen. Even though I opposed his
decision many times, he assured me that this boy was unique in ways I would
later understand. The huntsman boy was not a peasant, but from some far away
civilization that used to battle with the demons lurking outside our borders.


As the crowd hailed outside, we walked out
to the balcony, greeting them.


That was when we heard a most awful scream
behind us.


I tuned back, my heart racing, praying
that it wasn’t what I had feared. Sadly, it was, and I was too late.


I watched the young prince sink to his
knees on the floor, his hands glues to his sides. He looked at us for a moment
before he collapsed completely on the floor. He was shuddering helplessly as if
possessed by demonic spirits, looking like a fish flopping out of water. His
eyes turned all white, and he cringed and screamed in pain.


Then, I understood what was going on. I
saw two bite marks on his neck, and red blood trickling down onto the white
marble floor.


I looked for the huntsman boy, but he was
gone.


Tilting my head, I saw my daughter,
standing in the middle of the castle’s hall with blood dripping from her lips
and dress. She still looked as innocent as white doves, as if she had only
overdosed on red cherry-flavored ice cream – which was recently discovered in
Europe, and had its first entry as an English word in the Oxford dictionary
some years ago.


Running toward the prince, Snow White
seemed astonished by his fainting. It looked like she was wondering why he was
hurt when she bit him. As a child, considering her sinister nature, she thought
of it as a kiss or something.


She looked at me with her fangs drawn out,
asking me to wash the blood off her, just like any spoiled princess who spilled
tea on her dress. I froze in my place, puzzled with what to do. She pleaded as
if she was the victim, not the predator.


The queen of Red started screaming
hysterically when she saw Snow White’s fangs. She called my daughter a demon,
and flashed a cross at her. Snow White was not affected in any way. Then the
queen threw everything she could at her. My husband had to interfere, using his
magical powers to hypnotize the king and the queen of Red. Being a master of
the dark arts, he would erase their memories later.


“Take her away from here.” He growled at
me, pulling the prince into a private chamber. “I know how to save him.” He
locked himself alone with the boy in the room, not wanting us to know how he
will do it.


“What happened to him?” Snow White
wondered.


I pursed my lips shut, preventing myself
from screaming at her, and pulled her up the stairs. I had to rinse the blood
off her face and change her dress. She tastes the prince’s blood on her hand
the way children tongue-lick their dinner plates clean.


“You can’t do that.” I yelled.


I wasn’t surprised. I knew what she was a
long time ago. I just didn’t want to admit it. Still, my love for her stopped
me from raising her properly. I sounded as if I was teaching her dining
etiquettes, only mad because she dropped a plate or a spoon while eating.


“Can’t do what?” She sounded
confused.


“You can’t just bite anyone you want to.”
I gritted my teeth.


“But he’s so yummy mother,” she said, “so
yummy. Didn’t you see how cute he is?”


I rolled my eyes and held back a smile.
That must have been the demonic part in me, wanting to salute her and raise a
glass of champagne, for biting a cute prince. A prince she thought was yummy.
Don’t all of us girlies like to do that from time to time?


I struggled, commanding reason to win
over, and managed to knot my face, playing angry with her. “That’s no excuse to
do that, Shew.”


“Why?” She whined. Don’t you hate when
children ask you why, and you don’t have a persuading answer?


“You just can’t. Girls should be obedient
and follow the rules… without asking why.”


“But I want more.” She stomped her feet
stubbornly. That tinge of gold gleamed in her eyes again. She didn’t understand
the darkness she possessed inside her. It was spontaneous and natural to her.
She reminded me of myself when I was young and wild, doing whatever I wanted
to, only because some inner childish voice told me to.


What was I to do with her? If she were
just a monster, possessed by evil spirits, I might have brought myself to kill
her – may be let one of my husband’s older huntsmen do it.


But she wasn’t that kind of demon or dark
entity. She was a beautiful monster, the hardest to kill, yet the hardest to
outlive.


How long would she stay that way? How long
before the beautiful cocoon that wrapped around her would split open, and give
in to the darkness inside?


“More. More. More.” She repeated.


“Stop it.” Finally, I lost control and
screamed at her in her face.


That’s when the light in her face dimmed…


She jerked her head down, looking at the
floor beneath her feet. I could feel her body heating up in my hands. I think I
heard a growl from somewhere inside of her, but I wasn’t sure. I kept watching
her forehead wrinkling behind strands of black hair, the color of her skin
dying slowly into the palest white. Letting go of her hands, I swallowed my
shriek, not wanting to sense my fear. I didn’t want to lose control and sovereignty
over her. I was her mother, the Queen of Sorrow. No demon, not even my
daughter, stands in my way.


It was a legendary incident for me, and
for her. Instantly, I realized that we had become rivals, and only one of us
was destined to win.


“I know what this is all about.” She
sighed in that awful, colorless tone.


I feared that when she raised her head, I would see those golden, scary eyes of her again. Would they be
infected with sorrow like her grandfather?


Alone with her, I felt that I should have
stayed closer to the crowd.


What would become of her now? What would
become of me? I doubted that she would only want to suck the blood from my
thumb this time.


“Did you hear me, mother?” She repeated.


“I did, darling.” I said reluctantly.
“Wh-h-at is it about?”


Eventually, she raised her head…


“I think the prince doesn’t like me.” She
said, her blue eyes filled with unborn tears.


I didn’t see any fangs or golden pupils in
her face. She was just a seven-year-old girl with blood dripping from her lips,
experiencing rejection for the first time in her short life. I was too confused
to explain to her that the prince, almost dying from her bite, wasn’t rejecting
her. I wanted to teach her that she can’t bite some yummy boy and expect him to
giggle and jump rope for her.


“It’s not that he didn’t like you,” I
said, hugging her, letting her smear my royal black dress with blood. “It’s—“


“What then?” She sobbed. Her skin was cold
as ice. “It’s just that you don’t bite someone you like so soon. Things don’t
happen that way, Shew. You need to spend a lot of time together first. Get to
know each other, and make sure that he wants you to bite him by then.”


“Really?” She gazed happily into my eyes.
“Can I try again, then? I promise I’ll let him spend all the time he wants with
me first.”


That night, I washed her and tucked her in
bed, reciting that story about the prince kissing Sleeping Beauty back to life.
As she closed her eyes, I wondered whether Sleeping Beauty bit the prince after
he kissed her. Maybe the prince’s kiss wasn’t a kiss. Was it a bite?


In the following years, we managed to keep
her away from other children while my husband sent for doctors from all over
the world. They sailed from Germany, Transylvania, and Italy, crossing the oceans to solve the mystery and cure her disease. None of them proposed a
solution, not even the famous Dutch doctor Frederich Van Helsing. And of
course, she bit a couple of them yummy ones.


Then it was the end of the eighteenth
century. Snow White’s curse seemed to spread everywhere. People were turning into
what the locals called vampires, which they hunted and killed. The low-life
peasants killed any vampire. It didn’t matter if it was a child or an old
woman. They ripped out their hearts after staking them and pulling out their
livers. It was said that the heart and the liver were the center of the
disease. Historians would later describe this era as ‘The Vampire Craze’, a
historical event the Brothers Grimm failed to forge – it always bothered me
that no one noticed that the Brothers Grimm wrote the fairytale fifteen almost
in the middle the notorious vampire craze.


A gypsy healer told us that my daughter
would heal when her soul weighs exactly twenty-one grams, the weight of which
malevolent spirits could not bear, and were forced to leave the body. It turned
out that the weight of the soul was measured in mysterious ways that I didn’t
know of. The soul’s weight was part of the heart’s weight, and could be only
measured by weighing the heart with some ancient instrument that I had never
heard of before. No heart could be cured before it grew big enough to hold a
soul that weighed twenty-one grams inside.


We were waiting for Snow White’s heart
until she became sixteen years old, but even then, things went terribly wrong.


I remember one night when she was eight.
She came to my room while my husband was out in the battlefields.


“Shew?” I wondered with sleepy eyes.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK8][bookmark: OLE_LINK7]She didn’t reply,
approaching me in the dark as if sleepwalking. She stopped by my bed as her
face shimmered in the candle light. I saw that tinge of gold in her eyes again
like fireflies in the dark.


She didn’t talk, but pulled my hand from
under the sheets and sucked on my thumb after pricking it with the edge of her
fangs. She smiled at me after sucking a couple of drops, her cheeks curving
happily, looking more beautiful than she ever did before. I let her sleep in my
bed, reminding myself that she was a beautiful monster.


She didn’t want to hurt me– not yet. She
loved me as much as I loved her – only then.


“Mother?” she wondered as she tucked herself
under the sheets and hugged me. ( To tell you the truth, she didn’t say mother.
She called me by my real name, which I prefer to keep to myself for now. I
don’t think you are ready for knowing my real name, and who I really am. ) “Do
you remember the day I was born?” She asked.


I wondered why she brought it up. It was a
very strange day. I remembered it clearly, like looking into a pure crystal
ball, but remembering the past instead of telling the future.


“Do you?” I wondered, running my
hand through her hair.


“No. But I have these dreams where I am
someone really important in this world like my father, a fearless warrior. In
the dream, I have to choose between saving the world,” She stopped for a
breath, closing her eyes. “or destroying it.”


Then she went to sleep.


***


By the time I finished my story, Jacob was
dead.


“That’s enough for a Deadtime story,” I
whispered to him. I placed two mirror coins onto his eyes them to block them
from looking back into our world from the afterlife. “Still you’d wonder about
me, right?” I asked a dead man. “If I was so tender, and she was such a
monster, how did I end this way?” I let out a painful laugh. “Well, that’s a
long story, Jacob.”


I made sure I placed the mirror coins on
his eyes so everyone knew I was here when Jacob died. This was my trademark.
The mirror coins were exclusively mine. I conjured them from the shards of a
shattered mirror that had witnessed death. A mirror that witnessed death was as
dear to me as a poisoned apple that steals breath.


Turning around to leave the cottage, I
stopped for a moment. I saw something. There were seven items on a round table
beside the door: a fork, a plate, a cup, breadcrumbs, a chair, a knife, and
some magical beans.


Each item belonged to one of the Lost
Seven.


“Ha. So you did know who they are,
Jacob,” I sighed, fiddling with the items. “I swear I will find them and make
them remember. And when I do,” I said as I opened a small box with a dead heart
inside. “This heart’s soul will weigh exactly twenty one grams. And this heart
will be mine.” I closed the box, and tucked it in my pocket.


I pursed my heart-shaped lips and killed
the candlelight with the cherry scent of my breath. As the darkness came down
slowly upon the room, I pulled out my copper hand-mirror, and gazed at my
beauty. I looked at myself in the dark because this was the only way I could
see my beauty. But soon, when I find the Lost Seven and kill her, I would
change this and be able to see my reflection in daylight once again.


“Mirror mirror in my hand,” I hissed in
the dark. “Who is fairest in the Dreamland?” I said as the mirror started
reflecting my beautiful face, glinting with pearls. I smiled in the dark, not
expecting an answer. The mirror rippled like water. The glittering was enough
of an answer from to me.. 


Looking closer, I noticed that my skin was
a little paler underneath the eyes, just a little. “All right,” I mumbled.
“Time for a mix of blood, milk, and dark chocolate to fix that.”


But I had one other important question for
my copper mirror. “Mirror mirror of hell and heaven,” I hissed again. “Who else
knows about the Lost Seven?”


Even though the girl in the mirror scared
me, I needed to hear an answer this time.


The girl in the mirror was a girl you
might know of, Wilhelm, but tasting her name on one’s tongue was deadly ever
after. I preferred not to call her by her true name. When the mirror began to
ripple again, I preferred not to look at her scary face.


“The lost seven. They must die,” The girl
in the mirror said in her squeaky voice. “One who could help you is a boy who
can fly.” She explained and then disappeared.


“Thank you, M—“ I was about say her name.
“Thank you.” I tucked the hand mirror in, pulled my chin up, preparing to
leave.


“Peter Pan,” I murmured. “How I hate to
see you again.” I sighed. I had no choice but look for him. He knew about the
Lost Seven, and I needed every clue to find them.


Once I opened the door of the cottage,
heading out into the snowy night. A shriek curled my lips into a bitter smile,
for what I saw, I didn’t expect. Not tonight.


As I stepped outside, snow fell upon me,
splashing onto my face and my cheeks, tasting of cherry, apples, and every
other red fruit or vegetable. This snow wasn’t white. It was red snow, and I
knew what it meant.


I knew it was a trick, her trick. Soon, the red
falling snow would taste of blood.








 


 


 


 


Ashes to Ashes & 


Cinder to Cinder 


A Grimm Diaries Prequel


 


A teaser story for the
upcoming release of


The Grimm Diaries Series


 


by Cameron Jace


 


Copyright © 2012 Akmal Eldin
Farouk Ali Shebl


 


All rights are reserved. No part of this book
may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission
from the author.


 


This book is a work of fiction. The names,
characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination or
have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations
is entirely coincidental.


 


All facts concerning fairy tales
publication dates, scripts, and historical events mentioned in this book are
true. The interpretations and fantasy elements aren’t. They are the author’s
imagination.


 


 








Ashes to Ashes & 


Cinder to Cinder 


as told by Alice Grimm


 


 


Dear Diary,


 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]The remains of the dead witch’s skeleton were found in a small
town near Venice in Italy. To inspect it, I fooled my
teachers in California and told them that my German grandma died, and that I
had to fly overseas to attend her funeral. No one even requested my parents
calling the school to confirm my claim. I was a descendant of Brothers Grimm,
and everybody treated me like a modern-day Cinderella.


Ironically,
I was flying over to Venice to find the real Cinderella.


As I
traveled from Germany to Venice, I was curious to see the corpse: an
800-year-old Italian witch, found by archeologists with seven nails driven to
her jaw. Gruesome stuff. My perfect taste.


“Why
seven nails?” I asked Bella, the Italian archeologist’s assistance. Bella was
about twenty-four years old, seven years older than me, I was sure her name
wasn’t Bella. Some of the investigators around the world preferred not to conceal
their names form others. “No one really knows,” She said. “Nailing them in the
jaw was what they used to do to European witches in that era.”


“You
mean women who were accused of witchcraft,” I corrected her. Women had been
burned, crucified, and killed for practicing things like playing a game of dice
in ancient time. Tarot card and dice were considered witchcraft. I hate when
someone called them witches because they weren't. “We all know these women were
innocent.”


“Whatever,”
Bella said absently as I noticed her wearing white gloves.


“What’s
really interesting is that the skeleton was wrapped up in a shroud and nailed
to the ground.”


“Any
reason for that?” I wondered.


“Of
course. It was a common believe to cover the body of a witch or a vampire in a
shroud and nail it to the earth, so its spirit stays trapped and can’t wake up
again.”


“Oh—“ I
still couldn’t understand why they sent for me. They knew that I wasn’t here
for this. My secret investigations were about discovering the truth about fairy
tales. The stories my ancestors actually managed to alter.


“I’ll explain
everything now, when the workers leave the site.” Bella said, pointing at the
corpse wrapped in white sheets in its grave. She watched the other workers leaved
the site.


Finally,
Bella uncovered the corpse. I got a glimpse of why I was here …


I was
looking at seventeen glass slippers surrounding the corpse.


“That’s
odd.” I mumbled, kneeling down.


“See? Italian
witches from the 12th and 13th century were usually surrounded by 17 dices.
Dice was the game that women were forbidden to practice, and was conisdered a
form of witchcraft.”


“Why
seventeen?”


“Seventeen
was considered bad luck. Don’t ask me why.”


“And what
about the … glass shoes? Hmm.” I thought I knew why seventeen glass shoes
surrounded the corpse, but I needed to know more to confirm my suspicions.


“That’s
why you are here,” Bella announced. “These are 800-year-old glass slippers,
astonishingly still looking brand new. I think it is her.”


“This
is almost impossible. She should be buried Six Dreams Under,” I touched my lips
with my finger. “If that’s her, then it’s starting, which is not good at all.
Someone wanted us to find this. Someone is sending a message.”


“I
don’t know why you’re surprised, Alice. It’s 2012,” Bella said. “And I don’t
mean that bullshit about the Mayan discoveries about how the world ends. You
know what I am talking about. We both know how the world might really end.” She
shrugged.


“2012.
Exactly two hundred years after the Brothers Grimm wrote The Children’s and the
Household Tales,” I mumbled, staring at the glass shoes. “So it’s true? I
didn’t spend my childhood chasing shadows?”


“I
would have preferred if you spent your childhood watching Snow White and
Cinderella movies and chased Prince Charming instead.”


“I
tried to, believe me. Every time I watched the movies, knowing they were lies,
I couldn’t bring myself to it."


“Philosopher
much? Anyway, you did a great job so far.”


“You
really think it’s her?” I raised an eyebrow. Part of me was frightened
and the other part enchanted.


“Might
be.”


“And
how are we going to know?”


Suddenly,
a smile curved itself on Bella’s full lips. She cocked her head at someone in
the scene: A slender and fair boy with platinum-blonde hair.


“Who is
he?” I wondered.


“Whoever
he is, he is hot.” Bella winked, which confused me. Even though there was
something so devilishly attractive about the boy, he looked much younger than
she did. About my age.


“So he
doesn’t have a name?” I mused. “Or is his last name 'hot'?” I loved
gorgeous, slender boys with that unseen aura of trouble surrounding them, but I
had a job to do.


“His
name is actually interesting,” She said, not taking her eyes off him.
“Blackstar. Loki Blackstar.”


“I
don’t know which part I hate more. The Loki, or the Blackstar.”


Bella
laughed, “You too could be a match made in hell—I mean heaven. We should
introduce ourselves.”


“Shouldn’t
a Loki have black hair?” I squinted, pretending the sun annoyed me while
checking him out one more time.


“That’s
like saying, 'Shouldn’t every girl be a princess?',” Bella commented. “We live
in a world where we've discovered that fairy tales were altered. Why wouldn’t a
Loki be blonde? Too blonde actually.”


Loki was
standing in front of an old and dirty red Cadillac. I rubbed my eyes because I
thought he just talked to it, and it wheeled back a little on its own. Then the
radio was turned on suddenly without anyone touching it. It played an oldie
tune: Red Cadillac and Black Moustache.


“Stop
it.” Loki hissed at his car … and it stopped.


As he
approached us, he was guiding other men to construct something around the
corpse. They were pulling two huge mirrors along.


