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ONCE UPON A TIME
It was a time of wonder, it was a time of joy, it was a time of magic, it was a time when the thirteen fairies ruled over Never After, protecting their world. From Parsa to Northphalia, from Neverland to Everland to Snow Country, from Vineland to Lankershim and everywhere in between, thirteen beautiful, powerful fairies were the keepers of order, love, and light all across their world. They were the guardians of wisdom and balance, beloved by everyone from the citizens of Wonderland to dear friends in Camelot. But their home was in the fairy court, in the middle of the Tree of Life.
And on one particularly beautiful summer day, young and handsome Prince Vladimir made a pilgrimage to the court to ask for his beloved’s hand in marriage.
Prince Vladimir had met the princess Rosanna while strolling through Westphalia’s winding markets. Vladimir was unaware that Rosanna was a fairy, and Rosanna was unaware that Vladimir was heir to the Westphalian throne. Unencumbered by titles and destinies, they discovered it was a wonderful time to fall in love beneath the blushing blossoms of the Tree of Life, during the perennial summer sunsets.
But when Vladimir came to propose to Rosanna, her sister Carabosse had a sudden vision of Rosanna’s future, and it was a dark one. Carabosse told Rosanna that Vladimir would be her doom, that marrying him would bring bloodshed. Ogres. Her death, and the deaths of her daughter and her daughter’s daughters. And the death of Never After itself.
The End of the Story.
Carabosse urged Rosanna to let Vladimir go and to keep peace and order in the kingdoms. But, despite the strength of Carabosse’s conviction, Rosanna was so deeply in love that she could not heed her sister’s warning. Rosanna was young, merry, and full of light and laughter, and that summer she was married to newly crowned King Vladimir.
Carabosse could not bear the wedding, for where others saw this union as a bright beginning, the thirteenth fairy knew it would be an ominous end. This union would cause terror and chaos. She swore to herself that, come what may, she would do everything in her power to protect Rosanna and Rosanna’s daughter: Eliana, future queen of Westphalia, the child of a fairy and a mortal.
But would it be enough?








PROLOGUE
THIRTEEN TO
ONE


Carabosse, the visionary, could see what was true.
Her power was great, what else could she do?
But now Carabosse is gone.
Her eleven sisters, too; they’ve all moved on.
Only Sabine is left, also known as Tinker Bell,
The last fairy of them all, whose death will break the spell.
As the Prophecy warns:
If the last fairy dies, Never After does, too.
Filomena’s made a choice to jump back in time.
To save Jack’s life, she puts her own on the line.
But what happens now that she’s back in Never After?
It is not as easy as love and laughter.
Will things turn out differently, for better or worse?
Is there really any way to prevent this curse?
For when they moved Avalon, the portal closed.
Though Filomena lost her love, Never After was unopposed.
Evil Queen Olga was captured in the Deep,
But now she stirs, and danger creeps.
Last time, Filomena chose the mortal world,
And for that, she was sorely sorry.
But now she has one last chance
To prevent the End of the Story.






PART
ONE
Wherein …
Filomena finds herself somewhere she’s been before,
or is it some time she’s been before?
She has trouble telling new friends from old.
They meet a charming explorer and follow him.
Second star to the right and straight on till morning …
Plus a turn upside down?







CHAPTER ONE
WHERE OR
WHEN?