Looking
over the corpse, Loki blocked his nose with one hand while gobbling on a greasy
slice of pizza with the other.


“It
doesn’t smell,” I commented. “It’s 800 years old.”


He
didn’t acknowledge me, whatsoever.


“You’ve
been pulp-fictioned my friend.” Loki barely whispered to himself,
looking at the corpse while taking another bite.


“She is
a witch,” Bella introduced herself. What a start. “You know back in the day,
they were scared of the witch’s powers and abilities in Italy.”


“Yeah,
I remember.” He muttered, still not looking at us. Yeah, I remember?
“This one had rather a particular power,” He said. “She could make better pizza
than the other Italian witches, and she bathed in Olive oil.”


Bella
laughed. I didn’t find him funny, arrogance shone out of his green eyes. Bad
metaphor, I know. Sue me. I am not a poet.


“A
pretty bad way to kill and bury a competitor.” Bella commented.


“At
lease they're not as bad as the Danish people,” He said, finishing the sandwich
and throwing the wrapped foil recklessly into the grave. “You know they used to
drink, dance, and eat around the corpse of the dead in the 17th
century?”


“No
shit.” I found myself blurting, not knowing why I said that. He got on my
nerves. What did this guy even do?


Loki
finally looked my way, neglecting Bella casually. He stared at me from top to
bottom then licked his lips and some ketchup off his thumb. His stare was
straight and sharp and unapologetic, but not in a weird and creepy way. Still,
I scanned my head for a good comeback. I had the feeling he might say something
insulting and silly.


“What
do you think are three things about you that would make me want to know you
better?” He took a step closer toward me, grabbed my hand, and put a small
plastic bag in my palm. He did it swiftly and gently, like a magician. Somehow,
any comeback I was about to spit back escaped me when he looked into my eyes.
It was a short glance. One that I couldn't forget. Then he turned around to
guide the men placing the mirrors.


They
adjusted the two mirrors opposite to each other and perpendicular to the
corpse.


“Who said
I want you to want to know me?” I finally said over his shoulder. Bella omitted
a laugh.


“What?”
he said as he started drawing a circle pn the ground around the mirrors and the
corpse. “I can’t hear you.”


I
gritted my teeth, as I was sure he did.


“Who is
this guy?” I asked Bella. “And what is he doing exactly?”


 


“And
what do Dreamhunters do?” I asked, folding my hands in front of me.


“The
name is self-explanatory. What do you think a Lawnmower does? Oh yes,” he
looked at the sky with his forefinger on his lips. “He flies a spaceship—I mean
he mows a lawn,” he bent over and rested two Obol coins over the
skeleton’s eye-sockets. I knew of these coins. One of them fell through the
hole in the witch’s skull. “Oh. Sorry, wrong size,” Loki talked to the corpse,
and pulled out a properly sized coin to put on the corpse’s eye again. This one
fitted. Bella chuckled. “Awesome. Sorry. I thought you were coin-size 5. My
bad.” He continued talking to the corpse.


“And
why do we need a Dreamhunter?” I asked Bella.


“Dreamhunters
are the only ones who can enter the dreams of immortals—” Bella explained.


“Usually
with the purpose of killing them in their dreams.” Loki  interrupted her as he
stabbed the skeleton with a stake, still not looking at us. “You’re not
immortal, are you?” He teased me.


Bella
rolled her eyes. “If the skeleton belongs to whom we think she is, it means
that she is immortal.”


“I
don’t want to know, and I don’t care who she is, by the way.” Loki felt the
need to interrupt again as he pulled out an egg timer like the one my used in
the kitchen and a red fleece from his backpack. Who was this guy?


“Immortals
don’t die,” Bella explained to me. “You know that, right?”


“Never?”


“Never,”
Bella confirms. “The only way to kill them is in their sleep while they are
dreaming.”


“Wow.
How does that work?” I raised an eyebrow, pretending I didn’t know. The last
time I was in my grand grand father’s dream, I have actually seen the Evil
Queen herself.


“Dreamhunters,
like Loki here—“ Bella said.


“Which
are very rare.” He added as he stretched down on his back next to the skeleton.


“Dreamhunters
have the ability to enter the dreams of the immortal. Sometimes, the immortals
don’t know who they really are in their dreams. The Dreamhunter kills them in
that dream. The immortal’s mind gets kinda hung up and paralyzed. Being killed
in a dream could do that to you. And they will stay in a coma forever in real
life. It’s the only way to kill an immortal.”


“But
this witch was burned.” I remarked.


“Which
proves that she died in her dreams,” Bella explains. “Or they could not have
killed her in real life.”


“Still,
she could be just someone who was wrongly accused of witchcraft in the 13th
century like others,” I suggested. “How do we know she is an immortal?”


“That’s
what we’re going to find out now when we enter her dreams.”


“She is
dead. How can she be dreaming?”


“Believe
me, she is dreaming. Immortal dreams are infinite and never stop as long as
they are not awake in the real life.”


“If I
am to believe that,” I considered. “You said that she could be someone else in
her Dreamworld.”


“That’s
usually true,” Loki interrupted again. “But the ritual I am using will send us
right into a memory of hers. A memory within a dream.” Loki said. “It’s hard to
explain. You have to experience it yourself,” Loki stretched out a hand toward
me. “When you come down here and sleep with me.”


“What
did you just say?” My face knotted.


“I
didn’t mean it that way. What’s with girls not having anything on their
minds but that?” He shook his head, and of course, Bella laughed. “Besides, if
I want to sleep with you, would I want to do in a grave with a skeleton as a
bed? Argh. I mean sleep as in really sleep. The snoring kind of the sleep.”


“I
don’t snor.” I said.


“Yeah.
I know. All girls don’t snor on the first night. The second night it’s a Bambi
the elephant sleeping next to me. Anyway. Come, lay down with me—I mean next to
me and this beautifully fried corpse.”


“How
about you sleep with your skeleton girlfriend without me?” I attacked
like a mad rabbit.


“He needs
you with him,” Bella explained. “You’re the one who can identify her in the
dream. He doesn’t know anything of what we do or what she looks like. It
obvious that he isn’t interested. It’s part of your investigation.”


“Thank
you,” Loki nodded at Bella. “What was your name again?”


“Bella.”
She turned around abruptly to face him.


“Thank
you, Bella. Sorry I didn’t ask for your name before. This beauty took the words
out of my mouth.” He pointed at the corpse.


“That’s
because you’re a jerk.” I interrupted him.


“And
what is it about jerks you like so much?” He wondered.


“He is
a jerk,” Bella whispered to me. “But if you want to know, you have to go with
him.”


“Ok.” I
nodded and climbed down the grave. “What should I do with this?” I asked him
about the bag he gave me as I lay down on my back next to the corpse.


“Oh.
That’s the magic dust. Give it to Bella,” he said. “All you have to do is pour
some of it on our eyes when I tell you,” he explained to Bella. “This will put
us to sleep into the dream. Then, this egg timer of mine will buzz in about
thirty minutes. It will wake us up.”


“We can
hear this stupid egg timer in the dream?” I wondered.


“Don’t
make fun of my egg … timer,” He said. “And Bella, if we don’t wake up in thirty
minutes fowhatever reason, you’ll have to smash one of the mirrors to break the
connection with the Dreamworld.”


“Ok.”
Bella said.


“But
you have to do it without entering the Dream Temple, or you’ll be sucked into
the dream, and I can barely take care of one girl. Ok?”


Bella
nodded.


“Ready,
  Alice?” He tilted his head toward me as we lay on our backs with the corpse
between us.


“How do
you know my name?”


“It’s
written in your beautiful eyes—”


“What?”


“On
your necklace, I mean. Should we hold hands?” He stretched out his left hand.


“Is
that necessarily?”


“I am
afraid so. It’s the ritual's rules. In the past, we had to prick our fingers
and kiss first, but they changed that and moved it to wedding ceremonies.”


“I
can’t believe I am doing this.” I said as I stretched my hand. I lied again. I
just needed Loki to help me locate Cinderella in the Dreamworld without him
knowing.


“Yeah.
That’s what girls always say in the beginning too.” He grabbed my hand firmly
without hesitation. I liked it, but I didn't tell him.


Loki
looked at the corpse irritatingly. “Thank God, we’re not really sleeping
together, or this would have been a deadly Ménage à trois.”


“I
swear if you don’t behave, I’ll kick your ass.”


“Better
wait until we’re in the Dreamworld. Killing immortals in the Dreamworld is
really fun. Just like in video games,” He said. “By the way, the fact that you
could kick my ass is the first thing that makes me want to know you better.
Keep up the good work. I might like you after all.” Even though his arrogance
was unbearable, he smiled genuinely at me for the first time. “And now, I need
a word that if I whisper into the corpse’s ears, it will remind her of where
you want to go into her dream. It’s called an Incubator: a word that will
trigger a certain memory in the dreamer’s mind.”


“Interesting,”
I mused. “So we can actually get into a past memory of hers?”


“A bit
of both. A memory and dream,” He said. “So what’s the word?”


I
thought for a second, arguing with myself if I wanted to tell him that the word
was Cinderella. This was who I was looking for. But no. That would be
leading the corpse to what I wanted to know. Besides, this corpse wasn’t
Cinderella. This corpse, if she was who I thought she was, could only tell us
about the whereabouts of the real Cinderella who had been cursed and buried in a
dream since long ago. It was my job to find her and help her.


My
ancestors gave me that job me, to find the characters we thought were only
fairy tales and to remind them of who they really were before it got out of
hand. We had only one chance to find them once every hundred years, starting
from 1812, when my grand grand father wrote the tales.


“Murano.”
I said. “Murano is the word.”


“Isn’t
that an island near Venice?” he asked. “The one famous for manufacturing glass?
They had the best glassblowers in the world, right?”


“So
you’re not an airhead, huh.” I said.


Loki
laughed. He had a magnificent laugh, one that I’d like to see and listen to in
my dreams.


“Hey
Bella,” he said. “Are you ready?”


Bella
nodded impatiently. I suddenly got the feeling that she envied me, that she
wanted to be with Loki in the grave.


“If the
corpse snores while we are in her dream, shoot it.” Loki said. "I can’t
stand snoring humans, dead or alive."


Bella
stuck out her tongue at him. “What if you snore?”


“Easy.
Shoot it.”


Bella
laughed. 


“It’s
time for you to use the magic dust on us,” Loki said, “And by the way, did
Edward and Jacob ever make out in that movie? Because I’ve been waiting for
this to happen all the time.”


Then I
went to sleep, entering an immortal’s dream, looking for the real Cinderella.


***


Time
feels so real and present in here.


Entering
the Dreamworld of an immortal seems too easy, I think. I just woke up,
coughing, and lying on my back in what looks like an abandoned house. I smell
cinder everywhere, as if someone is burning something nearby.


“Shhh,”
Loki grips my hand, looking around suspiciously. “Rule number one in an
immortal’s dream: Look for a killing weapon.” He whispers.


“I
smell cinder,” I say, freeing myself from his grip. “Pick yourself some.” I
stand up, and walk out of that abandoned building.


“And do
what? Swallow it and puff out fire like a dragon?” He says as he follows me
outside. “Hey you … uhm … what was your name again?”


“My
name is Alice!” I shout over my shoulder. I can’t believe how rude he is. He
called me by my name in the real world.


As I
step outside, a broad smile sweeps over my face. I guess the Incubator word
worked just fine. This is exactly where I want to be in the witch’s dream: Venice, Italy, hundreds of years ago.


“No
freakin’ wonderland,” Loki bursts out after me. “Alice.”


Even
though I know I need to find the witch and complete my mission, this boy really
gets on my nerves so I turn around and face him, gritting my teeth and clawing
my fists. I think his rudeness in the real world is different from the
Dreamworld. There, it was arrogance. Here, his is trying to cover the fact that
he is scared.


“You’re
the last person on earth to make fun of names, LOKI!” I spit accidentally on
his face. I didn’t mean to. “What kind of name is that? How can you even live
with it?"


“Wow,”
He rolls his eyes – those beautiful green eyes. So distracting. I have to get
him to wear shades in this glaring sunlight or something. “I didn’t know my
name turns you on that much.” Unapologetically, he pulls me closer again with
one hand. It’s a rough pull, but my body closes in toward him in a theatrical
way, as if this is a rehearsed move in a Tango dance. I find myself putting my
hands on his shoulder. He wraps his other hand around my waist and throws a
most-devilish smile at me. Why does he have to be so attractive? I don’t need
this. I am on a mission.


“Wanna
make out?” He blurts, titling his head seductively to one side and gazing at me
from the corner of his eyes. His gaze is different from other boys I’ve met.
His gaze wanders from my eyes to my chin then to my lips in a triangular gaze
repeatedly, as if he is afraid to miss a part of my features. Then he pulls me
even closer and whispers in my ear, “Make-outs in the Dreamworld don’t show up
in your real world resume. Making out in a dream is almost the perfect crime.”


As much
as a jerk he is, there is this sound in his voice, this tingle in his touch,
and that warmth in his palms that makes me trust him.


“You
can’t be serious, right?” I can’t tell him he is a jerk again since I have seen
how he has an instant comeback for that.


“Stay
put,” he whispers in my ears, hugging me in the middle of the street in ancient
  Venice. What a perfect romantic place, even in a dream -- but maybe with the
wrong boy. “Pull me closer to you. Act as if you can’t live without me one
second of your life.” He whispers – Ok. Now this is lame.


“You
wish—“


“Just
do it.” His voice changes into firmer tone.


That’s
when I get what’s going on.


I hug
him back, looking at the pedestrians eyeing us everywhere. They are walking
past us in their centuries-old outfits. Instead of being dazzled by the beauty
of old Venice, they all stare at us.


“What’s
going on?” I ask Loki.


“We
have to act weird and outrageous as possible,” He whispers back. “We came into
the Dreamworld with our jeans and tee shirts form the 21st century.
They can simply tell we don’t belong here unless we act like total loons,
kissing and making out in public, which will explain why we look so different.
They have to think that we are weirdoes, and that what we wear is some kind of
an occult costume.”


“I am
not going to make out with you in public.”


“That’s
what I thought,” He pulls my hand, and we walk cautiously through the crowd,
looking for a place to hide. We could hide in one of those abandoned buildings
on the right. “You look like a homey girl to me,” He adds. “Every dream has
those characters who for some wicked reason might know you’re an intruder.”


“At
least that means we’re sure the witch is an immortal.”


“That’s
true.”


We hide
in one of those buildings after he sharpens a piece of wood into a stake.


“She is
not a vampire.” I protest.


“I
know, but stakes always work, even with ex-girlfriends. I don’t have time to
explain to you how the Dreamworld works.”


“And
we’re not here to kill her.” I add.


“That
doesn’t mean she wouldn’t love to kill us,” He says. “So what is this place?
Where are we?”


“We’re
in Venice, around 1291, in the witch’s dream.”


“And
what is your mission here? We only have very little time for me to help you
accomplish what you want from the dream.”


“I need
to find the witch and save her.”


“Save
her? I usually get into immortal’s dreams to kill them.”


“This
one is different. Can’t you see she is already dead in the real world. This one
has one last mission in the Dreamworld to accomplish. We have to help her
finish what she was meant to do.”


“I am
not going to ask what that is. So how are we going to find her?”


“That
shouldn’t be hard,” I say, pointing out at the streets through a huge crack in
the wall. The water outside the abandoned building runs like streets with boats
sailing through it. “Look at all those glassblowers everywhere.”


Loki
peeks outside, and I imagine that he sees the endless numbers of glassblowers
scattered in the streets, men and women with an exquisite fine art, making and
selling the finest glass in the world.


“As
much I would like to appreciate the wonderful art. Why is that of importance?”
He asks.


“At
this time in history, Venice had the best glassblowers in the world. It was a
new art with new secrets that almost only the people of Venice knew about,” I
explain as my eyes look for the witch. “But if you look closer, you’ll see how
all the glassblowers use enormous amounts of fire to do that. Fire is needed to
melt the sand they use into shaping the glass.”


“I was
going to comment on that heat fuming out of the walls everywhere in such a
water-splashy city,” Loki points out. “And speaking of walls, the houses are
built of wood. Such amounts of fire will burn down the city eventually.”


As Loki
says that, we see a sudden fire eating up a house on its second floor. A woman
jumps out of the balcony down into the water while she is holding glassblowing
instruments in her hands. “Speaking of the devil—I mean the glass.” Loki raises
an eyebrow.


“That’s
exactly why we are here.”


“You
mean why you are here. I am just the Dreamhunter, like the guy who
stamps your ticket in the movie theatre and makes sure you get in and out
safely.”


“Anyway,”
I sigh as the locals run to put down the fire. “This is a historical day in Venice, because within minutes, the local authorities will start to transport all
glassblowers out of this city to an island nearby that is called Murano.”


“Why?”


“In the
books of history, they will tell you that it’s because of incidents like the
one you have seen of the house accidentally burning because of the glassblower
woman. The many glassblowers in the city were threatening the city to burn down
eventually. Even though it was an original art, the using of fire was too
dangerous.  Murano is an island near Venice where they could blow glass and
make fire all they want.”


“A
smart move.”


“Except
that this not the real reason. The truth is it’s because of a woman called
Bianca.”


“I
assume Bianca the Kentucky-fried-witchen we just entered her dream.”


“That’s
right,” I say. “You’re actually two inches smarter than most of the boys I
met.”


“Two
inches?” Loki raises an eyebrow then stares down at his crotch.


“You’re
unbelievable.” I want to hit someone.


“Thank
you,” He smirks. “Believable is so boring.”


“Didn’t
anyone tell you that you have boy’s looks but a two-year-old girl’s brains?”


“Are
you a sexist or something?” He raises a single eyebrow. “Besides, I’ve always
wanted to be a girl.”


“Wow,”
I take a step back and fold my arms in front of me. I can’t believe we’re
having this conversation while a building is on fire behind me. “I didn’t
expect that.”


“What?
I always wanted to be a girl, so I could find myself some awesome guy like me.”


“Wuteva,”
I wave my hand in the air. “So the truth is that Bianca is not a witch. Not in
the sense of the bad green witch on a broomstick.”


“Who
said that’s bad? I love the green Elphaba witch.”


“I
figured. Anyway, Bianca has a power that makes her the best glassblower in Venice.” 


“Don’t
tell me she is the best blower in Venice.”


I
totally neglect his constant stupid sexual innuendos. “She can create fire at
will with the power of her mind,” I look him straight in the eyes. “But she
never used it in a bad way. It just allowed her to create infinite amounts of
precious glass art without the usual cost of fire. But sometimes, she messes up
and burns thing too.”


As I am
talking, the authorities enter the streets, arresting all glass blowers without
reason.


“Wow.
What you said will happen is just starting. Are you a clairvoyant or
something?” Loki wonders. “Why are they so aggressive with the glassblowers?”


This
time, I pull Loki behind me and cross the streets. “Come on. We have to find
her and save her.”


“Kick
ass girl. I like that,” He comments as he follows me. “For your information,
the fact that you’re still a kickass girl in the Dreamworld is the second thing
that makes me want to know you. I might—“


“—like
me after all. I know.” I mumble as I pull him behind me, wondering why he’s
become obedient all of a sudden.


“How
did you know I was going to say that?”


Ignore
comment. Period. “You see those marks smeared with cinder all over the walls?
The ones that look like the palm of the hand?” I point out at the five-finger
cinder-smeared shapes all over the walls of Venice.


“Yes?”


“It’s
called Moutza,” I explain as we run through the fire that’s spreading
all over. Masses of glassblowers resist the arrests and fight back, defending
themselves against being accused of witchcraft. Shards of glass are scattered
all over the ground. Such a waste of beautiful art.


“And
what’s a Moutza?”


“It’s
an ancient Greek sign, a traditional insult gesture which consists of extending
all five fingers and presenting the palm toward the person you want to insult.
It was used for accusing men and women of witchcraft in the past, where a
chained witch was paraded around town. She would be sitting, facing backwards,
on a horse or a calash, with her face smeared with Cinder to enhance their
ridicule and repent from the sin of committing witchcraft. It was the ceremony
that took place before the locals kill her to lift the curse off the town. The
locals would raise their five-finger hands in the air at her as they protest against such an act, yelling Moutza Moutza.
It’s a metaphor word instead of saying Ash to Ash and Cinder to Cinder.”


“When did they
change that? Wasn’t this called Ash to Ash and Dust to Dust?”


“Do you see any
dust here? Dust was for those buried in graves. Cinder is for those who burn.
That’s where the word Cinderella originally came from.”


“Wow. Wow.” He
says. “Now don’t you dare to destroy my childhood memories here. I never heard
such claims before.”


I turn around and
face him. “Didn’t you ever listen to the song; A Dream is a Wish your Heart
Makes in the Cinderella movie?” I am afraid this would take long days and night
for me to explain to Loki.


“What?” It amazes
me how an arrogant boy like Loki cares about fairy tales. I understand though.
It’s so hard to convince anyone that the fairy tales were forged.


“Listen to the words
of the song,” I say. “A Dream? We’re in a Dreamworld right now. Heart? There is
a heart that weighs 21 grams we all are searching for. True? We’re here in the
Dreamworld, looking for the truth.” I know my words don’t make sense.


Loki’s face eases.
He holds me by the shoulder with two gentle hands then kills me softly, looking
in my eyes. “Alice?” His voice is so tender that I wonder where that comes
from. “I know you’ve been through a lot,” His words calm me down. “But please,
please, please,” Loki is saying please? I am melting here. “Gimme some of that
Lewis Carroll Hookah you’ve been smoking … “


“What?” I feel like
I am being hit in the head with a sponge hammer.


“This is just a
dream,” He shouts. “It’s not wonder-freakin-land.”


I yank his hands
away and turn around, walking toward my goal. It’s totally my fault trying to
explain to him what is going. To be honest, sometimes I think that I am living
a lie. But this is the truth. “What do you care anyway? You said you’re just a
Dreamhunter, helping me.”


“But that’s
Cinderella we’re talking about. The Cinderella.” He says, following me
again.


“You’re a guy.
Since when do boys care about Cinderella?”


“I don’t really
care about anyone. It’s just that you’re totally messing with my brain.”


“I know.” I sighed,
as this isn’t the first time I will have to persuade someone with the fact that
my ancestors altered the tales. “Here she is,” I scream. “Bianca!” I summon
her.


The authorities
pull Bianca from her hair, smear her with cinder and ashes, and drag her on the
ground. Her hands are chained behind her back, and her hair looks like it has
been on fire. They are pulling her to the carriage to humiliate her and kill
her. The reason why she is chained is that she can’t trigger fire at will
unless she raises her hands in the air and does the fiver-finger Moutza sign.
If they release her, she would burn them all. Maybe burn Venice.


“So all those Moutza
signs were to address that she is a witch?”


“Exactly,” I say,
running toward her. “There is a boat. Look at it. They will send all the other
glassblowers to Murano island forever as banishment. But they will have to kill
and torture the witch, Bianca, in public first.”


“But she is not a
witch,” Loki finally sympathizes. “She only has some supernatural power and
didn’t hurt anyone.”


“We have to stop
them, Loki,” I yell. “We have to get her on the boat to Murano. That’s my
mission.”


“Why?”


“We just have to.”


I kick one of the
arresting authorities in the back, but he hits me as Bianca screams on the ground.


“Who is she?” One
of the authorities asks the other, pointing at the strange cloths I am wearing.


“She is a witch
too,” The other shouts and kicks me while I am on the floor. He flashes a cross
at me as I am trying to reach for Bianca.


“I am not a damn
Vampire!” I yell, looking up at the smoke covering Venice.


“A vamwaht?” The
man estranges.


“Don’t you dare
repeat the foul words she utters, Constantine,” One of the authorities warns
him. “You’d be reciting a devil’s spell, and God forbid what should happen to
those who lost their way in the dark alleys of blasphemy.”


I want to scream
and pull my hair, not knowing which bothers me more, the clichéd speech of the
devil or the fact that the other man’s name is Constantine.


“And what about
him?” Constantine asks his assistant about Loki. “Look at the way he is
dressed. He must be a devil worshiper too. A malevolent wizard.”


“But of course, I
am,” Loki says as he punches him in his jaw. The man falls down silently. Wow.
One hit in the jaw. “Hocus Pocus Zim Zalabim,” Loki can’t help it,
talking to the unconscious man lying on the floor. “That’s what wizards in
jeans do to guys who call themselves Constantine.”


As I unchain
Bianca, Loki gets into a fiercer fight with the other man. He bangs the man’s
head against the carriage before the man falls semi-conscious to the floor.
“You have just been Avada Kadavarad, Monsieur. I wish I brought a magic
wand with me to this ignorance fest.”


“Monsieur is
French, you idiot.” I don’t know why I feel the need to make fun of him. I
think his attitude has gotten to me. Maybe I am scared to fail in my mission.


“Sorry,” Loki bows down
to the man in the middle of the smoke. “I don’t speak Italian, but I can speak
if you like. Aww.” He kicks the man to sleep one more time and turns back to
me. “We have to go back now, princess, or will die in this awfully ignorant dream.”


“No. We have to get
her on that boat to Murano first.” I say and pull up Bianca into the carriage.
It’s amazing how she trusts me and doesn’t think we’re going to burn her or
kill her. “Don’t be afraid. We will help you.” I tell her in Italian.


“Italian much?” Loki
wonders, helping her.


“I speak a lot of
languages,” I say and hand him a whip. He returns a suspicious look. “Here?” I can’t
let him waist our time. “Don’t start. You can ride this carriage to the boat,
right?”


“Of course, my
princess,” He smiles and grabs it. “My apologies for the misunderstanding,
Bianca,” He bows his head with respect. I don’t know if he is mocking us.
“Anything to get us out this damn dream.”


I close the door of
the carriage, listening to Loki hitting some other guys then ride up. As he
whips the horses forward, he shouts, “Mama Mia!”


Even Bianca laughs.


Bianca thanks me,
squeezing my hand. “If you didn’t save me, I would have felt the rage eventually
and lost control of my power, and that’s not good.”


“I know,” I nod,
noticing that she is pregnant. That is exactly what I am here for. I think my
mission will succeed. “We will send you to Murano. This where you will have the
baby.”


“Thank you.” She
keeps repeating and wanting to kiss my hand. I guess it’s an old Italian gesture
of appreciation. I try not to cry as I can’t tell her what’s going to happen to
her after she brings the baby to the world.


We arrive at the boat,
and she gets on it while Loki keeps urging me that it’s about time to start the
ritual to get out of the dream. He says that if we stay too long in the dream,
we could stay lost here forever. I don’t tell him that I know about that since
this is exactly what happened to Cinderella.


“Ok,” I say. “Just
one more thing,” I turn back to Bianca as she embarks on the boat. “Have you
chosen a name for your daughter?”


A broad and full
smile arrests her features as she nods. “Cinder.” She says, raising her smeared
five-finger hands in the air, then she points at the cinder covering her face
in a proud way.


I nod happily and
let out a sigh. I did it. I have started what I came here for. It’s like
putting the first brick in a million-brick wall, but it’s a start.


“I have a slightly
better name if I may suggest,” I offer, shouting through the sudden wind which
I assume is a sign that the dream is about to end. “Why not name her
Cinderella?”


“Cinderella?” Loki
estranges me since he didn’t understand the rest of the Italian we spoke. “Now
I have to shoot myself.” He mumbles.


“Shut up.” I say to
him and turn back, watching her face knotting as she considers my suggestion.


Slowly, she raises
her eyes to meet mine. Her face lights up. “Cinderella!” she nods three times
and gets on the boat, but then she suddenly turns around and hands me one single,
beautiful glass shoe. I understand she has made it herself. I smile, unable to
confront her with the fact that she will die giving birth to Cinderella who
will live a rough live being an orphan after that. But it had to be done. Many
centuries ago, an Evil Queen cursed Cinderella in one of the immortal dreams
and buried her deep in it, so long that Cinderella has forgotten who she is.
There was no way to bring her back from that deep sleep. I needed to find out
in which dream Cinderella’s real mother was buried and help her avoid an
imminent death, so she eventually gives birth to a new Cinderella. A new
Cinderella who will be a huge part in the fairy tale war, which repeats itself
every one hundred years. I came here to make sure she is born and deliver her
to Murano so the story takes the right, true, and untold start.


It’s not easy to
explain to you what and how this all goes. At least, if you read my little
entry in this diary, it’s a start for you to ride on a dangerous and great
adventure.


I take the glass
shoe willingly. It’s a present from a woman in a dream.


“Will I be able to
take this with me to the real world?” I ask Loki.


“I don’t think so
but we can try,” He says as he pulls me to the returning ritual. "Doesn’t
this glass slipper look like the seventeen slippers we found next to Bianca’s
body in the real world?”


“Yes. It does.”


“Why seventeen
slippers?”


“Because Cinderella
is about to do something incredibly important for the world when she is
seventeen. Every year was marked with a slipper. It’s been predicted in a
prophecy. And don’t you ask me about the prophecy now.”


“Incredibly good,
or incredibly bad?”


“That depends on
her, and the choices she will make. My job was just to connect the dots. To
make sure she gets born.”


Looking closely at
the glass slipper, I see something shining bright inside, like two glittering
mirror eyes, staring back at me from behind the thick glass. I flip the slipper
upside down and two glass coins fall into the palm of my hand, reflecting
sunshine.


“Hmm…” I sigh as I
prevent my heart from racing.


“What’s that?” Loki
asks. I guess my face exposed my worries. “Do the coins have any significant
meaning?”


“It means that the
Queen of Sorrow was here.” I answer, looking at the boat sailing away from us
with Bianca and the unborn Cinderella on it. I wonder if the Queen is on that
boat as well, and if I have been fooled. If the Queen is on that bought, does
it mean that Cinderella won't be born again?


“The Queen of
what?”


“I mean the Evil Queen.
The Snow White Queen.” I say as I notice something else inside of the glass
slipper: a dead butterfly. I wonder what this means.


Loki scratches his
temples, looking like a decent young boy for a moment. “Snow White Queen? Cinderella?
Seriously? So you’re some kind of a Godmother?” He wonders again as I laugh. He
looks cute when he is serious. It’s sad that I will have to erase his memory
once we go back to the real world. I can’t let him know that much. He doesn’t
know who he is and what his role will be in saving the world.


Although I should
be erasing his memory completely, I can’t bring myself to it. I will use my
powers and erase some of his memories; the dream part in particular.


Although I am
prohibited from doing this, I will not erase all of his memories of me. I will
make him think that I am just a girl he met in his dreams, and that I don’t
exist in real life. I couldn’t bring myself  making him forget about me
forever. I wanted to stay a part of him, even if he remembers me as an
imaginary girl he met in a dream.
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Beauty Never Dies


as told by Peter Pan


 


Dear Diary,


 


I hate diaries. I’d rather have a food fight with the Lost
Boys in Neverland. But since today was awesome, I decided to write down what
happened. And diary? You should be honored that the boy who wouldn’t grow up
wrote in your pages.


Today, I woke up my love, Sleeping Beauty, from her hundred
years of sleep. Some people say she was cursed by a wicked fairy. Others say it
was by the Bothers Grimm. I didn’t care which is which because I missed her so
much for the last hundred years.


I didn’t wake her up with a kiss like it was mentioned in
these teeny-weeny fairy tale books. I woke her up with the most beautiful
ceremony of all. One you did never read about in books.


It wasn’t easy though.


It all started with me standing over Count Dracula’s grave...


Scratching my temples, I was thinking if resurrecting him
was the right thing to do. I needed him to wake up Sleeping Beauty. None of us,
the fairy tale crowd, ever dared to wake him up. However, I wasn’t scared of
him. I am not scared of anyone. I just don’t trust anyone. The night was misty
and silent. No wolves howled nearby, as if they were tongue-tied, scared back
into their caves in the forest.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” My hunchbacked
assistant growled, his yellow eyes gleaming with evil in the middle of the
night.


May I introduce you to the hunchback of Notre Damme?


Yes.


He is one of us immortals. After Esmeralda abandoned him,
and the folks in Paris gave him a hard time, he decided to stop playing mister
nice-guy, and turn into a badass hunchman. Did you hear that? Badass
Hunchman! Something Marvel Comics never thought about.


“I know what I am doing, Hunchy,” I loved to call him that.
It toned down the creepiness that oozed out of his nasty face. “All we have to
do is pull out the stake from Dracula’s heart, and the Count will be back to
life.”


“If it’s so easy, why didn’t others resurrect him, master?”
He growled with that silly, evil grin on his face, showing his crooked, yellow
teeth. I should’ve bought him dental braces because his words came out muffled
when he talked, but Hunchy would simply eat the braces for lunch.


“Don’t call me Master,” I said. “You’re not Frankenstein.
You’re Hunchy, the hunchman,” Hunchy looked puzzled. It wasn’t easy reading his
face though. Each facial expression he made was just awful, even it was a happy
one. “And to answer your question. No one woke Dracula up because they are all
dumb,” I sighed, kneeling down, watching the Count buried in the soil of his
coffin. Dracula had a thing for this Transylvanian soil that he couldn’t live
without – let alone, die without. “Few people know where this grave is
located. Actually few people know he is real.”


“Do you think he is going to remember who is?” Hunchy
grimaced, rubbing his hands. “Most of us immortals didn’t know when we woke
up.”


“That. We’ll have to see,” I said, chewing on a white
flower as I pulled the stake out.


Even Hunchy winced at the abrupt rise of Count Dracula from
his grave. Dracula floated in the air above us, stretching out his arms
sideways, looking pale and menacing in his black and red coat.


The colors of his cape and his pale skin reminded me of
Snow White. How didn’t I notice the connection before? Dracula had skin white
as snow, wearing a black cape with red lining inside, the exact colors that
described the beauty of Snow White. I hate those three colors: white, red, and
black. What happened to purple, yellow and the color of stars?


Thinking of Snow White sent a shiver through my spine, and
it made me see through the silliness of Dracula’s theatrical act.


“Seen this. Done that,” I said to the flying Count, chewing
on the flower. “Can you please just stop, and tone down the act, Count Dracula.
This isn't Broadway. This stuff doesn’t scare us anymore. You’re so outdated.”


Hunchy chuckled at my comment. Dracula swooped down as if
on an invisible elevator – a good trick, I must say. He took a step toward me
and snarled, showing his hundred-year-old yellow fangs. His teeth certainly
needed polishing.


“Cut the crap, dude,” I said. “Even Christopher Lee is
scarier than you.”


Dracula looked puzzled, totally shocked. If you had seen
the look in his eyes, you’d have thought that he'd just been punk’d on live TV.
I didn’t blame him. He was trapped in the Dreamworld for a hundred years. The
last time he was here in the real life, people feared him, and considered him
the lord of darkness. He had no idea that the best he could do in the real world
now was becoming some kind of an amusing tourist attraction. He’d sit back in a
throne in his castle, and little kids would play with his face and gush about
how this dude really looked like Dracula.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK9]“He needs to fix
his teeth.” Hunchy commented.


“Look who is talking,” I eyed him. “You two definitely need
a dentist. Come on Draco,” I said to the count. “You don’t mind me calling you
Draco, right?”


Hunchy sent out another one of his evil chuckles into the
night. Dracula looked like he’d preferred to dig up his gave again and die,
rather than being ignored and humiliated.


“I am Count Dracula,” He spat out on me. The smell of his
breath was unbearable. I forgot that a hundred years in a grave caused bad
hygiene. “How dare you order me around?”


I wiped the spit off my face and sighed. “Oh boy.” I
mumbled, looking up at the full moon. I lowered my head, turned around, and
ripped out his heart with my bare hands. It was a swift move, one of my endless
talents.


Dracula arched forward, looking at his small heart
throbbing in my hands. He didn't know he had one, I believed.


“Now we know who is who in this conversation.” I said.


“How did you do that?” Dracula moaned. “Who are you?”


“My friends call me Peter,” I said with a smug on my face.
“But you can call me Pan.”


“Why should I call you Pan?”


“Because Pan is a god, and I practically own you.” I
pointed at his heart in my hand. “And how come you have such a weightless
heart? If you want to be effectively resurrected, we will have to feed you
until this heart grows heavier. You can’t survive with such a small one.” I
plunged his heart back into his chest, watching it wiring itself to his blue
veins while his chest mended the wound. I loved how vampires healed so quickly.


“We’ll have to feed him.” Hunchy offered – as if I hadn’t
said that.


“Bring him a boar,” I said. “As many boars as he likes. Let
him suck their blood.”


“I thought you’d say we’d bring him one of the kids from
Neverland.”