“Hello? Never After to Filomena? Westphalia to Filomena?”
A hand waves in front of Filomena’s face. She hears voices chattering around her. She’s sitting on a particularly lumpy but comfortable couch. She blinks. A voice she recognizes is speaking to her, one that sounds so familiar. And two other voices, too. What are they saying? She can’t quite tell. She’s feeling dazed. As if waking up from a dream. Or into one.
“You were just about to say something and then you, like, totally spaced out. It’s like you were in another world or something!”
“Give her a break, Alistair. It’s been an intense day.”
Filomena blinks again and looks around. The second voice belongs to a girl, one who inspires an immediate sense of calm. The girl wears a spectacular outfit, which Filomena’s fuzzy vision attaches to like a life raft in choppy waters. Silver cargo pants, a blue mesh long-sleeve silk shirt.
Filomena rubs her eyes with her hands. Everywhere around her, all she can see are flowers. Wait, not actual flowers. Floral patterns. On the curtains, on throw cushions. And doilies, so many doilies. And really high ceilings. Hold on—she recognizes this place. She’s been here before. It’s a cottage. Outside the window, the sky is gray, and winter winds whip snow flurries back and forth across the landscape.
She’s in Snow Country. At the giants’ cottage!
“I can’t believe we didn’t see it earlier,” a boy says. “We’re the League of Seven! Of course we are.”
Sitting by the fire, staring into the flames with a troubled look on his face, is another person she recognizes: Jack the Giant Stalker. From her favorite book series. The series that has become her life. It’s starting to come back to her now. She’s in Never After again! She knows where she is. The question is when she is.
The three people in the giants’ cottage chat quickly and intently to one another about things Filomena is finding hard to focus on or follow. A fairy death, Queen Christina, the League of Seven. It all feels so familiar. As if she’s had this conversation before.
As their chatter washes over her, strange images materialize in her mind in a way that’s hard to track. A spa in the mortal world—in Hollywood? Carrying an unconscious Jack to a tattooed woman. The woman—Vilma, it was … the Lady of the Lake, right?—instructing her. Filomena walking down a set of stairs made of sand and into clear waters, into the heart of Avalon, the castle beneath the lake. Vilma told her it was the only way to reverse it. Reverse what, though?
On the couch next to her is a leather satchel. She opens it and sees something inside that floods her with relief. It’s a small handheld mirror. A face appears in the glass. It’s Ira! Ira Glassman, her beloved guide and friend! She’s about to exclaim how happy she is to see him, but he gives her a look like daggers, putting a finger to his lips. Do not say a word, he mouths. She furrows her brows in confusion.
“Everything okay, Fil?” the girl says.
She looks at the girl, her sweet face smiling reassuringly, gently. Her wonderful outfit, her bright eyes. It’s Gretel. Gretel! Gretel, Jack, and Alistair. Relief, surprise, love, sadness—all these emotions flood through her. She feels as if she could cry for a thousand different reasons. Because, how could it be? They’re together again! The only thing she remembers, besides walking into a strange lake, is saying goodbye to them. Standing by the Hollywood sign, having chosen to stay in the mortal world. The hardest decision she’s ever made in her life. Dread and tragedy filled her heart, watching Alistair and Jack walk through the portal, knowing that they’d never see each other again, never be together again. Knowing that staying in the mortal world meant she would grow up and they would remain immortal, frozen in time forever. Her heart breaking again and again until she didn’t think it could keep breaking, until it did.
Except, she didn’t grow up. Or did she? She doesn’t remember growing up. She doesn’t remember ever being older than twelve. She remembers being heartbroken for weeks after making the decision to stay in the mortal world, the only consolation being that Gretel was there, too, and that Bettina, her mother, was no longer sick. All she remembers is hanging out with her parents and writing. Writing so much after making that decision. Writing everything down that she could remember about Never After, so she would never forget it. Pages and pages, hundreds of pages filling up as she recounted everything that had happened since she first met Jack and Alistair. But did she keep growing up after that? She has no memory of it, except a vague part of her mind insists that she did indeed grow up and that this is something else.
“You’re spacey over there, Fil,” Alistair says. “Do you want some water? Some tulip tea? Mauveberry crumpets? The giants have some left over, I saw in the kitchen.”
“No, I’m okay. Thanks, Alistair,” Filomena responds. “I think I just need some fresh air to clear my head. I’m going to go for a walk.”
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Jack says, standing up and walking over to her. “Queen Christina is still out there.”
“Right.” Filomena nods, still trying to figure out what, exactly, is going on. “I’ll just pop into the garden, then. I’ll be right outside. Just need some air.”
“We’ll be in here if you need to talk.” Gretel smiles.
Filomena nods half-heartedly, grabs a thick, giant-sized coat from the coatrack, and takes her leather satchel outside with her. Once she’s around the corner, in the back garden, she sits on a bench and pulls out Ira.
“What in the world is going on, Ira?!” she cries.
“What in the worlds, you mean.” Ira chuckles.
“Now is so not the time for biportal humor.” She shakes her head, though she can’t help but smile. “I feel so foggy.”
She gets up and starts pacing the stone path that winds through the garden. The frozen winter garden’s beauty is striking. Empty thorns glisten with frozen crystals. Smoke billows out of the cottage’s chimney.
“Why did you give me that look?” she asks Ira. “What’s going on?”
“You might want to sit down again, Fil,” Ira starts.
Sighing, she does as he says.
“All right, ready?”
She nods.
“You jumped back in time.”
Like getting stung by a sparkfly, electricity zips up and down Filomena’s arms.
“What does that mean, ‘jumped back in time’?”
Ira tilts his head. “Think. What do you remember? About Never After, about your whole life—what do you remember?”
A sequence of memories floods Filomena’s mind so quickly, it’s hard to know which experience to describe first. Going to Westphalia with Jack. Meeting Mary Contrary, the wise regent ruling Westphalia in Filomena’s absence, who was her parents’ close friend and confidant—not her parents from the mortal world, Carter Cho and Bettina Jefferson, but the parents she never met: her Never After parents. And then, what else? Charlie being turned from a frog back into a prince. Being crowned queen of Westphalia in front of a crowd of citizens on the balcony of her kingdom. Her kingdom. Knighting Jack. Kissing Jack. Oh, they kissed, didn’t they?
Traveling alone on horseback. Toto! Meeting her friends again, the League of Seven. A few minutes ago Jack seemed surprised, back in the cottage, about their group being the League of Seven, but why? They’ve known that for ages at this point. They went all the way through Camelot together, passing tests and meeting witches who they thought were evil but who were actually just misunderstood, the scapegoats of evil Olga. Walking through the Emerald City with Jack, where he told Filomena that he loved her. And then, of course, going to Avalon. Rosie coming out of Wonderland’s ocean and onto the shore of Avalon with a dragon scale. Meeting Marlon, the eleven-centuries-old wizard. And King Arturo!
She misses them suddenly. Where are they? And the other question: Where is Avalon? Because that’s the other thing she remembers: casting a spell to relocate Avalon and accidentally moving the island to the mortal world. She also remembers saving her mother with the sword of Excalibur and then having to choose. Of course. She chose to save her mortal mother and say goodbye to Jack.
So wait … If she chose to stay in the mortal world, then how did she end up back in Never After?
Ira reads her face as she remembers all this. “So you do remember what happened in Never After before, right?” Ira says.
Filomena nods slowly. “But why can’t we talk about this inside, Ira?”
Ira shakes his head. “All right, get ready for this one. It’s because, technically, I haven’t been invented yet. Rosie is gone, Fil. She wanted to get out of Snow Country as soon as Colette was killed, so she, Bea, and Byron went to Wonderland. That’s where they are right now. In this timeline, you and Rosie haven’t invented me.”
Filomena’s head is spinning. She gets up and starts pacing the garden again. Through the windows, she sees her friends huddled around the fireplace. She ducks out of their sightlines, Ira in her hand.
“So if Rosie hasn’t invented you, then how are you here?” she asks.
Ira smirks. “I’m about to drop some mirror world knowledge here, Fil. Can you handle it?”
Filomena sighs. “I think I have to.”
“You know how time doesn’t work the same way in Never After as it does in the mortal world? How, when you’ve gone on quests here that last days or weeks, only hours or days pass for your parents?”
This she recalls very well. It was always something she appreciated about being in Never After. It was like she could have two lives. Well, until she couldn’t anymore.
“So that sort of logic is how it works with time-jumping, too. The most powerful beings in Never After remember all timelines—though it’s very rare that anyone ever time-jumps, so that’s not often tested.”
Powerful beings, she thinks. Like the fairies.
“But anyway,” Ira goes on, “you grabbed me when you left the mortal world. I’m a powerful Never After being, so I can survive the rocky jump into a different timeline. Not everyone can. In fact, very few can. But you … you can. You have the mark of the fairy. You’re more powerful than you realize, Filomena. It’s extremely uncommon to be able to create a talking mirror, to time-jump, and to remember alternate pasts and futures … It’s unique, these things you’re capable of.”
Filomena absentmindedly starts touching a frozen thorn as Ira talks. She thinks about what Jack said from before she chose to stay in the mortal world. That if she stayed in Never After she could learn from Marlon how to use her powers. The idea thrilled her. What is she capable of?
She brings her focus back to Ira.
“Don’t get me wrong. I love the kids—they’re all powerful in their own ways—but Alistair, Jack, and Gretel don’t have the same power you do, so they don’t remember the other timeline. To them, there’s only one timeline, and everything that happened to you after this moment never existed for them.”
“What? So they don’t remember any of our time together?” She frowns.
The thought is terrible. All the memories they shared, all the love and experiences and adventures they had … It’s all gone?
“Well, it’s complicated,” Ira says.
“What isn’t in Never After?” Filomena rolls her eyes, and Ira laughs.
“The others, they don’t remember anything that happened after this point. Everything before right now, in Snow Country, they remember. Your meeting Jack and Alistair in Los Angeles at the beginning of all this, meeting Hortense and Beatrice, Cinderella’s ball, the beast’s castle, Robin Hood, Princess Jeanne, Northphalia, coming to Snow Country, breaking Rosie’s brothers’ curse, Zera dying—all that they remember. But everything that followed … they have no idea about any of it.”
“They don’t remember…,” Fil says, taking it in, “because it never happened?”
“It’s not that everything you experienced didn’t happen. It did, but not in this timeline. It’s just that they don’t have any surface memories of those experiences. Somewhere deep inside them, they know what happened; they just can’t access those memories. But everything from before the time jump is still the same. They still know you and love you, Fil. It’s just that you’ve now experienced a little more than they have.”
“So me being crowned queen of Westphalia, our whole time in Camelot, the Emerald City, Avalon? They don’t remember any of it?”
Ira shakes his head.
Filomena tries to wrap her mind around this, but it’s so much to take in at once. Strange. If this is all true, then that means her mother, Bettina, was never poisoned by Olga. Or not yet, at least.
“But wait—I chose to stay in the mortal world, right?” she asks Ira. “I can’t remember what happened exactly after that. All I vaguely remember is walking into a lake, but that is almost not even a memory. It feels like a weird dream.”
“I can’t tell you what happened when you chose to stay in the mortal world, Fil, because here, it never happened.”
Her head is spinning. She pulls the giant’s coat tighter around her shoulders to ward off the cold wind.
“But if my mortal adulthood never happened, then did everything that happened here after we left Snow Country also never happen?”
“See, this is where it gets complicated again. The mortal world is so insistent on linear timelines; things either happen or they don’t. But in Never After, multiple timelines can exist at once. This is what I’m saying: Both timelines exist, it’s just that those three don’t remember the other one.”
Filomena stands up and walks to the back of the house, where the hilltop overlooks the distant village.
“But, Ira, why am I back here? If the other timeline is mine, then how am I now in this one?” Her voice comes out so softly, it surprises her.
Ira matches her somber tone. “You chose to come back to save Jack. Years after you’d left, after you’d decided to stay in the mortal world, he jumped through the portal to try to find you. It nearly killed him, like Marlon had warned all of you.”
Jack almost died trying to find her. But now he doesn’t remember doing it.
“Why did he do that? Did he need me to fight Olga again?”
“That I don’t know. It couldn’t have been Olga; she was still locked in the Deep by the dragons at that point. It must’ve been something else.”
Finally, a wave of relief.
“So Olga’s still captured, and we’re safe, right?”
“I wish,” Ira says somberly. “Like I said, powerful beings remember both timelines. That counts for the dark side of power, too. The dragons and Olga the Ogre Queen have that power. When you time-jumped, it tugged some things loose in Never After. I’m not sure what exactly, but I’ve received word from the dragons’ talking mirror that Olga has escaped the Deep.”
“So why did I land here? Why this moment?” she asks Ira.
“Because this is the last moment when things can go in a different direction. Anytime after this—when you were in Camelot, the Emerald City, Avalon, any of that—and everything would have turned out the same way. You would have broken the portal, you would have chosen to stay in the mortal world, and Jack would have died trying to get to you. The only way things can go differently is to land here and now, before that fate becomes inevitable.”
Filomena looks out onto the Snow Country village, the forest, the bright white landscape. What a strange feeling, to return to not only a place you’ve been before but a time you’ve been before. She remembers when she is now. Both minutes and eons ago, she and Jack almost just shared their first kiss. Rosie’s mother, Colette, one of the last surviving fairies, was just killed by Queen Christina.
“You can’t tell anyone about the time-jumping, Fil,” Ira says. “If you do, it could risk things turning out the same as before. We can’t let that happen.”
She came back to save Jack. Of course she did. He was dying, and she decided to go back in time to save his life. Which means things can’t go the same as last time. If they do, then the group of adventurers will still move Avalon and break the portal, and Jack will still jump through and be mortally wounded.
“You have to make different choices than you did last time,” Ira goes on, “to separate the timelines. We have to differentiate this timeline from that one to ensure we don’t get the same results. Things have to be very, very different. You can’t act like you did before.”
Above all, what being back in this place reminds her of is the night after they broke the curse on Rosie’s brothers. The seven brothers who Queen Christina had turned into swans. Jack had been grief-stricken, heartbroken about Zera, being a jerk to everyone. But that night after the curse was broken, she and Jack had met out here in the garden. He’d opened up to her about how he felt responsible for Zera getting captured and how heavy the weight of Never After was on his shoulders. How they both carried this weight. And how they could help each other carry it. That night, she now realized, happened just yesterday.
Instinctually, Filomena touches her necklace. An emerald heart hangs around her neck. Somehow, after the time jump and despite the fact that she and Jack haven’t yet stepped foot in the Emerald City—where, in the previous timeline, he gifted the necklace to her—the pendant is still there.
Ira says she has to make different choices than last time. Different choices so that they don’t break the portal, so that Jack doesn’t die. The thought makes her sick, but it’s soon obvious which choice will best differentiate this timeline from the other. In the other timeline, she and Jack fell in love.
This time, in order to save Never After from Olga, to save the portal, and to save Jack, Filomena can’t let that happen.







CHAPTER TWO
THE
LAST
FAIRY


With Ira tucked safely and secretly in her bag, Filomena walks back toward the cottage. She figures Alistair, Jack, and Gretel will start getting worried about her if she stays out too long. After all, danger is afoot. Olga is once again on the loose somewhere in Never After.
While walking back to the cottage, Filomena notices a few other items in her bag. The ruby-red slippers she stole off the not-so-wicked Witch of the East, Eeshani, for one. And her journals—the ones she filled after choosing to stay in the mortal world. The ones in which she wrote down everything she could remember about what had happened to her since first meeting Jack and Alistair.
She must still have them since they were in her possession when she crossed over from the mortal world she just left, she thinks, as she stoops to pick up a newspaper off the giants’ front porch.
“Okay, I’m back!” she says, entering the cottage again.
“You okay?” Gretel asks.
Seeing her three best friends standing there, Filomena feels tears threatening and her throat choking up. She’s still sorting all this out in her head. Though she doesn’t remember her mortal adulthood at all, she does remember how hard it was to say goodbye to Jack and Alistair. Suddenly tears are falling onto her cheeks.
“Oh, Fil!” Gretel rushes over to her and wraps her in a tight hug. Gretel shouts over Filomena’s shoulder to the boys. “What are you two doing? Get over here!”
Jack and Alistair run over, and the four of them stand locked in a tight group hug. Filomena’s emotions run the gamut: relief, fear, love, joy, pain. All of them at once. It feels good to cry, actually.
She wipes her eyes and pulls away. “Sorry, guys, I’m just feeling a little overwhelmed. But thanks for that,” she says.
“It’s been a hard day,” Alistair says, patting her arm. “With Colette and everything. It’s awful.”
“Right. Colette.” Filomena nods, pretending that’s why she was crying. Unfortunately, that death was something she made peace with ages ago at this point.
The four of them walk over to the fireplace and sit around it.
“So,” she says, sitting on the couch and plopping the newspaper down on the coffee table. “What now?”
Filomena tries to focus on the task at hand to take her mind off all the threads of thought that she’s still making sense of. But then Jack sits down next to her, and she fizzes. All hope of taking her mind off him disappears. She feels dizzy with emotion and memory. Their time in the Emerald City rushes into her mind. Walking around with fish and chips, sharing their feelings—really sharing. Then the time in Los Angeles, under the jacaranda trees, comes back to her. Telling him that she loves him, that it will always be him. And him feeling the same way. She remembers the feeling of her true love being ripped out of her life when he went to the other side of the portal and she and Gretel stayed in the mortal world. She remembers knowing she’d never see him again.
But now she is seeing him again. Filomena feels a deep yearning in her chest even though Jack’s right here, right now, looking at her. He is—and he isn’t. He doesn’t remember those moments. He doesn’t remember telling her he loves her. It’s almost cruel. After she and Gretel stayed on the mortal side of the portal, in the time when she was writing down everything that happened to them, she dreamed over and over of seeing Jack again. Of their reunion. That’s the last thing she remembers from the other timeline: the feeling of longing to see Jack. Also to see Alistair, of course, and everyone in Never After. But especially, especially to see Jack. And now that wish had come true. But with such a terrible twist.
She tries to orient herself to where and when she is now. Right now, she and Jack had almost just kissed to wake up Colette—they’d nearly tried a true love’s kiss. But then Rosie kissed her mom’s cheek, and that true love’s kiss broke the spell. So, Filomena and Jack haven’t yet kissed. She can’t believe that, in this timeline, she’s never kissed Jack the Giant Stalker. And given the fact that she has to make different choices in this timeline, maybe she never will again.
“Are you okay, Fil?” Jack says quietly, so that Alistair and Gretel, who are arguing lightly about something on the other couch, can’t hear.
Her eyes snap up to meet his, and her breath catches. His gaze is searching—as if he can tell something is off. She feels such intense relief at the sight of him. But just as quickly as it came, the relief evaporates when she remembers the conditions of being in this timeline. Make different decisions. Keep the timelines separate, so that Jack doesn’t die. For his own protection, she can’t tell him the truth. And he’s the person to whom she’s always, always told the truth.
“I’m—” she starts, but she has no idea what to say after that. After a few minutes of heavy silence, Jack gets up from beside her and goes to tend the fire.
Alistair picks up the newspaper while Jack pokes the fire and puts another log on. “Gosh, the giants subscribe to every newspaper in the kingdoms. Even the tabloids! Who knew they were such gossips?” Alistair opens the copy of the Palace Inquirer.
Gretel pours Filomena a cup of tulip tea; they’d brewed it while she was outside. Filomena picks up the delicate porcelain teacup and thinks about the last time she drank tulip tea. It was with Arturo, at his summer palace in Avalon. Where is he now? Is he in Camelot? Is Avalon still in Camelot now, since she jumped back in time to before they relocated the island? She wishes she could talk to the three of them about this, but then it hits her: In this timeline, Jack, Gretel, and Alistair have not yet met Arturo.
“The Palace Inquirer is pretty reliable, though, isn’t it?” Gretel asks, taking a sip. “Can you pass me the Style section, Alistair?”
How odd, too, Filomena thinks, that Gretel hasn’t yet decided to move to Paris and open her own dress shop. Gretel hasn’t met Lillet, hasn’t designed the opera singer’s costumes, and hasn’t met Céline, the dressmaker from the Emerald City. Filomena pushes the thoughts out of her mind. It’s no use to spend all this time thinking about what hasn’t happened. She has to be present and focus on what’s happening now.
Jack, still crouched by the fireplace, closes the fireplace gate and turns back to face the three of them. He immediately reaches for the Kingdom News section of the paper.
The headline actually does snap Filomena firmly back into the present. She and Jack see it at the same time. They look at each other instantly, eyes wide.
FAIRY SABINE: KIDNAPPED!
Jack begins to read the article out loud:
“Our reporters have received exclusive intel from an anonymous source that the last living fairy in Never After, Sabine, has been kidnapped. No one knows where she’s been taken, but we can assume that, given how nothing has altered dramatically in the makeup of our sacred lands of Never After, she’s still alive. The Prophecy has not yet come to pass.”
The Prophecy. The four of them know it well. The threat has been hanging over their heads forever, and with Colette slain mere hours ago, it’s never been closer to coming true.
Thirteen fairies born to the Fairy King and Queen;
When none live, so shall Never After die with them.
And that is the End of the Story.
“Who would kidnap her?” Alistair asks.
“I mean, it has to be Olga, right?” Gretel says, crossing her arms. “Or at least someone on Olga’s behalf?”
They all take this in. Filomena remembers that the reason they came to Snow Country in the first place was to find Zera and Colette, and since the adventurers’ arrival, both fairies have perished. So what now?
“I think we have only one choice,” Jack says, putting down the paper. “We have to go find Sabine and rescue her. Right?”
He looks at Filomena as he says this. She gets a bit of a weird feeling every time they make eye contact. Like he’s waiting for her to say something. Like she wants to say something. But she can’t.
“Huh,” Gretel says, picking up the newspaper from where Jack set it down. “It says here that a little known fact about Sabine is that she also goes by the name ‘Tinker Bell.’” Gretel looks up from the paper. “Doesn’t that name sound familiar?”
An old feeling washes over Filomena. The feeling of something from the mortal world showing up in Never After.
“She’s the fairy from Peter Pan,” Filomena says. She looks to Gretel. “I’m sure you heard that story as a kid, right?”
“Right, of course!” Gretel nods.
“Another mortal world connection,” Alistair concludes. He was used to hearing things like this after hanging out with the biportal duo for so long.
“So, what do you guys say? Should we go after Sabine?” Jack says.
Gretel and Alistair look at each other skeptically.
“I don’t know,” Gretel starts. “Shouldn’t Filomena get to Westphalia? She still hasn’t been crowned. Don’t we want to secure all the kingdoms we can from Olga?”
Alistair nods in agreement. “Plus we need to help Princess Jeanne find her crown, don’t we? I mean, we came here to find Zera and Colette, and that was a disaster. What if things go the same way when we try to find Sabine?”
Filomena considers her friends’ ideas. They’re logical. But those are also the same choices they’d made last time. If they live the story in the same way again, things will turn out no differently. They need another tactic. She can’t put Jack’s life in danger. The idea of events repeating—him jumping through the deadly portal to find her in the mortal world—makes her stomach churn.
“I think those things can wait,” Filomena says. “Mary Contrary is doing an excellent job of running Westphalia anyway.”
Alistair, Jack, and Gretel turn to look at her quizzically.
“Who’s Mary Contrary?” Gretel asks.
Fairysticks! Filomena curses herself. Her first slipup.
“Right … Zera once told me that Mary Contrary was a friend of my parents and that she can be trusted.”
Jack looks at Filomena skeptically. He’s clearly not buying this, but he doesn’t say anything. It feels slightly sickening, lying to them like this. But what else can she do? She has to be more careful not to reveal things she shouldn’t know.
“That makes sense.” Alistair nods. “And I suppose Princess Jeanne has Sharif there to help her find her crown.”
“I’m with Jack,” Filomena says. “I think we need to go look for Sabine. Something in my gut is really pointing me in that direction.”
Gretel and Alistair exchange a glance, considering.
“If you both feel strongly about it, I’m in,” Gretel concurs.