“Not now,” I explained. “I don’t want to quench his thirst
for humans. I will need him to bite someone for me tonight. And he has to be
craving for human blood to do that.”


“As you wish, Pete,” Hunchy bowed his, and whipped Dracula
with a silver snake that was dipped in holy water an hour ago. Count Dracula
screamed in pain. I could see smoke fuming out of his heated body. “Oh. Sorry.
Did that hurt?” Hunchy mocked Dracula.


Those two were bad company. No future for their
relationship. How did I end up with such annoying crowd?


I am Peter Pan, the prince of Neverland, the
sixteen-year-old, beautiful boy who never grows up. If the Grimm’s hadn’t just
messed things up, I wouldn’t have ended here with those old bastards. Even
though I have nothing to do with the Brothers Grimm cursing their own
characters, I found myself involved in all this mess. It was the price I had to
pay, being in love with one of them.


“Why do you need to be so violent, Hunchy?” I wondered. “If
you behave tonight, I’ll make you watch the Texas Chainsaw Massacre when we get
back to the castle, so you can feed on the pain of others like you want.”


“The 1974 version?” Hunchy’s eyes widened eagerly.


“Yeah,” I murmured. “With DVD commentary, deleted scenes,
and extra blood—I mean ketchup and pizza—on the side.” I kicked the grass as I
walked to my red Corvette. “Come on Draco. We’ve got work to do,” I said over
my shoulder. “You know, I have second thoughts about calling you Draco because
there is another more famous Draco than you.”


“More famous?” Dracula grunted. Even while in pain, fame
mattered more than fangs. He was certainly an airhead.


.”“Draco Malfoy,” I said as I opened the back door for him
and Hunchy. I wouldn’t let those two vulgar creatures ride next to me. My
passenger seat is reserved for beautiful teen girls. “It’s a Harry Potter
thing, and what’s ironic is that his name was probably inspired by you


Starting the engine, I pushed the gas pedal forward, and
sent the Corvette into the night. Dracula was sucking the blood of a small dead
boar in my backseat like a homeless beggar. The more I watched him in the rear-view
mirror, the more he shattered all I knew about him being a child who loved
scary movies.


I considered it funny when I talk about childhood.
To describe a period of your life as your childhood, you must be a grown up.
And that’s the one thing I never did.


On the way, Dracula described my Corvette as a fancy
carriage. He wondered how it wasn’t pulled by two horses and still moved. I had
to persuade him that my car was possessed by invisible demons. He said that he
wanted two of them in his carriage in the future.


Arriving at my castle, I found her majesty waiting for me.
Why would the Queen of Sorrow ever want to visit me? I hope the situation with
Snow White didn’t get out of hand – or rather, out of apples.


Since I didn’t want her to know about Dracula, I let Hunchy
usher her to the main hall over the bridge leading to the castle while I drove
around and entered with Draco through a back door.


“May I ask who that woman is?” Dracula asked after entering
my private chamber.


“The Queen of Sorrow,” I sighed. “You two are family, by
the way.”


“Family? I have no family. I have been searching for my
family and who, or what, I am since long ago.” Dracula said as he wiped the
boar’s blood from his lips. Now that he fed, he seemed a bit more confident.


“That’s part of why I brought you back to life, Count
Dracula,” I said, picking up an apple then cutting it with my knife. “I do know
where you come from and who you really are.”


“You do?” he asked suspiciously.


“Here,” I showed him some pictures and ancient books. “This
is your family. These are your ancestors. Some of them, you know. Some of them,
you don’t.”


Dracula flipped through the pages and pictures with longing
eyes, but then he threw it all away and got back to me. “What is this? This is
absurd.” He claimed.


“Absurd and true. Perfect synonyms.” I cocked my head, as I
slipped in comfortable white trousers and took off my shirt. If it were for me,
I’d run naked all around, showing off my young and attractive body, but I had a
reputation to keep.


“These people don’t even exist,” Dracula protested. “They
are fictional characters in fairy tales.”


If
Dracula was aware of fairy tales, how come he didn’t recognize the famous name
of Peter Pan? I had to assume that he wasn’t much of a reader in his time.
Sucking blood and intimidating virgins didn’t really fit with being a bookworm.
Can you imagine Dracula sitting by a fireplace, covered in a blanket with a
pipe in his mouth, reading a book? What would that book's title be? 10 Ways to
Suck Blood Without Making a Mess? Change Your Life and Become Scarier than
Frankenstein in Seven Days? The Four-Hour Coffin Nap? The Hunger Games. ( Not
the one about the future. The one about how to deal with hunger for blood )


“They are your ancestors, Draco,” I said firmly. “I don’t
expect you to believe me right away, but this woman out there in the hall is
your flesh and blood.”


“Absurd,” Dracula said the word three consecutive times.
Each time he roared the word, he shattered the glass in the windows, and vases
flopped in the air.


Interesting. I didn’t know he could do such things. So he
wasn’t just a shallow fanghead after all.


“Ok.” I gave in. I was never fond of educating those who
didn’t want to be educated. Let the chips fall where they may. I was a
casual boy. I liked fun, faeries, food fights, and folklore dances. Add a
little mayhem here and there, and you got me by Hello. “We could discuss
this issue later. Right now, I need you for something else. However, I’ll have
to get rid of the Queen outside first. Please feel free to enjoy the chamber
while I am away. Just break no more vases please.”


“You’re going to leave me alone in here?” He stopped me by
the door.


“You’re not going to whine like babies and want me to leave
the lights on, are you?” I said impatiently.


“Of course not.”


“And you’re not afraid of other vampires, I assume.”


“Of course not.”


“Then what the fang is your problem, Draco?”


“I get bored easily.”


“Oh. That,” I turned around and switched on my Xbox. “You
know what we children do in the real world whenever we get bored?”


“I have no idea. What do you do?”


“We kill zombies.”


“Zom—“ He squinted as he pursed his lips, stuck at the M
in Zom.


“bies.” I stressed in an educational way.


“What kind of bees are those?” He wondered.


“What?” It took me a second to register his confusion. “Oh.
No. It’s not like queen bees and zombees.”


“Then what it is?”


Now, I looked puzzled. How was I supposed to explain that?
Why were they even called zombies? Were they bees that got zombed, or zoms that
got beed. To bee or not to bee, that’s is the question.


I threw a controlling device at Dracula. He caught it with
his fangs. 


“Don’t bite it, please. It’s really expensive. There is a
red button. Put your thumb on it.”


The screen showed the zombies coming toward us, looking for
braiiiins. I was surprised when Dracula winced.


“These are the zombies we kill for fun. It’s also a nice
way to bury dark psychological childhood issues...like yours.” I said, watching
him drawing his fangs out at the zombies in the screen. Had I told him that
they were stuck inside this screen, I would have spoiled the fun, so I shut up.


“Push the button, Draco,” I said enthusiastically. “Or they
will get you. They love to kill vampires.”


An incredibly victorious and pompous smile drew itself on
Dracula’s face when he pushed the button, decapitating his first zombie.


“Feels good, eh?” I said. “Just like your first—“ I was
going to say kiss, but didn’t know if her were capable of that.


“Off with their heads!” He yelled at the screen.


“Don’t say that, please,” I shook my head. “That’s not your
department. These words belong to the Red Queen.” I followed, wondering if
there were zombies in Wonderland. Why did the Red Queen repeatedly say: off
with their head? Hmm.


He
didn’t comment. He was so into the game as if I weren’t in the room anymore.


“I thought so,” I said under my breath as I walked out.
“Every child’s dream is to push a button and kill imaginary friends.”


Out in the hall, the Queen was tapping her glass shoes on
the marble floor of my castle. Those must have been Cinderella’s shoes, but I
didn’t want to know.


As arrogant and evil that the Queen posed, she still took
my breath away with her beauty. Even though I knew her beauty was fed with
young girl’s blood, the Queen was one of the few reasons that made me consider growing
up.


“My Queen,” I nodded as I approached my desk in the hall.
It was cut from the most precious oaken trees, the shape of a liver. The Lost
Boys liked those tables when we used to have food fights in Neverland. “What an
unpleasant surprise.” I greeted her with a big smile on my face.


“I see you have gotten yourself a large castle in Transylvania,” She looked around, avoiding my insult. She was good at making me feel
invisible sometimes. “That’s Dracula’s castle, isn’t it?”


“You guys only wake up once every one hundred years while I
sit here waiting for you forever,” I tucked my knife in a small belt around my
waist. “I intend to live large every minute of the boring one hundred years
waiting for some of you,” I stopped, checking her out again. “Of course, you’re
not one of those I wait for.”


“But why?” She smirked, as she noticed the way I looked at
her. She pulled her chin up a notch. “Aren’t you a lucky little bastard, living
forever, not growing up, and not affected by the Brothers Grimm’s curse?”


“I smell envy,” I sniffed the air like a rabbit. “I don’t
belong to your department. I am a proudly mentioned by Sir James Mathew Barrie,
and I don’t live until the Grimm’s umbrella. Should I remind you that Barrie was a Sir?”


“From what I know about you, Peter, he buried some serious
secrets about you too in his books. I wonder why?”


“He might have, but he didn’t curse me.”


“He might not have cursed you. But you are cursed with your
love with one of us.” She looked straight into my eyes.


I couldn’t utter a word. I was guilty as charged. Hadn’t I
fallen in love with Sleeping Beauty, I wouldn’t have been pulled into all this
drama with Snow White in 1912.


Silence roars in the room.


“So how’s your Neverland?” The Queen interrupted the
silence ith another insult. “Did you kidnap enough children to occupy it and
rebuild it?”


“Why are you here?” I asked firmly, ignoring her question.
“You wouldn’t be here unless something is wrong with your daughter. Last time
we met, you said you got hold of her, so she can’t hurt any of us.” I did
consider myself one of them when it came to the Snow White dilemma. Sleeping
Beauty was one of them, and Snow White could hurt her.


“I did,” The Queen nodded, and approached my desk as I sat
chewing on an unlit Cuban cigar. “But there is still a possibility she could
wake up again, and end the world we live in.”


“What?” I refused to allow my heart racing faster. I am not
going to get scared by that little pale princess. I am Peter Pan. “Didn’t you
say you got hold of her. All that we went through in 1912, and we still have to
worry about her?”


“That’s why I need your help.”


“Oh,” My Auburn eyes widened while I took a drag from my
unlit cigar and puffed invisible smoke into the air. “The Queen of Sorrow needs
my help, Again?” I teased her.


“Do you have to be topless when you talk to me?” She
averted from commenting on my implication, as always. “It’s not like you have a
six pack or something. You’re just a wiry tall boy.”


“Beautiful boy,” I corrected her. “I know I turn on girls
my age. But is it possible that I make the Queen of Sorrow uncomfortable with
my beauty? Mirror mirror.”


“Gimme a break, please.” She waved her hand, covered in
white gloves. Gosh, the way she waved her hand; so elegant, so attractive. The
Queen was made of fabulousness, awesomeness, and majesticness – I think
there is no such word. If you didn’t like it, sue me.


“Did I ever tell you that you make me want to grow up?” I
said, leaning back in my chair then stretching my legs on the desk. “But then
again, you’ve been more into girls than boys lately.”


“Peter,” She bowed her head as she slammed her palms on the
desk, staring at me with those piercing eyes. “Stop playing games or—“


“Or what?” I teased her more, unable to take my eyes off
her. No wonder her daughter used the same kind of charms to seduce her victims.
“Are you going to turn me into a frog?” I croaked then laughed. My voice echoed
in the castle. I could hear Hunchy chuckle somewhere in the dark.


“I don’t have time to turn anyone. It is faster to kill.”
She said.


Her anger was vicious yet sweet. Some girls made me want to
rest my head on their legs. The Queen made me want to die in her arms. Wicked.
Before I let her see me shrug, I grabbed another apple and took a bite. “Hmm,”
I loved the taste of apples. “Apples?” I offered, stretching out my arm, almost
too close to her royal nose. “They are not poisonous. Cross ma heart.” I
grinned.


The Queen neglected my sarcasm as usual. I hated when she
made me feel so small like a useless fly, buzzing around the halls of my
castle. No matter how high it fluttered, no one gave a damn. I bet that if I
had parents, they would have made me feel the same.


“Why don’t you offer him some apples,” She straightened up,
laughing at a huge poster of Sean Connery on the wall behind me. “Why do you
have this poster here? It so blows up the gothic/fairytales feel of this
castle."


“Oh, James Bond?” I tilted my head. “It’s a Scottish thing.
You wouldn’t understand. You’re a Grimm. I am a Barrie.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” She said without looking at
me, emptying a sack onto the desk. “Don’t get me started, making fun of the
author who created you. This Barrie of yours.”


“I hate to correct you again. You mean Sir James
Mathew Barrie.” I insisted as I picked up a pipe from my desk after I threw
away my cigar. Of course, the pipe didn’t work.


“Easy with your smoking habits,” She mocked me. “You’re
going to get yourself killed.”


“You’re totally right,” I pretended to cough heavily.
“Where in the world would I be without you—“


“Shut up and look.” She pointed at the items she emptied on
my desk.


“So that’s why you are here,” I rubbed my chin, looking at
the seven items on my desk: 


A fork, a plate, a mug, breadcrumbs, a chair, a knife, and
some magical beans.


“Remember those?” She wondered.


“Who wouldn't? Isn’t this the part when the seven dwarfs
come back from work to their cottage and keep asking, ‘who drank from cup’ and
‘who slept in my bed’ and so on?” I squeaked the last part.


“Dwarves my butt.”


“Yeah. I forgot you like that phrase.”


“Because they weren’t dwarves. They were the Lost Seven who
had helped her.”


“So why are you obsessed with the Lost Seven?”


“Don’t you get it?” She sighed. “They were the ones with
her in the cottage. They were the ones who helped her escape two hundred years
ago.”


“So what?” I swooshed the unfinished apple into the
garbage. Basketball style. I am amazing. “Didn’t you say you got hold of her? I
don’t want to know what you have done to her, but I take your word for it that
she can’t hurt us for the next hundred years.”


“Not if she finds them,” The Queen shrugged. “Or if they
find her.”


“Good point,” I considered. “So why are they so important,
again?”


“There is a secret,  a puzzle, that each one of them holds
a clue to it.”


“And I assume you’re not going to tell me what that secret
is, of course.” I said, fiddling with the breadcrumbs on my desk.


“You know how this works, Peter. The only thing that makes
us on the same side is that we want to get rid of her. Other than that, I could
not care less about you and your Wonderland.”


“It’s Neverland, my Queen,” I plastered a fake smile on my
lips. “Wonderland is someone else’s department. What's with everone confusing
his roles today?”


“Wonderland, Neverland, and Disneyland. They are all
childish names for places I hate the most,” She said. “Now listen, I need you
to tell me what every item means to you.”


“Hmm. Did you say that each item belonged to a fairy tale
character?”


“That’s what I think,” She pointed at the breadcrumbs. “Who
do you think the breadcrumbs belong to?”


“That’s a silly question, my Queen. Where there are
breadcrumbs, there are Hansel and Gretel.”


“And a witch.” The Queen said.


“And a witch,” I agreed. This woman thought everything
over. I always thought she could use a weekend in the sun and do something
nerdy, so she would relax. The thought made me remember Count Dracula playing
Zombie Attack on my Xbox inside the chamber. I wondered if he broke my high
score record. I killed 4000 zombies with one thumb once. “But why would a witch
help Snow White?”


“Good point.” She said.


“Besides, weren’t you the witch in the Hansel and Gretel
thing? I’ve always thought all bad characters were only a personification of
you.” I started chewing a peach-flavored gum. I liked those.


“Funny funny,” She mocked me. Finally, she didn’t neglect
my sarcasm. “So you know where Hansel and Gretel are, or if they still know who
they are?”


“It’s going to be hard to find Gretel. She’s been into
witchcraft herself, and probably lives with some Voodoo cult or something. As
much as I love her, she’s become pretty cuckoo in the head lately. I guess that
after she had saved her brother from the witch, she lost it.”


“And Hansel?”


“I don’t think Hansel is one of them. He is a dependent and
useless boy who is hungry all the time. Had his sister not been saving him
repeatedly, he would have been dead by now. Believe me, the breadcrumbs belong
to Gretel. She was obsessed with Snow White when we were in school. She adored
your daughter. But I can’t help you with finding her.” I said, checking my watch.
It was almost midnight. I had an appointment with my love at midnight, but I
wouldn’t tell the Queen.


“And the fork?” The queen held a silver fork in front of
her. It was rather fancy for a sixteen-year-old fairy tale character.


“Where there is a fork, there is a devil.” I mused,
intentionally turning my Auburn eyes into black.


“You don’t scare me, Peter. Try that with the kids you
kidnap every night.”


Her words made me look over her shoulder in the direction
of another chamber in my castle, next to the one where I locked Count Dracula.
It was where I kept the kids locked in a cage. In a couple of days, these
homeless kids will be sent to Neverland. If the real world was tough on them,
it was time they enjoyed the other wonderful realms in Dreamworld. “I have a
Neverland to build,” I winked at her. “It needs a lot of kids.”


“Whateva,” The Queen waved her hands in the air, showing
expensive bracelets and jewelry wrapped around her wrist. “So you seriously
think the fork belongs to a devil?”


“Or a devil’s son,” I raised a single eyebrow. “Or
daughter, or even his cook will do. How the hell should I know? Did you ever
meet a devil in a fairy tale?"


“It depends on what fairy tale you are talking about. The
true ones or the false?”


“In that case, I can’t help. You will have to dig deeper in
the matter. And what is that?” I picked up one of the seven items: a plate.


“This one is most confusing,” She said. “I don’t remember
the significance of a plate in any of the tales. Do you have a clue?”


“Of course,” I said as I took out the gum from my mouth and
glued it to the plate. I had no idea why I did that, but it seemed like a cool
thing to do. Gums, if not in your mouth, belonged on plates or the  wood of
your desk at school. “NOT!”


“Don’t vandalize the plate,” The Queen looked irritated.
“These items are worth millions. If I can’t find the Lost Seven, I can bargain
with higher demons in the Dreamworld with these items.”


I jumped off my desk and stretched out, neglecting her
obsession with controlling everything. I put my hand behind my neck and
stretched out my body, showing off the beauty of my lean and slender curves,
wanting to get her attention. She really made me want to grow up. But then, I
had to resist growing up. Growing up sucks. That’s why I never liked our
meetings. She messed with my head.


To clear my head, I had to occupy myself with something, as
she kept asking questions. I clapped my hands twice, and the dim lit hall of
the castle shone brighter with magical fireflies, tons of them. The queen
squinted at the sudden brightness in the hall.


“Hunchy,” I summoned. “Basketball, please.” I demanded.


“What? You have a basketball court in the Dracula mansion?”
She looked insulted, reminding me of parents always being mad at their children
for just being children.


A rainbow-colored basketball came dribbling out of the dark
towards me. Hunchy couldn’t help but add some creepy and scary atmosphere.


“Continue, my Queen. I am all ears.” I said, dribbling the
ball. It was a magic basketball. It made no sound.


The Queen sighed impatiently, but she knew that I didn’t
care. If I got bored, I had to find something to play with. “All right. What
about this piece of wood I found along with the items in the cottage. It looks
like it’s part of a chair.”


“Where there is wood, there is a woodpecker.” I said.


The Queen looked puzzled.


“I am just joking,” I swooshed the ball in. “Frankly. I
don’t know. However, this piece of wood doesn’t look like it belongs to a chair
to me. It looks like someone’s nose.” I winked at her.


“What? No way. Pinocchio is not even a fairy tale
character.”


“He is not even human if you ask me,” I flew high up the
ceiling and landed down with another swoosh. I tried not to show off with my
flying abilities too much. It made two-legged human uncomfortable. “I got you
again, my Queen.” I winked at her.


“This isn’t funny, Peter,” She gritted her teeth. “I need
to have at least one clue to start from. What about this mug? And don’t say
it’s the holy grail.”


I stopped the ball, looking at the mug. It was a glass mug,
and it definitely caught my attention. “A glass mug,” I recited, rubbing my
basketball.


“So you’re thinking what I am thinking? Cinderella?”


“Not everything that is glass is Cinderella,” I said. “Her
item should be a glass slipper not cup. But it still looks suggestive to me.”


“I always knew that this little peasant girl had something
to do with my daughter.”


“Even though it does not make sense that Cinderella was one
of her friends in the cottage, I heard that you actually manageded to kill her
in the Dreamworld.”


“I did,” The Queen mused proudly. “But someone is bringing
her back.”


“How is that possible? I understand that once an immortal
is killed in the Dreamworld, they can’t be resurrected.”


“It’s true, but there is a nagging human girl who found out
a way to rebirth the dead.”


“What?”


“I don’t know, Pete,” She sighed impatiently. “Somehow,
this nagging girl entered Cinderella’s mother Dreamworld and replayed the birth
scene again so that Cinderella is reborn from dreams.”


“Cinderella has a mother?” Ok. That was a shallow question.
“So tell me how this works?”


“Every hundred years when we surface to the real world, we
could trick each other into playing the old tales again. If done right, you can
bring the tale upside down, which means if Cinderella was dead, and you entered
a certain dream and manipulated her mother into rebirthing her, she becomes
alive.”


“Oh,” I scratched my temple. “You mean the Dreamworld is
like a movie scene that you can replay every one hundred years?”


“Close,” She nodded. “And if you play the cards right, that
movie becomes the truth for the hundred years after.”


“Pretty damn confusing, I must say.”


“Do you understand why I am looking for the Lost Seven now?
If I find them before Snow White does, I can rewrite the new truth in the
Dreamworld my way. So, do you still think this is Cinderella’s mug?”


“Second thoughts, it’s doesn’t have to be?” I dribbled and
walked closer to her. “I think it is not about the mug. It’s about what was in
the mug.”


The Queen’s face shone brighter. “That’s the first thing
you say that makes sense. The mug might have been filled with a potion, a
drink, or any other item that could lead me to its owner. But how can I know?”


“Can’t help you with that,” I said, turned around, and
swooshed again. Damn, that was brilliant. “Which brings us to the magic beans,”
I said impatiently. I wanted her out of my castle before midnight. “I don’t
remember the dwarves in the book talking about magic beans.”


“Remember the phrase, ’Who ate my vegetables?” Beans
are vegetables.” The Queen explained.


“Oh. Then that’s an easy one. Who else has magic beans in
his pockets all the time?” I cocked my head happily.


“Jack,” The Queen mumbled. “That little crook.”


“He is a thief and a crook, but he is very lovable.”


“You sound like you know where he is. In fact, you sound
like you have seen him recently.”


“Of course, I did. But I can’t get him for you. Jack is
becoming so important in the Dreamworld these days.”


“Why is that?”


“He is the only one who can climb out of a dream,” I
mentioned. “You know how many Dreamhunters need a guy like Jack? He is all
business, and he is doing fine. I don’t think that waking up every one hundred
years tempted him at all. He is still in the Dreamworld, getting paid very well
to save Dreamhunters who get stuck in dreams.”


“But climbing out of a dream is prohibited in our
Dreamworld.”


“Yeah. So is eating a young girl's heart and liver.”


“At least I know where he is now.” The Queens looked happy.


“But please, when you find him, don’t squash him like a giant
would do to him?” I threw the basketball away. I got bored easily, just like
Dracula.


“Which brings up to the last item, Peter,” Suddenly the
Queen sounded creepier. I knew when she got into that mood. She was holding a
cool knife in her hand.


“And now we come to the last item, Pete,” The Queen said in
a rather intimidating way. “A knife. One that really looks like yours.”


“Wow,” I said. “Are you saying that you think I am one of
the Lost Seven?”


“I don’t know, Pete. You tell me.”


“Well. It does look like my knife, but I could have dropped
it anywhere, and someone might have picked it up. Aren’t there any other fairy
characters with knives but me?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Come on, please. Do I look like give a damn about Snow
White? Do I look like I don’t want her dead? She is a threat to everyone.”


“She is a threat to us, but not necessarily you.”


“But she is a threat to the one I love.” I said firmly. It
was time to show seriousness in my voice. I could play, dance, and fly all day,
but when it came down to the one I loved, I wasn’t a nice boy anymore.


“The one you love is dead.” The Queen said.


“Not dead,” I waved my hand. “She is just taking a nap. A
long nap. Thanks to the Brothers Grimm for placing that ridiculous curse upon
you guys.”


“So?” 


“She won’t be sleeping anymore,” I said. “I will resurrect
her tonight. And if you could just leave, I could happily start my ceremony.”


“What?” The Queen wondered. “You’re bringing Sleeping
Beauty back? Sheis a mischievous brat. All she causes is trouble.”


“A beautiful mischievous brat,” I corrected her. “I
have been living without her for a hundred years. And I am feeling kinda lonely
here.”


“Isn’t Hunchy entertaining you enough?” The Queens teased me.


“He is alright. But it’s not him. It’s me,” I teased her
back. No one makes fun of the boy who wouldn’t grow up. “I broke up with
him, on his birthday, so it’s most painful for him.”


The Queen chuckled. “Oh. Peter. You still can’t live
without love, even if it’s with one of the most wicked girls in the world.”


“Why do you say that about her?”


“Don’t you remember, Peter? She’s always been cursed, even
before the Brothers Grimm. We needed to put her to sleep for long times because
she likes to kill people, make a mess, and bring down the sky for the fun of
it.”


“I like my girls naughty.”


“That’s not naughty. That’s nuts.”


“She loves me. That’s why I like her. And she doesn’t have
a specific agenda like all of your fairy tale folks. And please, don’t call her
a Grimm. She belongs to both worlds. You know what I mean.”


“Do whatever you want, Peter. It’s not like we’re back in
the real world for long. All I am saying is that she brings out the worse in
you. Is that why you brought Dracula back ?”


“How do you know that?”


“I can smell him. I can always smell my family.”


“You want to meet him?”


“Oh. No. He is a douche bag. And I don’t need him. Did you
tell him about his ancestors?”


“I did, but didn’t believe me.”


“Didn’t I tell you he is a douche bag? So you need him to
help you with resurrecting her?”


“Yes,” I nodded. “Now, if you please, could you go? Poof.
Like a Genie back in the bottle? I believe you have to hunt down seven lost
young people.”


“I will certainly go now,” the Queen packed her items. “I
don’t want to be here when she wakes up. She will turn this castle into a circus.”


“Kids love the circus; adults don’t. That’s what I love
about her.” I smirked.


“Peter,” The Queens stopped on her way out, putting a
finger to her lips. “You’re not just waking her up because you’re lonely. There
is something else on your mind. Trouble in Neverland?”


“None of your business, Evil Queen.” I stuck out my
tongue. She hated that name: Evil Queen.


“So there is trouble in Neverland,” She looked
happy, knowing that I was suffering somehow. “Even though the Snow White war
isn’t exactly yours, you know you will be joining my army soon, Peter. Even the
safety of Neverland depends on Snow White’s death.”


I didn’t comment, listening to the clock strike midnight in
the halls of my castle.


“Shall we begin?” Hunchy came out of the shadows.


“We shall,” I said. I didn'’t mind saying shall.
It’s better than him calling me master. “Would you show the Queen the
way out?”


As they left, I could hear the Queen taunting Hunchy about
his bad teeth as if this was the only bad feature about him.


I burst into Dracula’s chamber, expecting to get into a
lame conversation about zombies. Surprisingly, I found him reading Harry
Potter. The way he laughed while reading, he looked like a goblin.


“What the hell are you doing?” I protested. We had to get
going.


“This book is awesome,” He said. I had to blink twice,
making sure I am not in the Dreamworld anymore. “This Draco boy kicks butt. You
say his character is based upon me?”


I was tongue-tied. Sometimes comedy is most appalling.


“Slytherin.” He said aloud and laughed like kids.


“Please stop this,” I said. “You’re destroying everything I
love about vampires.”


“Oh?” he frowned, suddenly aware of himself losing his
prestige. “You’re right. What has gotten into me?”


I grabbed him by the arm. “Don’t you want to feed?”


“I had enough of those ugly boars.”


“I mean to feed on people, on a most beautiful princess?”


“Now we’re talking.” He said as his eyes turned demonic
red. That’s the Dracula I knew.


“Now we’re talking? Where did you even here that? These
books will spoil you.” I pulled him out of the room to the hall, where Sleeping
Beauty lay.


There was no sound to be heard outside, except of the
ticking clocks on the wall. Sleeping Beauty loved to listen to them in her one
hundred year sleep. She said she could hear the ticking in the Dreamworld, and
it kept her company.


Approaching the bed in the middle of the hall, Dracula
looked taken by her beauty. She was lying on her back in an open glass coffin
filled with water. She had been floating above the water for years. It’s the way
she liked her bed.


The curtains fluttered to a breeze of wind as we approached
her coffin.


Dracula couldn’t take his eyes off her. She had her hands
rested on her chest, and her eyes closed. Her golden hair floated around her
head, just like her white wet dress.


“She is so … “ Dracula shrugged. “Serene and beautiful.”


“Wait until she wakes up.” Hunchy chuckles, reminding me of
Dr. Evil in Austen Powers.


“Don’t scare him, Hunchy,” I interrupted. “She is all
right.” I assured Draco.


“How long has she been here?”


“What a silly question,” I tilted my head, picking up a
white apple floating on the water. “Even if you don’t know about the Brothers
Grimm curse, you must have heard about Sleeping Beauty—“


“The princess who was cursed for a hundred years—“ Hunchy
felt the need to explain before I shushed him.


“Sleeping Beauty is real?” Dracula estranged.


“We’re not going into that conversation again, are we?” I
said. “We’re all real.”


“Think of it,” Hunchy couldn’t stop himself from educating
Dracula. “If you are real, then all the characters in books are real.”


“He has a point,” I raised an eyebrow at Dracula. “He is an
ugly pain in the butt, but this time he is right.”


“Was she cursed by the Grimms as well?”


“Hmm,” I rubbed my chin. “That’s a question I can’t answer.
I don’t think I really know what’s going on. All I know is that I like waking
her up every one hundred years when we’re allowed to surface back from the
Dreamworld.”


“But she isn’t staked,” Dracula wondered. “In order to send
vampires to the Dreamworld, they have to be staked in the real world. That’s
how you woke me up.”


“He is getting smarter.” Hunchy, the annoying, chuckled.


“Stop it,” I told Hunchy firmly, then turned back to Draco.
“That’s right. I think her curse is a little different from ours. Frankly, this
curse thing confused me. It’s a long story, really. That’s why we need you.”


“What do you need me for?” Dracula gazed back at her,
distracted by her beauty.


“She needs your blood to wake up,” I said. “Actually, she
needs you to bite her to wake up.”


“Your blood is Royal blood,” Hunchy explained. “Nothing
else can wake her up.”


“I thought Sleeping Beauty woke up with a kiss.” Dracula
wondered.


“Well. For one, you are not capable of kissing. We both
know that you don’t feel anything when you kiss a girl—“


“Is Dracula gay?” Hunchy wondered.


“No, Hunchy,” I raised my voice a little. It echoed.
“Dracula is not gay. He just can’t feel kisses,” I gazed back at Dracula from
top to bottom. “You’re not gay, are you?” I had to ask.


“You’ve got any problem with that?” Dracula replied.


“Oh,” I shrugged. My best friend in Neverland was gay, and
I loved him. “Of course, not.” I said. Even Hunchy – whom I am not sure about
his sexual orientation – raised an eyebrow. I am not sure it was an eyebrow.
Hunchy’s features are so cramped up, I don’t know which is which sometimes.


“I was just messing with you,” Dracula laughed. “Can’t you
take a joke?”


Playing video games and reading Harry Potter turned out to
be useful for Draco after all; a better sense of humor that could really hurt
his reputation as a fang-master.


“So what are these?” He pointed at the white apples,
reaching for one. 


“Don’t touch those,” I stopped him. “They are hers, and
they are rare.”


“I’ve never seen white apples before.” He commented.


“You’d call me a liar if I tell you that the lord has
created apples white, but then something awful happened in the fairy tale
world, and he decided to turn apples red. But that’s another story. So are you
ready for her?”


“All I have to do is bite her awake, right?” Dracula
brushed her cheek. I felt jealous, but I couldn’t do anything about it.


“Exactly,” I said as I turned to walk away with Hunchy.
“I’ll be in my chamber.”


“You’re not going to be here when I wake her?” Dracula
wondered.


“I prefer to wait for you two in my chamber,” I said. “She
is kind of feisty when she wakes up, and you too are vampires. You’ll get
along.”


Entering my chamber, I sat on my lazy-boy chair – which
totally killed the gothic feel of the castle. I leaned back, drinking carrot
juice.


“I don’t feel good about bringing her back, Pete.” Hunchy
said, looking awfully scared. He couldn’t get his eyes off the oaken
double-door, waiting for her to enter any moment.


“Be cool, Hunchy. Why do you fear her that much?”


“She is a brat, Pete. She likes to make a mess for fun. She
kills for fun. With no purpose. Just a sixteen-year-old bad girl. Last time she
lit my toes on fire when I was asleep.”


I tried to see if Hunchy actually had toes, but I couldn’t
make them out. “Sure it was your toes?”


“Ok,” He bowed his head. “It was my … ass. She lit my ass
on fire, and it took me two years to heal.”


“You have an ass?” I wondered.


“Not funny, Pete.” He looked hurt, and walked out of the
chamber through a back door. It was time for me here all alone, waiting for her
when she wakes up.


The truth was that I was a little intimidated. She tended
to scare me sometimes. But I loved her. She is my Darling.


As I a stard at the closed door, I wondered what her
childhood was like. What part did the Brothers Grimm alter? All that talk about
the spindle, pricking her finger, and the curse. Was it real?


I didn’t know a lot about her previous life, because I met
Sleeping Beauty when she was lost in the streets of Paris, just all the other
kids I pity and save. I comforted and sent her to work for me in Neverland, so
she repays me. But I couldn’t help but fall in love with her chaotic moods. If
she were a princess before, then she was one hell of a spoiled brat.


She was different from the rest of the fairy tale crowd,
for many reasons. She didn’t have a war or a purpose. She just lived day by day
the way she wanted to live. Even when she helped the Queen in trying to get rid
of Snow White, she didn’t for the fun of it.


I had no idea why her hundred-year sleep was different from
the others. But she was damn special. People thought she was a Brother’s Grimm
or Charles Perrault character, but they were wrong. Sleeping Beauty was also a
Sir James Mathew Barrie’s character, and her real name was mentioned in my
altered story. She was one of the few who were mentioned twice with different
names in different books.


My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden scream behind the
door, followed by sounds of chaos of broken glass and vases in the hall. This
time it wasn't Deacula making a mess.


She was awake.


That’s why I didn’t want to be in there. I heard Dracula
scream. She was feeding on him. I know he was a big boy. He will survive. She
tended to be out of control when she was unfed, like a bratty princess
demanding a new toy.


The screaming stopped, and I waited for the door to burst
open any moment. I stood up, as if to pay my respects. It took some time before
the door flung open, and she stood by it.


My God. She was so beautiful. Well, she needed a bath from
the blood drooling from her lips. But except that, she was totally all right.


“Pete,” She smiled. Her eyes glittered with silver stars.
Her blonde hair danced behind her in the air as if it had a soul of its own. “I
missed you.” She said.


“I—“ The smile on my face stole the words from my mouth.


She approached me, barefoot, wet, and seeping blood. Then
she threw herself into my arms. I felt alive. Her touch was warm, like an
imminent memory you could never forget. I felt as if I didn’t know who I were
before she touched me. I blew out a sigh, long and easy.


“I was worried you’d be upset with me and never wake me up
again.” She whispered in my ears, her breath all over my neck.


“How could I?” I pulled her tighter. I needed this. Damn
this curse. How did I breathe without her for the last hundred years?


“Pete?” She looked into my eyes like a pleading child. “Are
we going to have fun this time?”


“Of course we will, Darling.” I said.


“I mean,” She shrugged. “Is she dead?” Even with Sleeping
Beauty’s chaotic behavior, she was afraid of her. She was talking about
Snow White.


“She isn’t exactly dead.”


“What?”


“Don’t worry. The Queen got her. She will not harm us.” I
brushed her hair.


“That’s awesome. So we could have real fun. We could bring
down the sky, Pete.”


I laughed and hugged her again. “Yes, Darling. We could
bring down the sky. Whatever you want.”


Without my permission, she bit my neck. She wanted to taste
my blood. It’s been long. Even though I hated that, I let her.


“I love you, Pete.” She whispered in my ears.


“I love you too, Beauty.”


“Don’t say it like that. Say my real name.”