CHAPTER THREE
FILOMENA
STAYS
PRESENT


It’s a relief to be leaving Snow Country. If Fil’s going to make sense of this whole time-jumping thing, she needs to stop reliving events she’s already lived. Snow Country was confusing her because it made her feel like she was lying to her very best friends in the world. And lying to them for their own good. Because, like Ira said, if she tells them, she risks messing with the timelines and having things turn out just as they did the first time. She can’t let that happen. But maybe once they’re out on the road, changing the story, she’ll stop feeling like she’s keeping things from them.
The four friends walk in a line down the nearby Snow Country village’s main street. It’s late afternoon; they’re hoping to be in Wonderland before dusk. The sun is starting to set over the thatched huts of the village, but people are still out in the streets in their responsibly sourced reindeer coats, trading produce and loaves of bread and buying cups of hot cocoa before going to watch the lights that illuminate Snow Country’s sky at night. That was the giants’ plan for tonight with their giantess girlfriends. The giants described the lights to Filomena in a way that made them sound similar to the mortal world’s aurora borealis, except here the lights make shapes in the sky that tell Snow Country folktales.
It’s strange, Filomena thinks. All these creatures are just living their lives, not knowing that two fairies just died. Not knowing what’s on the line. She thinks about what it would be like to live in a Never After that’s not always in danger. It’s hard for her to imagine, but the idea is dreamy.
“All I’m saying,” Alistair says, “is that we should pick up a few things from the market before we take the swoop hole. Gretel, these bags you made for us are so perfect for arranging snacks!”
He’s got some pep in his step, despite everything. And Filomena is starting to feel similar. Like she’s finally back on familiar footing, back on a quest, back home.
Gretel smiles modestly, patting Alistair on the shoulder as they walk by a stall selling purple toadstools. “Believe it or not, that wasn’t my original intention, but I’m glad you find them useful for that!”
The packs Gretel had made for them while they hung out at the Northphalian castle are incredibly stylish and functional. They’re crossbody bags whose fabric appears to be made from cashmere but is actually, according to Gretel, woven from unicorn hair. No unicorns were harmed, of course—everyone knows unicorns shed their manes each month. Princess Jeanne provided the materials. Filomena’s is a deep iridescent blue, Jack’s is a burnt orange, Alistair’s is the color of desert sand, and Gretel’s is, of course, a striking pink.
“I’m so over having to scrounge for food on quests,” Alistair goes on, “and we all know the way Mr. Grumpy Prince gets when he’s hungry.”
Alistair jostles Jack, who grins sincerely. Filomena’s pretty sure it’s the first time he’s done so since her time jump.
“Hey, Jack, remember that time we were in Parsa and you couldn’t stop going on about getting chana masala? It’s literally all you could talk about…”
The two boys walk ahead to a stall selling smoked jerky, where they load their bags for the road. As they do so, Gretel pulls Filomena back, and they pause by another stall, in a patch of golden light from the sunset.
“Soooo,” Gretel says in a hushed tone, “what do you think you’re going to do about what happened with you and Jack?”
What happened with Filomena and Jack? Filomena looks upward to the sky, thinking about it. I could write a book about it, Filomena thinks. What exactly is Gretel referring to? So much happened. The kiss on the balcony of the Westphalian castle; the walk through the Emerald City; confessing intense, world-altering feelings in North Pasadena under the jacaranda trees. It all happened, and it all didn’t happen. So what now?
Filomena looks at Gretel. This girl brings her to the present. Not the past, not the future, and not the alternate timeline. This present, right here and now, in Snow Country. Gretel’s face is lit up with such mischievous joy that Filomena grabs her and hugs her.
Gretel giggles. “What was that for?”
“I just love you,” Filomena says.
“Well, duh,” Gretel whispers, her grin widening. “But I think there’s someone else you love, too!”
True love’s kiss. Filomena remembers the near kiss like it was yesterday … or today. Because—right, it was.
“Oh my gosh.” Filomena puts her hands over her face. “I have absolutely no idea.”
For once today, she’s telling the truth.
“It has to happen anytime now!” Gretel grabs Fil’s shoulders. “Maybe you should make the move. You were so close! Plus you literally agreed that you’re in love.”
Before they can say anything else, Jack and Alistair come running over.
“We got such a good deal, you guys,” Jack says. “In exchange for all this food, we gave up this one deck of Northphalian playing cards that Alistair had in his bag from Princess Jeanne’s castle!”
Alistair shrugs, smiling and proud. “Apparently it’s a collectors’ item!”

The four of them round the street corner and find the cobbler’s shop. The giants told them the swoop hole from Snow Country to Wonderland is in the alleyway next to the cobbler’s shop. According to them, the swoop hole was installed because the cobbler needed an easy method of travel in order to come repair the Wonderland Chessmen’s shoes.
They stand in front of a small door. Its handle is the shape of a round-toe boot.
“Does being around a cobbler shop make you miss your dad, Gretel?” Jack asks.
Gretel touches the doorknob fondly. “It does. I should pop into the mortal world when all this is done to go say hi to him in Boca. It’s been way too long—I haven’t seen him since I met all of you! How strange is that?”
Filomena doesn’t say anything. What’s the deal with the interworld portal now? Is it still broken and dangerous? She shuts the thought down. Stay in the present, Fil.
“Ready for Wonderland?” Alistair asks.
The three others nod. All four hold hands and step through the swoop hole.







CHAPTER FOUR
BLACK AND
WHITE AND
RED
ALL
OVER


“You know, I’m having an eerie sort of déjà vu,” Jack says.
It appears Filomena’s not the only who has déjà vu.
The four heroes have regained their balance on the other side of the swoop hole. They’ve been spit out in Wonderland. They peer at the edge of the Wonderland castle from behind a thick wall of multicolored rose bushes. Gretel plucks a light blue one and fastens it to the lapel of her velvet jacket. She just can’t help being stylish, no matter the circumstances.
The last time they were in Wonderland, they snuck into the castle to find the slippers that Cinderella and Olga stole. This, thankfully, everyone remembers since it happened before the timeline jump. Now their dear friends Byron and Bea are the rightful rulers, and the real Queen of Hearts, Byron’s mother, is there to help them. They were expecting to see Wonderland returned to its splendor from before Olga occupied it. The sky is a flaming, wild sunset, and there is a lushness to all the wild, rainbow-colored flora. This is totally different from when they were last here, so the landscape itself seems to be restored. But all does not seem calm in Wonderland.
There’s chaos around the entrance to the castle and all over the property. When they’d been here previously, the Chessmen, under the influence of Olga, were staunchly and rigorously guarding the Wonderland castle, and the four had had to sneak by them. Now, however, there seems to be some sort of revolt. All the Chessmen pieces, from the pawns to the bishops, the rooks to the knights, are shouting and banging on the castle doors!
Realization washes over Filomena: Robin Hood must have gotten to the Chessmen. He must have started spreading lies about Bea and Byron. That happened in the other timeline. But the others don’t know that, and as far as they’re aware, there’s no way Filomena should know that, either.
“What are the Chessmen doing?” Gretel whisper-yells as they survey the scene from their hidden vantage.
“It seems like they’re revolting!” Jack frowns. “But why?”
“Why is it that every time we visit Wonderland, the Chessmen are being vindictive?” Filomena shakes her head.
“I hope Bea, Byron, and Rosie are okay,” Alistair ventures. “We need to get inside, stat.”
Jack starts surveying the area, looking for options.
“Most of them are gathered around the front door.” He points. “Maybe we can go to the back entrance?”
But as he says this, the Chessmen disperse; they seem to be trying a new tactic to gain entrance. They surround the whole castle, black-and-white and menacing.
All of a sudden, Gretel screams. Instinctively, Alistair claps his hand over her mouth so as not to blow their cover. But then he screams, too. Filomena would laugh if she wasn’t so freaked out. Because beside Gretel’s head, there’s a floating grin. Just a mouth, smiling impossibly wide, unattached to anything.
“Hello again,” the mouth says.
Slowly, a purple color fades in around the grin. And then, all of a sudden, there’s a giant floating cat.
“Remember meeeeeee?” the Cheshire Cat drawls. “We’ve met before.”
His yellow eyes are staring at Filomena specifically.
“Yes!” she says, amazed. “A long, long time ago.”
“You’re looking for a way into the castle, I presume?” the cat goes on.
Stunned, the four of them nod.
The cat does a little backstroke through the air. “I can help yoooooou with that.”

At first, Filomena is concerned that even though they’re invisible (thanks to the Cheshire Cat), the Chessmen will feel them push their way through the crowd. But these chess pieces are so loud, chaotic, and jostling that, as the four heroes maneuver past, no one notices. Filomena, Jack, Alistair, and Gretel wind their way across the castle’s lush grounds, which are now overrun with rebels. Filomena holds on to the invisible cat’s tail, and the rest of them hold hands in a chain behind her, since none of them can see one another.
They push through the bouncing, rowdy, angry pieces all the way to a tiny back door that has a grid of four squares, each square holding a spade, a heart, a club, and a diamond, respectively. Filomena sees each of these symbols move slightly as the Cheshire Cat clicks them in a sequenced pattern to open the door. The five of them slide in quickly, hoping none of the Chessmen glimpse the door opening and shutting.
Once inside, Filomena lets go of the Cheshire Cat’s tail, and they all appear again. They stand wide-eyed in a small white-and-red checkerboard-patterned hallway. Next to them is a black marble staircase.
“That was amazing!” Alistair shouts to the Cheshire Cat.
“Shh!” Gretel nudges him. “We don’t know who can hear.”
“Well, that’ssssss all I’ve got time for today,” the Cheshire Cat says.
“How can we repay you?” Filomena asks.
“You’re here to help Bea and Byron, aren’t you? Or did I missssread that?” the Cheshire Cat asks, doing a lazy backflip through the air.
“Yes, they’re friends of ours.” Jack nods.
“Good. I don’t want to seeeeee my kingdom overrun with dark influencccceeee again.”
And then the Cheshire Cat grins an electric, bright grin a foot wide. As soon as they blink, the rest of the cat is gone, except for the grin. And after a second, that fades, too.
“Wow,” Alistair says. “I cannot believe we just met the Cheshire Cat. I thought he was just a myth!”
Gretel and Filomena start laughing.
“Out of everything weird in Never After, this is what you thought was a myth?” Gretel asks.
Alistair blushes.
Jack points to the black marble staircase. “Should we try this way?”

The four of them only vaguely remember their way around Wonderland castle. When they last were here, their minds were occupied with attempting to be undercover and trying not to have their heads chopped off, so their memory of the layout is a bit blurry. The staircase leads to a hallway, which they follow to a second staircase—white marble this time—which leads to a door with a small inset window in the shape of a heart.
Jack peers through.
“It’s a sitting room,” he whispers to the three behind him. “I see red hair, so that must be Rosie. And there’s Bea and Byron! But wait—there’s some other people in there as well.” Jack leans forward, squinting. “I think one of them has a pink buzz cut?”