“I love you too, Darling.” I whispered.


“My full, real name, Pete. I want to hear my real
name on your lips.”


I hesitated for a moment, but then smiled. “I love you too,
Wendy Darling.”
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Dear Diary,


 


Once upon a time, there were wolves outside my bedroom’s window.
It was midnight. They were Knock-knock-knocking, and sniff-sniff-sniffing while
I cringed under my white blanket, my teeth chat-chat-chattering.


Alone in bed in the ramshackle and vulnerable house,
cocooning myself under my blanket, I didn't know how to escape them. I kept trying
to push my head against the bed sheets, wanting to bury it into the mattress like
an Ostrich buries its head in the sand.


The clock kept tick-tick-ticking.


Hiding in the fog outside, the wolves howled in the still
of the night, sending shivers through my spine. I wet my bed with my drool, listening
to them scratching the glass on my window.


Scratch, scrrrratch, scratching.


What an awful noise. It sounded like a slow, long ‘crrrreeeeee’
that would end with the letter P.


The wolves came every night, and they never left.


Not until they heard my mother’s footsteps by the door.
Sometimes, she came back too late from working in the forest.


By then, I didn’t know what my mother did for living. And
if I only knew. 


I was only ten. I remember how she woke up every morning,
taking care of the house. Then, she went out to the garden to water the trees:
the Lone Cypress tree, the Oak tree, and above all her favorite Fortune Cookie
tree.


The Fortune Cookie tree was high enough to disappear into
the clouds. I believed it could reach for the heavens, but I wasn’t allowed to
climb up or even touch it. The tree was wide at the base, and it demanded an
incredible amount of watering. However, it wasn’t water that quenched its
thirst. Our tree drank wine. Red wine.


It was a special kind of wine. My mom brought it with her
when she came back every day.


 


The thing I didn’t know by then was that no such Fortune
Cookie existed elsewhere but in our garden.


Whether it was autumn, winter, spring or summer, our tree
was always thirsty. It didn’t matter if it were a rainy day or a sunny one, if
the wind almost puffed away our house, or if it settled to a lovely summer
breeze allowing the butterflies to flutter around.


It just didn’t matter.


The tree needed wine, and my mother couldn’t live without
the Fortune Cookies. I used to call it the Secret Mysterious Matter of my
Mother and the Tree with the Fortune Cookies Outside the house. I couldn't
think of a shorter name.


Only one fortune cookie fell from the tree everyday.


Smiling, my mother picked it up, and crashed it open with
our kitchen ladle.


 


My mother read the piece of paper and sighed. Sometimes, she
smiled afterward. Other times, she made irritable faces. Whatever her
expression was, she ended up preparing herself to go out to the forest, doing
what she was meant to do.


She wore her yellow hood, picked up one of her wicker
baskets, warned me of opening the door for strangers while she was out, and
then left. She just walked out in the coldest of winters under the thickest snow
to deliver a basket.


On her way to the forest, she bought wine and cakes, promising
a payment to the seller on her way back from the forest. A promise she always
fulfilled.


Then, she started her dangerous journey into the Black Forest; a place that elders and children avoided for the horrible stories they heard
about it. They said that there were gigantic ants, spiders, and frogs in the
forest. I heard rumors about three-headed  dogs, two-trunk elephants, and an
evil, evil, evil witch that ate little children for breakfast.


But I knew better. Even though I was naive, I wasn’t that
naïve. Everybody was afraid of the wolves. Not the one-eyed wolves, not three-legged 
wolves, but the hairy and hungry wolves.


When my mother returned home from her journey, the tree
rewarded her with fruits and vegetables, enough for a day or two. The tree blessed
my mother’s successful journey and helped us from starving.


One day, the garden rewarded us with meat: a three-legged goat
that my mother cooked for us in our big oven - one of the few things my granma
left behind before she left many years ago. The meat was delicious, and it satisfied
my hunger for weeks. I loved meat. I preferred it raw, but my mother insisted that
it had to be cooked.


Sometimes, my mother’s journey took longer than expected,
and she ended up coming home after sunset, or almost midnight.


That was when the wolves rose out of the night and
surrounded the house, trying to enter my room while I was all alone.


Whenever I told my mother about them, she told me that I
should be stronger, that soon I will be sixteen, and the wolves would be scared
of me, not the other way around. Until then, I was safe, as long as I stayed
locked in the house.


I laughed. My poor, hard-working mother was so naïve. There
was no way I could scare these wolves away. I was just a lonely girl without
friends who hid under a blanket.


One day, when the sun was up, and I was alone, playing with
my squirrel friends, someone knocked on my door.


Knock-Knock-knock.


My mother had warned me of strangers knocking on my door.
She said it could be the wolves, disguised in the form of humans.


I wasn’t going to open, but when I asked who it was, a girl
responded on the other side. I asked her to bow down and step away so I can see
her through the keyhole. 


She did. 


I asked her to show me her paws – I meant her hands. 


She did.


She was a real girl, and she had human hands. Her
voice was sweet, and I had no friends. I couldn’t imagine when another girl
would come knocking on my door again. What if we could play together?


I opened the door.


She asked me if she could rest for a while.


“I can’t,” I said, standing by the door. “My mother told me
not to talk or let strangers inside.”


“Oh,” The pale girl panted. She looked worried, as if
running away from something. She didn’t need to just rest. She wanted to hide from
something. “I am not the Big Bad Wolf, you know.” She said, and her eyes
gleamed with a tinge of gold suddenly.


My eyes widened with horror. It wasn’t just the color of
her eyes that worried me. How did she know about the wolves? I was speechless.


“Look,” She peeked over my shoulder, noticing my mother’s
wine on the kitchen’s table. “Use the wine,” She leaned forward, and whispered
to me. “The red, red, red wine.”


“What?”


“The wine your mother brings home to feed the tree,” The
girl said. “Use it."


“I don’t understand. Who are you?” How did she know about
that?


“My mother calls me Shew,” She said, smiling. She had a
fabulous smile. If only she wasn’t that pale. “I have to go.” She said, and
disappeared behind the bushes. She moved rather quickly. I thought I didn’t
actually see her walk away. She just disappeared as I listened to the
sounds of horses and carriages in the distance, probably going after her. I
closed the door, friendless and lonely like always.


Waiting for my mother that night, I tucked the bottle of
wine under the blanket with me.


“Use the red, red, red wine,” I whispered to myself,
tapping the bottle thoughtfully. “What the tick-tack-tock did she mean?” I
furrowed my eyebrows, hearing the wolves outside my window.


Tick. Tick. Tinnnnnn.


The clock on the wall stroke midnight, and my mother wasn’t
home yet. What took her so long? What did my mother have to do in the forest?


Fear crawled on my skin. I felt as if trapped inside that
skin, as if I just wanted to rip myself apart and become what I really was.


I peeked from under the blanket, and saw one of the wolves,
scrrraching at the window.


Crrrinnnnge.


Its yellow, slitted eyes were staring at me. I could see a
smirk on its face as if it were human. It broke the stare, howling under at the
full moon above.


No!


I tucked myself back under the covers, and plucked the
bottle open.


Pong!


I never drank wine before. I was too young for that. I remember
hearing stories about how wine made the mind go whiz and whack, how it turned people
into sleepwalking demons until its effect wore off.


Maybe that was what I needed until my mother came back. I hoped
that she’d register my fear and use one of our many tree-chopping tools in the
garden, chopping their heads off, one by one.


Chop. Chop. Chop. I liked the sound of that.


I gulped down the wine, and the red liquid spread through
my chest. Drinking under the blanket was awkward, but I managed to position my
mouth to the bottle.


I drank and drank, wishing the howling would stop.


Glock. Glock. Glock.


I started feeling dizzy, wondering if I were counting sheep.


Suddenly, the bed moved. It swirled around the room like an
angry flying carpet. The howling didn’t stop, but it sounded muffled and slow
as if the wolves went under water.


Awooooooooo. Awooooooo.


What was happening to me?


My vision blurred, my tongue slurred, and I found myself
smiling with crossed eyes like a fool. Was this the part when the wolves broke
the glass, got into my room, and ate me?


Yum. Yum. Yum.


Then I felt hot, as if the sun woke up at midnight and
broke into my room. The heat bothered me. I couldn’t hide under the blanket on
the flying bed no more. 


I straightened up on my knees, spreading my arms while
holding the blanket with the tips of my fingers, roaring nonsense words. I
looked crazy and scary while I was just drunk and bothered.


To my surprise, the bed wasn’t flying. Nothing was moving
in my room. The wine caused me to imagine things.


But something else happened. The howling stopped.


I saw the wolves with their paws against the window, and
their dimmed yellow eyes staring at me in horror.


What?


Even the clock stopped ticking.


Brrrokkk.


The wolves looked like chickens in a barn, afraid it was
their turn for the slaughter. It was as if they turned into chicken, and I
turned into a wolf.


Looking in mirror on the wall, I saw myself with the white blanket
wrapped around my head, looking like a freaking ghost. I winced at my reflection
and gasped. The wolves gasped with me, placing their worried paws on their
mouths.


My eyes were reddened from the wine I drank, and I looked
creepy as if the one in the mirror wasn’t me. I started feeling dizzy and
sleepy. The blanket I wrapped around me was soaked in the red wine that I had
spilled from the bottle. I looked like wearing a red hood, and it scared the
rotten apples out of them. I wondered why they were so afraid of the red hood.


But it didn’t matter. The pale girl was right. The wine
worked. Feeling tired, I fell asleep, unafraid of the wolves for the first time
in my life


That day, when my mother came home, she punished me for
drinking. She must have thought I was some kind of an addict or something. But
I wasn’t sad about it because I didn’t need her to shush the wolves away
anymore. I had my own brilliant method. Thanks to the pale girl.


Still, I didn’t know what was in store for me.


When I turned sixteen, my mother told me that I was now old
enough to help her bring bread to the table. She said that she would tell me
why she was going to the forest every day, and that it was time for me to take
over. I was so excited. It meant that I would go out to the forest myself –
since I wasn’t afraid of wolves anymore.


It was Christmas Eve, the night that changed my life – well,
not just mine.


“You know why today is a special day?” My mother asked over
the kitchen table. I was playing with a butterfly I kept in a jar.


“It’s Christmas, mother,” I hoorayed, spreading my arms in
the air. “Will you let me chop a Christmas tree this year? I want to chop
trees,” I pulled out one of our strange tree cutting tools, which was made of wood
and an arched blade. “Chop. Chop. Chop.” I waved the tool, swooshing in the
air. It was a dangerous thing to do, but somehow my mother didn’t mind.


“Put that down,” She said. “You’ll hurt yourself.”


“But you never hurt yourself, mother,” I said, making a sad
face. “and you have a lot of these weapons.”


My mother laughed, “They are not weapons. They are
tree-cutting tools. I use them to take care of our garden.”


“So will you let me? Please. Please. Pleath?”


“I will,” She smiled, not looking one day older than me. My
mother looked like she was sixteen years old. Always did. Always will. How did
a funny, perky, and fun-loving  woman like her still look so young? I surely
wished I’d still looked that young when I grew older. When my mother went out
to the forest, she tried her best to look older, sometimes not combing her hair
and not taking care of her face. Her best trick was hiding under the shades of
her yellow hood. “But first, I have to tell you how special today is.” She said.


“I already know,” I put the tool away. “It’s Christmas, the
24th day in December.”


“Smart girl. And what else?”


“We get to chop a Christmas tree, and light it up with
candles inside the house,” I scratched my head. “We should invite relatives and
celebrate…” I raised my hands in the air, ready to jump, but then stopped,
“something?” My eyes crossed without me wanting to. It happened momentarily. I was
used to it. The squirrels laughed at me when this happened, but my mother said
that it was part of my charm, being perky and lovable – and occasionally
cross-eyed? Maybe.  “But what is it that we’re celebrating on the 24th,
mother?”


“A lot of things,” She said. “But there is one thing that
you should know about, because it concerns you.”


“What? You’re celebrating me?” I said happily. No one
celebrated me before.


“I’d celebrate you every day of my life, darling. You’re
just irresistible,” She chewed on the last words. My mother loved me, but
sometimes I felt that I annoyed her, as if she wanted to choke me, crumble me,
and crash me like the fortune cookies on the table. Crash. Crash. Crash.
Thankfully, it didn’t happen often. “December the 24th is the also
the 358th day of the year.” She explained.


“So?”


“If you add 3 plus 5 plus 8, you get the number sixteen.
Your age.”


“I just turned sixteen in October.”


“That’s why it’s important. In our family, each year when
one of us turns sixteen, they inherit the family’s most cherished job.”


When she said our family, I had to look around because it
was always only her and me, unless the squirrel in the garden and the
butterflies were my cousins. “You mean your job?” I wondered.


My mother nodded.


“You mean I finally get to go out to the forest?” I was
speechless, my eyes wide open. I’ve been trapped in this house for years. I wasn’t
allowed to go beyond the garden. Only few days a year, I was permitted to go
buy bread from the market in exchange of our crops from the garden. My mother
claimed I was too young to go out to the scary world. She said I was young and
inexperienced, and that strangers were bad people. Of course, I had never
entered the forest, which wasn’t only full of strangers, but wolves.


The reason I never told her about the wolves at my window
was that I was afraid she’d worry more about me, and I would end up living my
life locked in a closet, or in a jar like my butterfly. She was too protective
of me.


“Yes,” My mother confirmed. “Today, on the 358th
day of the year, you will go into the forest.” She said, sounding a little
worried though.


“So will I get a basket full of cakes and wine like you
do?” I was so excited to go out and follow my mother’s footsteps. I became
older now, and it was time to be responsible and help the family.


“There are things I have to teach you first,” My mother
said. “Let’s start with the tree outside, shall we?” My mother held my hand and
led me to the garden, which was usually full of squirrels waiting for the
falling fortune cookie. Somehow, if they touched one, they screamed as if it
shocked them, so they just danced and squeaked around it. “Pick this one up.”
My mother pointed at today’s fallen cookie, sounding tense.


I did, looking at it as if it were a golden egg.


“Can I crack it open?” I asked. My palms were sweaty.
Finally, I was about to know what was written inside, and understand why my
mother went to the forest.


“Better do it on the kitchen table,” She said. “Walk back
carefully so you don’t trip on any of those tree-cutting tools.”


I did, wondering when she’d permit me to cut a Christmas
tree myself. But right now, the cookie was of more importance. I placed it on
the table and cracked it open with a ladle.


I hated ladles because my mom liked to call me Ladle,
instead of my real name. What was wrong with my real name? Well, it was spooky,
but it was she who had given it to me.


Crack. Crack. Crack. Awesome. The fortune cookie split
open.


As I picked up the crumbled paper, my mother wrapped her
fingers around it, looking into my eyes, “Before you read the paper, I will
tell you what you should expect.”


“Hmm…” I nodded, wondering why my mother’s grip was tight.


“Everyday when I read the paper from the cookie, I read a
name.”


“A name?” I wondered. “So it’s not like, ‘today is your
lucky day’ or, ‘you’ll meet a tall, dark, and handsome prince’?”


“No. It’s someone’s name that is written on the paper.” My
mother lowered her head, looking serious.


“And?” Ok. I didn’t think it was an elephant’s name,
mother. Go on.


“This tree outside in the garden is a very special tree.
It’s called the Tree of Life.”


[bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]“The Tree of Life?”
I repeated after her like a dizzy parrot. Why all the seriousness in her
tone?


“The Tree of Life sends us a name everyday. A name of
someone we should take care of. It’s a blissful and honored doing.”


“So that’s why you pick up cakes and wine, and go to the
forest? You mean you give it to someone in the forest? Someone with the name
from the cookie? This is amazing, mother. I am so proud of you.” I was almost
tapping my feet.


“It’s not exactly like that,” My mother said. “But it’s
close. You’re a big sixteen-year-old girl now. And since it’s your first day,
you will have to bring cakes and wine to the person with the name in the
fortune cookie.”


“Are they poor, mother?” I lean forward, feeling for them.
“They must be poor, right? Or why would we be helping them?” We were poor, but
I heard there were poorer.


“We don’t know if they’re poor. We just do our part in the universe,
and we don’t ask. It’s a noble job. I inherited it from my mother, and now you
inherit it from me. Still, you have to do this the right way. If you mess this
up, you will not be worthy of the job, and we won’t be able to bring bread to
the table. Understood? You will have to deliver the wine and cakes today.”


I nodded as she released my hand.


With cautious fingers, I flattened the paper on the table.
Why did I feel uneasy about this all of a sudden? It’s just a name of someone I
never met before. Someone I didn’t know.


But I did.


I did. I did. I did.


With an open mouth, I turned to look at my mother who had
read the name with me.


“I don’t believe it,” I said. “Isn’t this a little
strange?”


“It is very strange.” My mother folded her arms in
front of her, gazing at the Tree of Life outside, as if longing for answers.


“But it is also amazing,” I clapped my hands, feeling a
surge of excitement lifting me up. “I am going to finally see my granma.
Finally. I haven’t seen her since I was six.”


“It’s grandma, not granma,” My mother sighed,
sitting down as if the weight of the world were on her shoulders. “I didn’t
expect this,” She looked up to me. Wait. She was looking a little higher. She
was almost talking to the ceiling. Whom was she talking to? “But we
always obey the Tree of Life. Are you sure you can do this?” She asked.


“Bring cakes and wine to my granma in the forest?
Absolutely!” I couldn’t think of an easier job to do. Mother, your job
wasn’t that hard.


“Your grandma hasn’t seen any of us for many years,” My
mother explained, sounding as if warning me. I wondered from what. “In fact,
she hasn’t seen anyone for many years, living in her isolated small
house in the forest. A house that is too hard to find.”


“Oh?” I swallowed. I heard the forest itself was like a
huge maze where kids lose their way everyday. A house that was hard to find in
such a forest sounded a little too complicated for a girl’s first day on the
job.


“But you can do it,” My mother patted me. “Right?”


I didn’t say a word. Of course, I can do it. But the way my
mother held my hands worried me. She was too gentle, as if sympathizing with
me.


“Why doesn’t grandma live with us?” The thought popped in
my head. She was my father’s mother, and I had never seen my father. “Why did
she leave? And why does she live in the forest?”


“Your grandma has her reasons,” Mother was a bad liar.
Something wasn’t right. “Now listen to me carefully. It’s important that you
don’t talk to strangers on your way to her. Understood?”