CHAPTER FIVE
WE
MEET
AGAIN


Before they can hypothesize any further, Rosie sees Jack’s face through the window and rushes over to open the door.
“Are you guys stalking me or something?” she says, grinning as wide as the Cheshire Cat.
Gretel pushes past Jack to hug Rosie. “We just couldn’t stand to be away from you for another minute!” she yelps. “Plus there are some other things to attend to, unfortunately.”
The four of them walk into the sitting room. Bea and Byron are seated on an elaborately shaped red-and-black loveseat on one side of the room, and three figures are seated across from them on a black-and-white couch. Filomena can hardly believe her eyes. Could it be?
Bea rises to give everyone hugs, then backs up.
“Marlon, Arturo, Kaya, I want you to meet the rest of the League of Seven.”
She introduces the four heroes, each of whom bows lightly at the three strangers. Filomena takes in Kaya. She looks to be about Arturo’s age, around sixteen or so, maybe a little older. She’s tall, with chin-length curly brown hair and dark skin. She has a stoic expression and is wearing an outfit of silver chain mail.
Then Filomena and Marlon lock eyes, and Filomena can’t help it: hers widen questioningly. Marlon nods almost imperceptibly at her, to let her know he remembers everything as well. Of course he does, he’s a wizard.
“Very pleased to make your acquaintances,” Jack says. “Arturo … King Arturo of Camelot, right? I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s wonderful to finally meet.”
As Jack and Arturo talk about times when they may have crossed paths over the years, particularly during the Last Battle, Filomena can hardly take her eyes off Marlon. He seems to be sending her a signal of some kind with his very intense eye contact.
Fil looks to Kaya, the only one of the three who she never met in the other timeline. Kaya has a serious demeanor and looks like she could slit someone’s throat without so much as batting an eye. But if Kaya is a friend of Marlon and Arturo, then Filomena is sure she’ll like her.
“It’s nice to meet you,” Filomena says, offering a hand.
Kaya takes it and shakes, giving her a curt nod.
“Whoa,” Fil says reactively, “that’s quite a grip!”
She flexes her fingers when they let go, getting some of the blood back into them after the handshake.
“Sorry, I’m more used to shaking the hands of grisly old knights than of girls my own age,” Kaya says, cracking the first hint of a smile. “Have to show them who’s boss.”
“Kaya is my older sister,” Arturo explains. “We have different fathers, but she trained me in everything I know about knighthood. I pulled out the sword in the stone to give to her.”
“I gave it back. It wasn’t mine,” says Kaya.
Gretel and Filomena make impressed eye contact. Filomena likes Kaya already.
Beatrice motions for them to all sit down, and the four newcomers sit on a velvet couch.
“So you three, what happened? Why have you followed us?” Beatrice asks. “I’m so glad you did, but what’s going on?”
Alistair jumps in: “We saw in the Palace Inquirer that Sabine has been kidnapped. We’re going to look for her and rescue her, but we don’t know where to start. We figured we’d go kingdom to kingdom in search of intel. So we came here first, in case you have any word on the matter.”
Beatrice sighs and shakes her head. “I wish we did.”
“What are you all doing here?” Filomena asks the three from Camelot.
Marlon answers for them. “We heard rumblings that ogres are starting to infiltrate some of the kingdoms again,” he says. “So we thought we’d come to the other side of Never After to see what we can do. There’s a shortcut from Avalon to Wonderland via the ocean.”
Of this, of course, Filomena is aware.
“The Ogre Queen is on the move again,” Arturo says, arms crossed. “No one knows where she is. Not that that’s anything new.”
“Bea, what’s going on with the Chessmen out there?” Gretel asks.
A million questions rush around Filomena’s head. But for the one Gretel just asked, she actually knows the answer. Instead of listening to Beatrice tell everyone about Robin Hood’s bad-mouthing, Filomena decides to try something.
“I’ll be right back,” she says, looking meaningfully at Marlon.
Filomena rushes out of the room, down the staircase, and into the entryway hall. She waits, hoping Marlon understood what she was trying to signal.
A few moments later, the small wizard comes down the stairs.
“Filomena…,” he starts.
“Do you…”
“Remember?” he finishes.
Relief floods her body.
“You remember me?” she asks.
“I remember it all. The spiders, the spell, everything.”
Filomena rushes over and wraps Marlon in a tight hug. “Oh, thank fairies! No one else remembers anything, and it’s been so hard!”
“You time-jumped, didn’t you?” he asks, pulling away from the hug slowly.
“How did you know?” she asks. “Oh, you are one of the powerful beings of Never After, aren’t you? Just like Ira said.”
“I’m glad you remember everything, too. I wasn’t sure you would. But listen, do you know what happened when you time-jumped?”
Filomena shakes her head. “I have no idea how it affected everything. Except for what Ira told me.”
“Avalon is in Camelot,” Marlon explains. “And I set up as many spells as I could to prevent Olga from being able to enter Camelot again, fairies willing. But you should know, she escaped from the Deep when you time-jumped.”
Fil nods sadly. “Ira told me that much. So it’s all my fault, isn’t it?”
Marlon puts his hands on her shoulders. “It had to happen this way. We don’t know why yet, but I know that it did. Plus it was too good to be true, her being locked in the Deep for eternity. Some way or another, it was going to end. It is quite strange, though, isn’t it?”
He looks sad, Filomena realizes.
“Them not remembering?” she asks. “Does Arturo remember?”
Marlon shakes his head.
“He doesn’t, but we met far before you came into the picture, of course, so everything with us is more or less the same. But Rosie…”
It hits her.
“Is that why you came to Wonderland?”
“Rosie and I spent years and years working together after you and I last saw each other. We created some incredible magical inventions.”
Now it’s Filomena’s turn to put her hands on Marlon’s shoulders. “You missed her. That’s why you came to Wonderland. To see her again.”
Marlon nods sadly.
“Oh, Marlon, I’m so sorry. Is there no way we can tell the others about all this?”
“I’m fearful of what it would do to the timeline. You can’t mess too much with things like this. For now, we have to be very cautious.”
It makes sense, as much as she wishes it didn’t.
“That’s what Ira said, too. Marlon, he told me also that things have to be … different this time. Do you think that’s true?”
“Well, if we more or less repeat the events of the last timeline in this version, then not only will that give us the same result—which, I take it, would mean Jack nearly dying when he goes through the portal—but I’m not sure what would happen in the grand scheme of things. Two timelines that are identical … That could be dangerous on a bigger scale. So yes, we have to keep things different from last time.”
A stone forms in the pit of Filomena’s stomach. She wants to ask: Does that mean I can’t be with Jack? But she can’t bear to ask Marlon this question. Although it feels like just about the most important thing in the worlds to her, she worries it would seem silly, trivial, in relation to keeping the timelines of Never After in check and ensuring their fates differ this time.
“We should probably get back up there, shouldn’t we?” she says.
Marlon nods.
“I’m so glad that you remember, Filomena. At least now it doesn’t feel like it was all just a dream.”
When they get back to the sitting room, everyone is too distracted by a letter that’s arrived to notice Filomena and Marlon’s return.
“It’s from Hori.” Beatrice looks up from the letter in her hand to inform them. “There’s trouble in Eastphalia.”







CHAPTER SIX
TEA FOR
TEN


“I didn’t want to be the one to say this,” Alistair says, “but with everything going on, should we really be that concerned about frogs?”
Alistair, Gretel, Filomena, Jack, Rosie, Marlon, Arturo, and Kaya are threading their way through Eastphalia’s downtown. Rosie found it difficult to leave Beatrice and Byron so soon, but she also wanted something to take her mind off Colette. Filomena understands; when her mom was sick, in the other timeline, all that kept her mind off it was going on the quest. She wouldn’t have been able to bear just sitting around a castle. But it’s obvious that Beatrice and Byron can’t leave Wonderland just yet. The situation is turning out to be worse than Filomena feared: Robin Hood hasn’t just been bad-mouthing Beatrice and Byron; he’s fully converting the Chessmen to Olga’s side, and they have all but taken control of Wonderland.
Downtown Eastphalia is very elegant, Filomena notes. It’s winding and quite cosmopolitan for Never After. Almost like a mortal European city, with lots of lovely shops and golden cursive lettering spelling out business names.
After the Chessmen debacle, Filomena was concerned about the group going to Eastphalia without concealing themselves somehow. The Cheshire Cat can’t always come to their rescue. And by now she’s seen herself on too many wanted ads from the ogre queen not to be concerned about being spotted. Especially when, apparently in several different ways, the stakes are higher than ever.
So they’re all dressed like guests at the Mad Hatter’s tea party, with elaborate headgear obscuring their faces. As Byron’s mother, the Queen of Hearts, is best friends with the Mad Hatter, Byron had the idea to have them all raid the Hatter’s closet at the castle for disguises. This is why Jack the Giant Stalker, for the first time in his life, is wearing a giant, floppy, purple top hat.
The group is on their way to, fittingly, an Eastphalian tea shop to meet Charles and Hortense, the almost king and queen of Eastphalia. “Almost” because, according to Hortense’s letter, a raining of frogs upon the kingdom has stopped the couple from being properly crowned.
Strange how, in both timelines, frogs come up, Filomena thinks. In the other timeline, Charlie was turned into a frog. She’s not sure which frog-based option is preferable, to be honest.
“With everything going on, Alistair,” Gretel says, taking his arm affectionately, “we need Charlie and Hori to be crowned king and queen! So as weird as this is, if they need help with it, it’s in all our best interests.”
“You know, Jack, I think this hat really suits you,” Filomena says. They’re walking at the back of the wildly clothed group.
“Oh yeah?” Jack smiles, raising his eyebrows and striking a pose beneath the purple hat.
It feels like she’s hardly even talked to him since she … well, since she got back from wherever or whenever she was. They’re really back to basics now—they still haven’t kissed, haven’t confessed their feelings, even. Not that it matters now. A pain strikes her chest. Those feelings will have to remain inside her; she can never share how she really feels about him. It’s strange to be feeling this mournful while he’s wearing a massive top hat and she’s wearing a pink bonnet that obscures most of her face.
“I actually think that bonnets really work for you. You should incorporate them into your wardrobe, for sure,” Jack says.
She can’t help but laugh. Filomena swats at his floppy top hat. No one’s said we can’t still be friends, she thinks.
“Marlon, that transportation system powered by the dragon scale was incredible!” Rosie says. She’s a few paces in front of them. “You invented that yourself?”
Filomena catches a look of grief on Marlon’s face.
“Not exactly,” he says. “I had some help.”
They arrive at the tea shop before Rosie can press further. Inside, Charlie and Hortense are waiting for them at a large wooden table toward the back of the shop. Several steaming pots of tea sit on the table. Everyone takes a seat, and though they’re all excited to see Hori and Charlie, the couple seems to have a hard time mustering smiles.
“Thank you all so much for coming,” Hortense says.
Filomena’s never seen her look so down. Hortense was usually full of joy and wildness—she should be out hunting with her bow and arrow, or horseback riding, not sadly sipping tea!
Alistair cuts right to the chase. “So what’s all this about frogs?”
Charlie motions for them to lean in and speaks in a whisper. “We had to use code words in case our message got intercepted. It’s not frogs that are raining upon Eastphalia. It’s ogres.”
Each group member reacts differently to the news. Arturo smacks his hand on the table so hard that the teacups rattle on their saucers. Jack looks like he could flip the table but doesn’t. Marlon nods, unsurprised. Rosie goes pale. Alistair puts his head in his hands. Gretel’s jaw drops open. And Filomena, well, she starts calculating.
How many kingdoms have been taken over by ogres now? Wonderland and Eastphalia, and Rosie had recently received word from the giants that, after the four heroes left, Queen Christina invited ogres into her castle. So Snow Country is ogre territory now, too.
“We need your help,” Hori says. “We don’t know where else to turn. We have to fend off the ogres from our kingdom.”
The group’s silence speaks volumes. They want to help, but they also have another mission. Filomena knows that she, Gretel, Alistair, and Jack are all wary of deviating from finding the fairy Sabine, especially since their detour to Northphalia to help Princess Jeanne once before caused a delay that contributed to Zera’s death. On one hand, it’s their duty to help anyone who asks. But they’re being attacked from multiple sides. There are too many priorities!
“I’ll help you,” Arturo says, his chin held high. “I came to the other side of Never After to fight ogres, and I’m prepared to do everything in my power to stop them.”
A swell of relief and affection rises in Filomena’s chest. She knows what a powerful strategist Arturo is. He’s the king of Camelot for goodness’ sake!
Jack nods and claps Arturo on the back.
“It’s certainly good to have you on our side,” he says.
“I can bring more heroes over from Camelot, too,” Arturo continues. “Well, those who haven’t been kidnapped.”
A server comes over and asks the table if they’d like any more tea. “We have a wonderful rumbleberry flavor.”
Alistair orders a pot.
“Could I get a cup of black coffee, actually?” Kaya says, arms crossed and face expressionless. “As strong as you can make it.”
The server, looking slightly intimidated, backs away, nodding.
“Hori, Charlie,” Jack jumps in, “I’d love to help you, but we have something else we have to attend to first. Right?”
He looks to Filomena, Gretel, and Alistair. The three nod for him to continue.
“We would never leave you without help, but I feel confident that if King Arturo and his heroes will be here for you, then it might make sense for us to put our efforts toward another matter.”
“Of course, Jack. What is it that you four are off to do?” Hortense asks.
“Well, actually, we wanted to talk about that. Have either of you heard about Sabine’s whereabouts these days?”
“Sabine the fairy?” Charlie specifies.
They all nod.
“She’s the last fairy left,” Jack says softly. “We need to make sure she’s protected. Because…” Jack doesn’t need to finish the sentence. They all know the Prophecy. They know it too well.
Filomena thinks she catches Arturo begin to tear up. He coughs, as if to dispel the tears.
“We haven’t heard a thing,” Hori says, “except for what we read in the newspaper about her being potentially kidnapped. You must have read that?”
“Wait,” Gretel chimes in, “Arturo, didn’t you say something about Camelot’s heroes being kidnapped, too?”
“That’s the other reason we came to the other side of Never After,” Kaya says, giving some input for the first time. Filomena has gathered that she’s the strong but silent type. “I mean, besides to fight ogres, of course,” Kaya continues. “Heroes have been disappearing all across Camelot. Some of my closest friends have just vanished without a trace. No one has heard from them in several fortnights.”
“How horrible!” Gretel says. “I couldn’t stand it if that happened to my friends.”
“Exactly. That’s why I’m going after them. Some friends of ours own a bed-and-breakfast, and someone passing through told them that people believe Pan is behind it.”
“Lance and Gwen?” Filomena blurts.
“Who?” Alistair asks.
“Lance and Gwen are who own the bed-and-breakfast in Camelot, yeah,” Kaya says, deadpan as ever. “Do you know them?”
Marlon shoots daggers at Filomena from across the table. Jack furrows his brow, looking suspiciously at her. Filomena’s heart starts pounding.
“No, no, I think I just read about them somewhere. Some ‘Best of Camelot’ roundup in The Other Side of Never After magazine or something. Anyway, who’s this Pan person?”
“Not a person,” Arturo interjects. “A god.”
“Pan. Now why does that sound familiar?” Gretel says, absentmindedly adjusting her Mad Hatter–style lilac veil. “Wait a minute—didn’t we read that Sabine also goes by ‘Tinker Bell’?”
Filomena gasps.
“Peter Pan,” she says.
To find Sabine, they need to get to Neverland.