“I know, mother,” I puffed. “You’re not going to warn me of
wolves again.” Did I ever tell you that I scared them in my room? 


“They are nasty and sly creatures,” My mother said. “They
could deceive you. You have to promise me to walk your way to your grandma
without stopping for anything. Anything. You understand?”


Understood? Do you understand? Do as you
are told. I hated these
phrases. Didn’t she know they were all the same?


“I understand, mother. Don’t worry,” Then another idea came
to me. An idea I liked very much. “Can I wear a red hood on my way?” I asked
with eagerness. That would have been so amazing. Besides, the wolves were
scared of the color red.


“What’s wrong with you?” My mother snapped, letting go of my
hands. “Second thoughts, it might not be a good idea for you to go out,” She
sighed. “But you have to.” She changed her mind twice within seconds,
looking at the tree outside again.


“What did I do wrong?” It seemed like whenever I was about
to finally leave the house, I always did something wrong, stopping me from
seeing the beautiful world outside.


“Don’t you know that red is a forbidden color now in the Kingdom of Sorrow?”


“It is?” I looked sideways at one of my squirrel friends.
It occurred to me that I wasn’t ready to go outside today. Staying at home for
too long made me ignorant of many things in life.


“It is,” My mother nodded with lines of embarrassment on
her forehead. “The color red is prohibited for reasons I shall tell you about
later.”


“Is it because it’s the color of blood?”


“No. I said I will explain later.”


“Ok,” I shrugged. “So what should happen if I wear the
color red?”


“You will be hunted and killed,” She approached me and shook
me by the shoulders.


“Killed by the good people or the bad people?” I said, one eye
closed, trying to imitate her seriousness.


“Does it even matter? Red is the color of…”


“What?” I wanted to know about the color that scared the
wolves away.


“It just prohibited. That’s all you have to know.”


“But wine is red, mother.”


“The wine is hidden in a bottle, and goes straight to your
stomach. It’s forbidden to pour red wine in transparent glasses. If wine is
spilled on a dress, it is considered forbidden too. The kingdom is facing hard times,
and we have to follow the rules.”


“All right, mother. Then what should I wear?”


“You will wear a white hood. The one you used to wear when
you were ten.”


“But that one is too small.”


“I’ve sewn new clothes to it. It’s bigger now, and you will
love it.” She said, approaching me with serene eyes. “You remember that hood?”


“I do,” I said as she buried my face in her chest. I was
much shorter than her. “The one I used to wear when I hid in the snow from you,
playing hide and seek when I was a kid.”


It was true. Whenever I played with my mother and wanted to
hide from her, I wore the white hood and buried myself in the snow. It was a
perfect hiding place. Even when she walked right over me, she couldn’t find me.
All I needed was to hold my breath as long as possible, and it seemed like I
could hold my breath forever. My mother never questioned how I did it. I was
gifted.


“You should get dressed, and prepare for a long journey
now, Ladle.” She said, brushing my hair.


“Please don’t call me Ladle,” I moaned, brushing my cheeks
on her chest. “I hate that name. This is a ladle,” I pointed at the ladle
I used to crush the fortune cookie open with. “My name is—“


“Shhh,” My mother stopped me gently. “I promise you that if
you accomplish your duty and come back from grandma, I will call you by your
real name for all times.”


“Really?” I was surprised. All I ever wanted was to be
called by my real name. Even though I was told it was really weird and creepy. “Thank
you, mother.” I pecked her on the cheek, and ran back to her room.


“What are you doing?”


“I am going to wear my white hood, ready to visit granma.”
I said while in her room, opening the drawer, searching for my new white hood.


I did find it, but I also found a red one underneath, one
that I had never seen before. Whose hood was that?


Examining the red hood, I found out that it was double-faced.
One side was yellow, and the other was red. I was so curious to ask my mother
about it, but was afraid that she’d stop me from my journey for asking too many
questions.


I wore my white hood, preparing for my journey into the
forest, not knowing that it will change my life.


On my way out, my mother gave me money to buy the wine and
cakes, a map to granma’s house, and even more money for a carriage, so I don’t
walk alone in the forest.


“Carriages are too expensive,” She said. “but consider it a
birthday gift for your first day as a responsible girl.” She hugged me with
tears in her eyes.


On my way to the local market, I kept clicking my feet
together, singing songs that didn’t exist. Staying alone in the house, I had
created my own rhymes. It was puzzling how I always forgot the tune.


Even though the land was covered with thick layers of snow,
I was happy with everything around me. The animals danced and trotted next to
me. Since I had no friends, the animals were my best companions, and we shared
a big secret: they could understand and talk human language.


When I reached the market, everyone greeted me and smiled.
Well, not everyone. Youngsters were kind to me, but the elders seemed to avoid
me, hissing words I couldn’t hear behind my back. The older the people, the
lesser they liked me. They weren’t rude, but it was as if they just preferred
to walk away from me.


I bought cakes from a middle-aged woman who was neither
kind nor worried. Then I went to buy the wine.


“Wine is red,” A funny voice whispered behind me. I turned around
and saw a young girl with brown dreadlocks. She was about twelve years old, and
she had an unusual happy aura around her. Her smile was fantastic. “It’s prohibited.”
She said, covering her mouth with her tiny hands, and giggling.


“Never mind my sister,” A young boy stood next to her,
eating a big loaf of bread, the breadcrumbs falling at his feet. “She is always
so ridiculously happy.”


“Why ridiculous?” I said, putting the wine in the basket, covering
it with a white piece of cloth. “You know about the red color thing?” I bent
down and talked to the girl.


She nodded, still giggling with her hand on her mouth.


“I don’t know what is so funny.” Her brother took another
crunchy bite.


She pulled me closer from my hood. “It’s because of the
evil that lurks in the forest.” She whispered, trying to make an unconvincing
ugly face.


“You know what that evil is?” I asked.


“She doesn’t know anything,” Her mouthful brother
interrupted. “Besides, we’re not supposed to talk about it.”


The girl pulled me closer. “There are wolves in the
forest,” She whispered. “Many of them. And they want to eat us.”


“Wolves?” I knotted my face.


“No,” Her brother interrupted. “It’s vampires, not wolves.”


“As if you would know,” She stuck out her tongue at him.
“You’re busy eating all the time.”


“What’s a vampire?” I asked.


“It’s a demon that sucks the blood of a human.” He
insisted.


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]“Hmm,” I sighed. I needed to get going so
I get back home before dark. “I am going to the forest. Will you be there when
I get back?” I asked them.


“Really?” The girl’s eyes widened. “You’re going alone?”


“I will get a carriage and a coachman. My mom was generous
and gave me money.”


“We would love too but,” The girl sad. “Our parents sent us
on a mission. How about we meet here in the market tomorrow?”


“Would you like to ride a carriage with me? I can get
wherever you’re heading.” I offered, knowing that I sounded desperate, but I
wanted to make friends badly.


The boy and the girl exchanged looks. “No,” The girl said
reluctantly. “We’re not supposed to talk to strangers.” She looked away, the
tip of her fingers on her lips.


“Tell me about it.” I sighed. So everyone’s parents were
like my mother, preventing their children from talking to strangers. Even though
the girl was the one initiating the conversation, I understood her concern. She
probably didn’t want her parents to see her with strangers.


“But it’s not like we can’t be friends,” The girl said. “I
mean we just don’t want our parents seeing us riding with someone they don’t
know.”


“Alright. Tomorrow then.” I waved goodbye.


Leaving them behind me, I paid a coachman to drive me into
the forest. He didn’t hesitate, but the map seemed to confuse him. He said that
he didn’t remember seeing a house in that area. He also said something about
breadcrumbs, which I didn’t get.


“I think it’s because my granma, who lives there, didn’t
have visitors for about ten years.” I suggested.


“So you are delivering the basket to your grandma,” He rose
an eyebrow. “How thoughtful of you on a lovely Christmas Eve.”


Once the carriage entered the forest, heavy curling trees
nested above us, darkening the forest like huge spider webs. The only thing
that lit the surroundings was the white snow covering the earth. It glittered like
crystals at certain spots.


The driver was masterful, avoiding hedges and uneven parts
in the snow. His horses were strong and fast.


I rested my head, relaxing as he rode through.


Suddenly, a heavy thud caused me to leap to my feet in the
bouncing carriage. A huge face of a wolf grinned at me behind the glass in the
door. I wondered how it balanced itself on the board of the carriage, with its
face flat to the window.


Looking it in the eye, I knew it was one of those standing
by my window at night.


The driver whipped the horses away, yelling that I should
stay inside the carriage no matter what. As the howling grew louder outside, I
told him that I could help.


“Show them something red!” I yelled.


“Red is the color of blood. It is forbidden,” He yelled back,
whipping away. “If they see it, more wolves will arrive.”


“No. You got that wrong.” I had to explain. I knew what to
do. I was about to drink some wine, spill some of it on my white hood, and then
scream at the wolves. But I had not time. One of the horses tripped on a fallen
tree in the snow, and the carriage flipped on its side.


I blacked out, thinking I was never going to wake up again
– or maybe wake up inside the stomach of a wolf.


An hour later, my eyes flipped open to the sound of a
squirrel. I was still alive, and the weather was colder than before.


Standing to my feet, I picked up the bottle of wine and the
cakes. I put them back in the basket. My heart pounded against my chest as I
went to check on the coachman…


He was dead, next to one of the horses, which was dead too,
both half-eaten by the wolves. The other horse ran away. The blood on the snow spread
around me. Even though the scene was appalling, I didn’t feel that scared.


I was lucky, having been trapped inside the carriage with
the door closed. That’s why the wolves couldn’t reach me. Even though the window
was broken, it was too small for them to get inside. I was extremely lucky.


I wondered if the wolves still lurked somewhere in the dark.
It would have been better if kept standing in the middle of the blood on the
snow. I knew how much they were scared of the color red. Standing here wasn’t a
good idea though. I was going to freeze this way, and I had a job to do.


How dare I disappoint my mother and the
Tree of Life?


I had to run away. If not before the wolves came back, then
before whatever evil lived in forest found me, attracted to the scent of the
forbidden color.


Run, run, run. Pant, pant, pant.


With the basket in my hand, I trotted on the snow, confused
and losing direction. I still had my mother’s map to my granma’s house,
everything looked alike in the forest. The map was also confusing. It said to
follow the breadcrumbs from a certain tree to another. How was I supposed to
follow breadcrumbs to get to my granma’s house?


Wait for me, granma. I know it’s Christmas
Eve, and you must be waiting eagerly for the cakes and the wine. I am coming, granma.


When I stopped to catch my breath, I heard a voice. It was
a boy reading a book out loud. Alone in the forest?


“Wants pawn term,” I could hear him read aloud. “dare
worsted ladle gull hoe lift witter murder.”


What looney words where these? But his voice was sweet. I
felt safe. Whatever language he read, it sounded funny. What did these words
mean?


Finally, I saw him standing behind the bushes. He was a
cute boy who looked like prince, lying back in a hammock between two trees,
wearing heavy boots, and reading a book. He looked out of this world, enjoying
his time in such a scary
forest.


“Pssst,” I whispered, afraid the wolves would hear me. “Pssst.”
I repeated, pressing my teeth tighter.


The boy jumped out of his hammock, thudding on the snow
with the book in his hand, as if it were his gun. “Psst?” He wondered, looking
around, not seeing me.


“Yes. Pssssst,” I repeated, stretching the word, so he
could locate me. I guess I wasn’t easily visible, wearing my white hood in the
snow.


“Pssssssss…?” He wondered again, posing with a fist now.


“Ttttt.” I added.


Then our eyes met.


He smirked shortly, as if it was just ordinary for him to
get pssst by a girl. Then his smile eased, “Who are you?” He asked.


“I am—“ I was eager to tell him my real name, but then I
changed my mind. I didn’t want to scare him away. I loved my name, but people
said it was scary. Why would my mother name me after something scary? “They
call me Ladle.” I used the silly name my mother called me.


“They?” He titled his head.


“It’s my name.” I wasn’t going to explain the whole story
to him.


“What a silly name,” He said abruptly. “Ladle reminds me of
soup.”


“I know,” I bowed my head, holding the basket with both
hands. “My mother likes to call me Ladle. Just like the sentences you were
reading. I think I heard you say my name in that insane language you were
talking.”


“That’s true. There was a Ladle in my last sentence.” He
said.


Even though he looked friendly, I still didn’t trust him.
Too many scary things happened today. I decided I am not coming closer.


“So what language is that?” I asked.


“Anguish Language.” He said proudly.


“Anguish what?”


“Anguish Language,” He pointed at the book he was reading with
his finger. “It’s another way of saying English Language.”


“What?”


“Let me read to you,” He opened the book. “Wants pawn
term—“


“Wait. Wants pawn term? What is that supposed to mean?”


“Don’t you get it?” His boyish eyes gleamed with enthusiasm.
“It means: Once upon a time.”


“It surely sounds like it, but the words don’t make sense.”


“That’s the point,” He said. “It’s a secret language
without actually being a secret language. It’s genius. Listen to this,” He
started reading again. “Wants pawn term, dare worsted ladle gull—“


“Stop. Are you saying that what you just said should read:
Once upon a time, there was a little girl?”


“See. You’re starting to get it.” He smiled.


“That’s an amazing language.” I said. If I taught this to
my animal friends, we could have our real secret language.


“I know,” He said, sounding a little arrogant. “The best
thing about it is that each word in the Anguish Language is English, but
when you put the words together they don’t make any sense, unless you listen carefully.”


“So ladle means little?” I was a little girl in size,
indeed.


“It doesn’t quite mean it since both words have
different meanings, but they sound alike when used in the secret language. Can
you see the magic of this? You and I could walk for hours without anyone
understanding us.”


“Please continue.”


“Wants pawn term, dare worsted ladle gull hoe life witter
murder inner ladle cordage.”


“Amazing,” I clapped my hands, forgetting about the wolves.
“Once upon a time, there was a little girl who lived with her little mother
in a little cottage. Is that right?”


“Indeed.”


“So murder sounds like mother?”


“Yes.”


”Creepy,” I giggled. “But wait, this story is strange. It
sounds like me. I am a little girl who lives in a cottage with my mother.”


“Could be anyone,” He waved his hand. “You think the world
evolved only around you?”


“You’re right. I am just being silly.”


“Besides you don’t wear a red hood. The book describes the
girl as Ladle Rat Rotten Hut.”


“Wait. Don’t translate it for me,” Closing my eyes, I tried
to translate it into English. “You mean: Little Red Riding Hood?”


“See? You might be little, and your mom calls you Ladle –
because you’re little – but you are not wearing a red hood.”


“I wanted to,” I said, remembering my mother’s double-faced
hood, secretly tucked in her drawer. “But my mother didn’t allow me.”


“And I assume you know why.” He asked.


“Yes. Yes. I know. Red is the forbidden color. Everybody’s
been telling me this today.” I said impatiently.


“But do you know why it is forbidden?”


“Not again,” I sighed. “I heard a million reasons.
Vampires, evil creatures, wolves.”


“None of that is true.” He shook his shoulders.


“So what is it?”


“If you come closer, I will tell you.” He teased me with
his lovely eyes.


I shrugged. The boy looked harmless, but finding him here
all alone, reading in a hammock, didn’t make sense. Your mother warned you about
talking to strangers, Ladle. Remember? And you have a job to do.


Finally, I shook my head. No. I wasn’t going to come
closer.


“Just one step forward,” He teased again. “It’s worth it. I
am going to tell you a great secret.”


Reluctantly, I took a step forward. The boy was charming. It’s
just a step. What could happen?


“Happy?” I said.


“A little.” He smiled. It was an undecipherable smile.


“So why is red forbidden?”


“Because it is the color of death.” He whispered.


“You mean that it is the color of blood, so it resembles…”
I couldn’t say the word death. Somehow, it was so heavy on my tongue.


“No. I mean Death as in death itself.” He lowered
his voice, sounding cautious and creepy.


“You’re talking as if this death is a person.”


“Not really a person, but a demon that can look like humans
whenever it wants to.” He whispered again, looking around suspiciously. “And it
walks around in the forest every day, wearing a red hood.”


“So that is why the color red is prohibited? This doesn’t
sound like what everyone has been telling me.”


“Because they don’t know the truth. Death walks around
wearing a red hood, holding a scythe that it uses to kill with. You know what a
scythe is, don’t you?” The way he whispered the words with caution sent shivers
down my spine.


Of course, I knew what a scythe is, but I said, “No. What’s
a scythe?”


“A cutting tool, made of wood and a blade at the top. Some
people chop trees with it.”


“Oh,” I said with open eyes. “Those? We have those in our
garden. We have many actually.”


“Everyone does, but they used it to chop trees. Death uses
it to chop heads off.”


 


“So Death stands out. Imagine a world without the color
red. Whatever is red will be exposed, and maybe, just maybe, we can avoid it,
and maybe kill it, and then no one ever dies.”


Thinking about the boy’s theory, it made sense. But I
didn’t want to talk about it, because everything the boy said reminded me of my
mother.


“Can I ask you a question?” I said.


“In Anguish Language?” He rose an eyebrow.


“No. Are wolves evil?”


“That depends.”


“On what?”


“On many things. And you know why? Because evil is a point
of view.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean little children fear the forest because of the
wolves. To them, wolves are evil. And wolves fear Death. They think it is evil.
A worm thinks a sheep is evil, because it eats it. A sheep thinks wolves are
evil because they eat it. You get the picture. What is a threat to you is
considered evil to you. Nothing is absolutely evil.”


As I listened to him, I kept thinking about my mother. I
was thinking about her travels to forest every day, why she owned so many scythes,
and that she kept a double-faced hood that was red on one side. Was it possible
that Death was my mother? Was that her job that brought bread to the table?


 


The cloth covering the basket slipped to a soft breeze.
Once the boy saw the cakes and the wine, something changed about him. I swear I
saw the hunger in his eyes, his tongue dangling like an animal as he stared at
the cakes.


“Are you hungry?” I wondered.


“I love cakes,” He dropped the book and rubbed his hands,
his eyes lingering on the basket. “I love cakes so much.”


Wow. I had the feeling he was about to sing to the cakes.


“When I really get hungry,” He talked as if daydreaming. “I
go visit the cemetery to eat the sweetest cake and drink the best wine. It’s so
delicious.”


“Cemetery?” I started to worry. His hunger was unusual. It’s
as if cakes could make him grow taller or something.


“Don’t you know that you can find the best cake and wine in
the cemeteries?” Finally, he looked up at me.


“How so?”


“Most people bring cakes and wine along when visiting their
dearly departed,” He explained. “Everybody knows that. It’s an old tradition.
Thanks to the Roman civilization.”


I wasn’t going to ask who the Romans were. I didn’t want
him to notice that I hadn’t been out for years. But it was interesting that
wine and cakes were brought to the dead as an offering or something. My
suspicions about my mother grew stronger.


“So can I get a cake?” The boy drooled.


“I am sorry,” I said. “I can’t. They are my granma’s. I
lost some of it already on the way, and I should be going, or I’ll be late. She
lives in the forest.”


“Your grandmother lives in the forest?” The boy rubbed his
chin.


“What’s strange about that?”


“I
don’t know. But it is just strange. When was the last time you saw her?”


“Hmm…About ten years ago. She used to live with us, but I
don’t really remember much about her.”


“The forest is big. You could easily get lost. And who
knows, Death could find you.”


“I am not afraid of—“ Again, I couldn’t say it. “Not even
of the wolves.”


“Nobody’s afraid of the wolves. They’re just cute
creatures—“


“Wow. You think so?” I giggled. “Actually, it did cross my
mind how beautiful they are. Their hair and their eyes, and the swift and fast
ways they run. I like it.”


“I am glad we share the same opinion about them. Everyone
thinks otherwise, not knowing that the wolves are the victims, and that the
real danger in the forest is Death, which the wolves are afraid of. But still,
you might get lost.”


“Don’t worry. I have a map.”


“Oh,” His eyes glittered. “But how is a map in the forest
of any use? What does it say? Walk five steps to the apple tree, and three
steps to the next mushroom? Or does it say, wait for the cloud in the sky that
looks like a sheep, and then take a right from there.”


I laughed. “In the beginning it said something like that,
but now that I came closer, it says to follow the breadcrumbs.”


“Did you find the breadcrumbs?”


“No. That’s why I have to get going.”


“It’s so sad. I just thought I made a friend in this lonely
forest.”


Making friends was my weak spot. If I didn’t have to visit
granma, we could have played the Anguish Language game. “Listen, I won’t be late,”
I said. “If you wait for me here, I meet you again on my way back.”


“Really?” He almost jumped in place. “That would be fantabulous.”


“I think it’s fabulous,” I said. The Anguish Language
messed with his language. “And to prove to you that we’re good friends,
here is a piece of cake.” I walked closer to him, and stretched out my hand
with a cake.


The boy looked at the cake on the palm of my hand with
glowing eyes, which turned a little yellow. “Hmm,” He licked his red tongue,
and started eating from the palm of my hand. “I love cakes.”


I couldn’t see his eyes when he was eating like an animal, licking
the cake off my hand. His tongue felt strange, rough like a cat’s tongue. Not
like the tongue of—


Oh. My. God.


I stepped back suddenly as he rose his head. His eyes were
slitted and yellow. Hair grew on his hands. His body grew bigger, and arched as
if he were in pain, ripping the cloth open as he growled at me.


He was a werewolf.


“Yum. Yum. Yum.” He said, licking his lips, saliva drooling
out.


Instantly, I ran away in the snow, looking for a place to
hide. There was nothing here but vast amounts of white and some dark trees.


Run. Run. Run.


I heard him panting behind me, and from his shadow, I knew
that he was growing bigger and bigger.


I was just a fool. He played me with all this talk about
Death while he was the evil one in the forest. Where should I go? What should I
do?


I stumbled over an uneven part of the snow. It sloped up
enough for me to hide in it. I remembered when I used to hide from my mother inside
in the snow when I was a kid.


Shuddering to the approaching voice of the wolf, I dug a
hole in the snow, just like rabbits and cats. I dug deeper and faster with my
hands, then slid into it and hid inside. I buried the basket before I pulled
down the white hood. I was thankful that I didn’t spill the red wine on myself to
scare the wolves in the carriage. There was no way I could hide in the snow if
my hood was soaked in red.


I held my breath.


The wolf came running, but decided to stop two feet away from
me. Did it smell me? Or did smell the cakes?


It started sniff-sniff-sniffing. My heart
poun-poun-pounding.


As it walked slowly, inspecting the area with its yellow
piercing eyes, I wondered how long I was able to hold my breath. It didn’t
bother me at all. How did have such a gift?


The wolf padded right over me, not noticing me. I was about
to scream, but I didn’t.


Lurking around, the wolf seemed to believe that I was
nearby somewhere, but it couldn’t figure out where. Then it stopped in place,
and started shivering.


Squinting, I could see very little from under the hood. The
wolf stood in front of something – or someone – I couldn’t see. It’s started to
moan like a cat, brushing its chin against the snow. What was it afraid of?


The wolf turned around and ran away. Far away into the
dark.


I rose out of my hiding place, cautiously making sure it
was gone. I grabbed the basket and padded the snow away.


Walking toward the spot where the wolf stood, I saw
nothing.


What was it scared of?


Wait. There was something. It wasn’t what I had in mind
though. I saw a scythe, half-buried in the snow. This was one of my mother’s
scythes.


I found myself stumbling back in horror. This meant that
Death was nearby. He – or she – must have lost its scythe on the way. Maybe it’s
taking a nap somewhere before chopping someone’s head off.


And I didn’t want to say chop-chop-chop in my happy and
perky way. I was so scared. If the werewolf was afraid, why wouldn’t I? After
all, I knew now why the wolves at my window ran away when I spilled the red
wine on my hood. They weren’t just afraid of the color red. They were afraid of
Death.


Then, another thought hit me. I found myself calling for my
mother in the middle of the forest. If my mother was Death, chopping off heads
in the forest, I didn’t think she would kill her own daughter.


The conclusion drew a smile on my face, “Mother?” I rose an
eyebrow, looking around, feeling the sweet taste of the word on my mouth. “Are
you around? It’s me, Ladle. It’s ok if you’re Death. I still love you.”


Wake up, Ladle. Don’t be a fool. If she
didn’t mean to hurt you, why did she send you to the forest? She kills in the forest.


“Mother?” I said again, breathing out rings of vapor,
sticking to the air. This time, the word tasted bitter and unsure on my tongue.


Stand up, Ladle. You know you’re stronger
than that.


It seemed like there was another Ladle in my head, talking
to me. One that was much stronger and determined. I liked her better than I
liked myself, and gave in to her calling. Standing up, I walked to the scythe
and picked it up, noticing that there were many scythes buried beneath the snow.


Was that where Death stored its weapons?


I didn’t care. I came here to complete a task my mother
asked of me. Whether she was Death or not, I wasn't going to let her down. And
I wasn't going to let my granma down. I will find her house, and I will bring
her the basket of wine and cakes.


“You hear that?” I talked to a squirrel on a tree. “I can
do this. It’s just a basket of cake and wine.” I told it, holding the basket in
my hand, and the scythe in the other, looking determined and powerful.


The squirrel looked up from a nut in its hands, and nodded.
“You can do it. I know you can,” It squeaked. “Good luck. Now hit the road, and
stop making noises. We want to sleep.”


And I did.


I walked with the basket, white hood, and the scythe,
looking for the way to granma’s house. It was a little too easy how I suddenly
found a trail of breadcrumbs, and followed it.


Step by step, I reached my granma’s house, and what a lovely
house that was.


The house was made of Gingerbread and cakes with
windowpanes of clear sugar. It shone like a crystal in the middle of the snow.
It varied in color from pink, yellow, and brown, making me want to celebrate
something. How was such a beautiful house so far away into the woods?


My mouth melted. I wanted to eat the house.


Stop it, Ladle. You’re a polite, girl. These
are only manners of wolves, and you’re no wolf.


“But if my granma’s house is made of cakes, why am I
sending her cakes?” I muttered to myself at the doorstep.


It wasn’t important. I was sure if I give her the basket,
she would let me nibble on the house a little. It’s not like it will fall apart
from a little nibbling.


“Knock. Knock. Knock.” I said, instead of actually
knocking.


“Who's there?” A thick voice asked.


“It’s your granddaughter, granma,” I said proudly. “I
brought you cake and wine, sent from my mother.”


“My granddaughter?” She asked behind the door.


“Yeah, granma. It’s me. Don’t you remember me?”


“Of course, I remember you darling,” Granma coughed. Her
voice was strange as if she just swallowed a crow. “Come in, for I am ill my
bed. The door is open.”


Oh. Grnama was ill. That must be why the Tree of Life told
us to bring her cakes and wine. I pushed the door open.


There was this loud voice of an oven boiling somewhere in
the house, but that wasn’t important. Granma’s bed was right in front of me. I
saw her tucked in it, covering most of her head with a blanket like I did when
I was alone the house. She must have been scared of the wolves like me. I
wanted to tell her that all she had to do was to soak her blanket in wine, but
maybe later.


Discreetly, I put the scythe aside so I didn’t scare her,
and I approached the bed. I couldn’t see her features from under the blanket,
but I wondered why her hands were hairy and brownish. She must’ve been really
ill.


“Why is your voice so strange, granma?” I asked, reluctant
to approach.


“The illness, darling. It got the best of me.”


“And why do you have hairy hands?”


“It’s a symptom of aging. When you grow old like me, you’ll
know.” She said.


“Hmm.” I sighed, annoyed by the sound of the boiling oven.
Where did that come from? It sounded like the old oven she had left behind in
our house many years ago.


Approaching, I saw her eyes lookin bigger than ususal. I
started suspecting that this was not my granma.


“Why are your eyes so big and yellow?”


“It’s also the illness. I am sorry for that.” She coughed.


“And your teeth,” I said. “They look awful and sharp.”
Maybe that was the way she looked like, but I didn’t remember.


“You silly girl. Come into my arms.”


“I will, but I left my basket at the door,” I took a step
back, knowing that this wasn’t my granma. “I brought you lovely cakes.”


As I walked back to pick up the scythe, I knew it was the
wolf. I knew that he had eaten my poor granma, pretending to be her, lying on
the bed. I picked up the scythe and hurried back at him.


“You bastard,” I screamed. “You ate my granma!”


The wolf looked appalled, shivering again to the sight of
the scythe, but he didn’t run. What kept him in place?


“Please, don’t kill me.” He pleaded, showing me his paws.


“If you don’t run away, I will kill you.” I said, holding
the scythe up, fear creeping up his eyes.


“I can’t.” He said, pointing at the blanket.


Pulling it away, I saw the wolf was bound with barbwire to
the bed. It was bleeding, and it couldn’t move.


“Who did that to you?”


“It’s her.” He whispered.


“Her?” I asked. “Do you mean—“


“It’s your grandmother,” The wolf said. “You should leave,
before she wakes up.” He pointed behind me, toward the sound of the boiling
oven.


I turned around and stepped forward with the scythe my
hand. There was an old, ugly woman snoring on a rocking chair next to a boiling
pot. She wore black, and had a long curving nose like a hawk. Her eyelids were
puffy and wrinkled. Her stomach was big as if she had just eaten an elephant. When
she rocked the chair, it squeaked in pain underneath her weight.


It was my granma.


Suddenly, I started remembering how awful she was when I
was a kid, and how evil she was. Everyone hated her. She was a malevolent
witch. I remember now, seeing her when I was ten, walking around our house.
That’s why she was banned to live alone in the forest.


“She just ate two children alive,” The wolf warned me. “She
wanted to cook them, but then she decided to just eat them alive.”


My witch granma opened her eyes to the wolf’s voice. When
she saw me, she looked appalled, the same as me. It seemed as if we were both
afraid of each other. I did know why I was afraid of her. But why was she
afraid of me?


“What brings you here you—“ She stood up, a little dizzy
from the big meal she had.


“My mother sent me to bring you cake and wine,” I began but
couldn’t finish my sentence.


“No,” The witch screamed, and the candy house started shaking,
cakes falling down from it. “It’s not my time yet.”


Holding the scythe up high, I was puzzled. What did she
mean?


“That damn Tree of Life!” She screamed.


“What?” I said, trying to keep balance on the shaking
floor. “What do you know about the Tree of Life?”


“I know everything, and I will not let you kill me.”


 


“Ladle?” Granma estranged. “That’s not her name. Her name
is—“


The house shook harder to her spell. Its walls started to
come closer. I didn’t know if I should fear being squeezed between walls made
of cake, but I was worried.


But that wasn’t the point. The point was that my granma
knew my real name. The one I hated, but it seemed the time had come to live
with it.


“Her name is Death,” My granma yelled. “Her mother is
Death. The whole family is Death. They answer to a Tree of Life that produces a
fortune cookie with a name everyday. Her mother’s job was to kill the one
person with that name because his time has come.”


“So it’s her mother who is Death. Not her, right?” The wolf
asked, shaking in his bed.


“On Christmas Eve, when her daughter turns sixteen, she
takes over. It’s the prophecy.”


 


I raised the scythe and chopped the witch’s head off.


Chop. Chop. Chop. I liked the sound of that.


Her blood spattered all over my white hood. It was a
fountain of blood, one of those gory scenes your mind can’t comprehend.


Wiping the blood from my face, I went to free the wolf. He
was shivering again as I did.


“I am not going to hurt you,” I said. “I am not a bad
person. I am just Death. It’s a job.” It was funny how I had to explain myself
to a wolf who was bad and mean to others. “Come on. We have to save the kids.”
I said.


I went back to my headless granma and sliced her huge
stomach open. Two kids, a boy and girl, came out of her, chocking, removing the
sticky insides of the witch off their faces. Yuck.


“Thank you,” The girl came running to me. “We owe you our lives.
We were lured by the candy house, and my brother, Hansel, kept nibbling on it.
She invited us to eat more candy inside. We didn’t know she wanted to cook us
in this hot boiling oven.”


As I hugged her back, I discovered she was the sweet giggly
girl I met in the market with her brother. But before I could remind her, I saw
her brother standing appalled, staring at me.


“Come back here, Gretel,” He pulled his sister away. “Can’t
you see who she is?”


The coward wolf joined them, and stood next to them.


“She is Death.” Hansel said.


 


“Ladle Rat Rotten Hut.” The wolf mumbled, having now turned
back into a boy.


“Little Red Riding Hood.” I said softly, still checking
myself out in the mirror. It was my destiny; to kill those whose name came out
of the fortune cookie. My mother sent me into the woods to discover who I
really was, to learn about my destiny, and to take over. Nothing strange about
that. We live in the Kingdom of Sorrow, where strange was just about the norm.


“I don’t care what she does,” Gretel said, running back to
me. “She saved us.”


“She did.” The wolf-boy, or boy-wolf, agreed.


“She is actually our friend.” Gretel declared, and I was so
happy. All I wanted was friends.


“I guess she is,” Hansel said reluctantly. “As long as she
doesn’t chop off our heads.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I only do it if your name shows in
the fortune cookie.”


“And how do we know our names won’t show up.” Hansel asked.


“Because you’re twelve years old. The fortune cookie is not
that fond of young ones.” I said.


Suddenly, I knew why older people in the market avoided me.
They knew I was Death, and they knew that their names were more likely to show
up in the fortune cookie. Younger people didn’t fear me like they did.
“Besides, you two are immortal,” I added, not knowing how I knew this. Since I
surrendered to the fact that I was Death, I felt like a portal opening in my brain,
looking into the unknown. “You will do some great things when you grow up.
You’ll be part of the Lost Seven.”


“The lost seven?” Gretel wondered.


“We’re certainly lost,” Hansel interrupted. “We have
to find our way back to our parents.”


“Not before we bury the body of my granma a proper burial,
and leave the basket of cake and wine on the grave. It’s tradition, and have to
follow it.”


“Oh,” The wolf said. “That’s why Death walks around with a
basket of cakes and wine, to place it on the grave like the Roman ritual, to
pay respect to the dead.”


“You got that right,” I said. “But you better not eat the
cakes,” I hesitated for a moment before saying, “And I will have to fill the
empty wine bottle with granma’s blood.”


“Why?” Asked the wolf.


“To feed the Tree of Life. It’s the only way it gets
watered. I have to follow my mom’s footsteps.”


After we buried the body, Hansel and Gretel took some cakes
with them and left, following the trail of breadcrumbs back home. We agreed we
will meet tomorrow in the market and play Anguish Language together.


I opened the door and walked back to the forest, wearing my
red hood and scythe. There was no point in hiding who I was anymore.


“Let’s go, Little Riding Hood,” I talked to myself. “We got
a lot of work to do.”


“Wait,” The wolf said. “Can I come with you?”


“Why?” I asked.


“Well,” He scratched his head. “I could teach you Anguish Language.”
He looked embarrassed, not saying what he really wanted.


“Why would you do that?”


“You see,” He started fidgeting. “The truth is…I… like
you.”


I blushed when he said that. “You do?”


“I do. Very much.” He smiled.


“But you’re not trustable. You tried to eat me. I only saved
you because you told me about the kids.”


“Well. It’s true you can’t trust me, but that’s because I
get hungry. And it’s not like I want to hurt somebody. I just want to eat them.
It's my nature, the same way it's your nature to kill people.”


“What kind of excuse is that?”


“It’s not an excuse. I promise I will not eat anyone.
Please. I really, really want to be with you. Consider me a friend...for
now...later, I wish we'de be more than that. Besides, you’re Death. I can’t eat
you. You will punish me.”


“I only kill those whose name appears in the fortune
cookie.”


“Ok,” I said. “Here is the deal. As long as you don't try
to eat me, I will not chop your head off. Deal?”


“The best deal ever. I guess this is how all relationships
work. You don’t eat a piece of me, I won’t grab a piece of you.”


“But I don’t promise you love, Wolfy.”


“You can’t promise love, Ladle. Love just happens.” He
winked.


Ok. Follow me.” I said, putting the scythe on my shoulder
like soldiers did with their rifles.


A while later, we held hands. I liked it, still gripping my
scythe in the other hand. Like the wolf said, maybe that was how relationship
worked. A girl has to have her scythe behind her back, and a boy had his
moments of uncontrollable hunger. Still, I believed we could make it work. We
both shared blood on our hands. My squirrel friends arrived and walked next to
us. We played with a couple of butterflies on our way, and we saved a rabbit
stuck in a bush. The wolf told me jokes, and made me laugh.


 


Everything that was mystery in the morning was solved by
evening. All but one thing: Who was that pale girl with black hair that knocked
on my door?
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