CHAPTER SEVEN
ADVENTURER,
GENTLEMAN,
PHILISTINE


The back alley of an Eastphalian tea shop seems as good a place as any to use a dragon scale teleportation device. That’s what Filomena figures after they say their goodbyes to Hori, Charlie, Arturo, Rosie, and Marlon and make their way behind the restaurant.
Kaya, semi-begrudgingly, agreed to travel with them to Neverland.
“I guess we’re trying to get to the same place anyway,” she says, hands in her pockets. “May as well travel together.”
Kaya looks every inch the hero in her chain mail and silver knight’s shoulder pads. She has a strong jaw, which is usually tilted upward. She’s so tall that she looks down at everyone except Arturo.
While the rest of their group starts working out a plan to regain control of Eastphalia from the ogres, the four heroes plus the new fifth stand in the back alley, huddled around a smooth black-and-green dragon scale.
“All right, everyone, hands on,” Kaya instructs.
The five of them touch the dragon scale.
“Ready, and…”
They wait a few moments. When they open their eyes, all they see is their server opening the back door to take out the trash.
“Oh, so sorry for interrupting!” he says.
Kaya just rolls her eyes.
“What’s going on with it?” Jack asks. He’s the only one not too intimidated by Kaya to inquire.
“I don’t know. I’ve traveled by dragon scale thousands of times. It’s strange.” She looks at the scale from all angles. “I’m concerned our destination might not be reachable by dragon scale,” she concludes.
“Why’s that?” Alistair asks.
“Well, Neverland isn’t exactly accessible to the general public,” Kaya says.
“That’s true,” Jack agrees, turning to Gretel and Filomena. “Even I’ve never been there.”
“Neither have I,” Kaya admits.
“So then how do people get there? Is there someone we can appeal to for permission?” Filomena asks.
Kaya puts the dragon scale in her pocket and sighs deeply, looking at the sky. “I think I know a guy.”

The Eastphalian harbor is rowdy. Along the port are restaurants and pubs spilling with sailors and the like. Kaya leads them past the men and women enjoying a night on solid land.
Alistair and Gretel walk a few paces behind Kaya, in front of Jack and Filomena. Jack’s quiet beside Filomena, and so she listens to Alistair and Gretel chatting.
“They look so joyful,” Gretel says, motioning to the sailors whooping and hollering, linking arms and dancing.
“They probably haven’t been on real ground for a while,” Alistair guesses. “I wonder what that feels like.”
“Would you ever be a sailor, Alistair?” Gretel asks, an affectionate smile on her face. “Sailing the high seas for … whatever sailors look for?”
Alistair considers it. “Maybe if you were my first mate,” he decides.
“Oh, I would definitely be captain.” Gretel shrugs. “Sorry, dude.”
The conversation warms Filomena, momentarily making all the difficulty of time-jumping melt away. At least Alistair and Gretel are thick as thieves in every timeline.
As they come to the entrance of one establishment, Kaya abruptly stops walking and turns around to face Alistair, Gretel, Jack, and Filomena.
“If he’s not off across Never After exploring some very remote island, this guy is literally always here. So fingers crossed that his boat is docked. Also, I’m just warning you now, he can be annoying. But, unfortunately, we need him.”
Kaya turns back around without waiting for a response and walks into one of the pubs by the lapping waters of the dock. The four friends all look at one another and shrug before following her inside. What are they getting into here?
“Now do my weary eyes deceive me, or is that Lady Kaya, fiercest warrior in Camelot, I see?”
A man wearing high-waisted trousers and knee-high boots swaggers across the dimly lit room with his hand above his brow.
“One minute in and he’s already patronizing me,” Kaya says to Gretel under her breath, an eyebrow raised.
“Hook, have you gotten better at darts since I saw you last?”
Hook. As in…?
He might be annoying according to Kaya, but Filomena has to admit he looks impressive. His full face comes into the yellow light of a glass lamp swinging from the ceiling as he steps toward them. He looks a little older than Kaya, maybe seventeen or so. He opens his arms wide and smiles.
“Bring it in!”
Kaya trudges over and gives him a quick, one-armed, slap-across-the-back hug, then pulls away.
“You got a table?” she asks.
“I’ll do you one better.”
He leads Kaya, the group trailing behind, to the back of the room, where, apparently, he was in the middle of a game of Eastphalian darts. From what Filomena can tell, it’s relatively similar to mortal darts, except that the dartboard is much more three-dimensional.
Hook, or whatever this guy’s name is, picks up a dart and throws it, landing an inch to the left of the bull’s-eye.
“So to what do I owe the honor?” he says.
Then he pauses, as if noticing the rest of them behind Kaya for the first time—and specifically Gretel.
“Oh my word. A mermaid is before me, and I didn’t even have the decency to properly introduce myself!” he says, walking over to Gretel and taking her hand. He kisses it while looking into her eyes.
Gretel seems unsure of how to deal with this attention and of whether she likes it or not.
“Knock it off, Hook, leave the lady alone,” Kaya says gruffly.
“It’s all right, I’m Gretel,” Gretel says, removing her hand from his and self-consciously taking off the Mad Hatter–style veil.
“And I’m Alistair,” Alistair says, putting out his hand to be kissed.
Hook shakes it.
“What, no kiss for me?” Alistair says.
Kaya guffaws. It’s the first time Filomena has seen her smile.
Then Jack introduces himself, shaking Hook’s hand.
“And I’m Filomena,” she says finally.
“Great to meet you all.” Hook bows his head slightly. “I’m Captain James Hook. Adventurer, gentleman, philistine.”
“At least one of those is true.” Kaya chuckles again.
“Kaya and I go way back,” Hook says, throwing an arm around her neck and giving her a light noogie. “Did you know that she came on my ship to complete her training to be a Camelot hero? It’s true. She was practically my apprentice.”
“That was a long time ago,” Kaya says, removing herself from the headlock.
“So”—Hook claps his hands—“I have a perfectly good game of darts to get back to … unless you all want something from me?”
Kaya sighs defeatedly and mumbles something inaudible.
“What was that?” Hook asks.
“I said we need your help.”
Hook’s face lights up with delight.
“My help! The fiercest warrior in Camelot needs my help? Wow, what a day, what a night!”
Kaya turns to the other four.
“Didn’t I tell you?” she says.
Jack and Filomena look at each other and giggle.
“Tell you what,” Hook says. “Kaya, if you can beat me in a game of darts, I’ll help you.”
Kaya looks exasperated. “Hook, we don’t have time for a game of darts. We have real things going on here.”
Hook just shrugs. “Take the deal, or leave it.”
Shaking her head, Kaya grabs a handful of darts. One after another, and without even looking at the board—instead looking Hook directly in the eyes—she throws the darts, every single one hitting the bull’s-eye.
Hook raises his eyebrows, impressed.
“All right,” he concedes. “You’ve got a deal. You know I can never say no to an adventure.”
“Whoa,” Alistair says, his eyes wide in awe at the dartboard. “I think I’m gonna like having her around.”

Hook’s ship is no joke. The word magnificent comes to mind first. When they arrive at the enormous sailing vessel, Hook and his crew—whom he gathered from their various states of repose in the pub—begin the elaborate process of untying the ropes that keep the ship docked.
“This thing is amazing!” Jack exclaims, his head tipped upward to take it all in. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Just wait till you see this baby sail,” Hook says, petting the side of the ship lovingly. “You all head aboard,” he urges them. “Make yourselves comfortable. Me and the crew will be there in a moment.”
To get aboard, each of them has to scale an enormously long plank that leads upward to the main deck. Filomena is getting slight vertigo just from the ascent. She didn’t know ships this big even existed! This is certainly a surefire way to get to Neverland.
When the five of them are aboard, they walk the enormous deck, soaking in the sights.
There’s a question Filomena has been wanting to ask Kaya since meeting Hook. She approaches Kaya, who is leaning over a railing.
“Can I ask you a question?”
Kaya, who’s staring at the horizon, says, “Shoot.”
“Is Hook a pirate?”
Kaya breaks eye contact with the great unknown to look Filomena in the eyes.
“Interesting question. Where did that come from?”
Filomena explains a little bit about herself. The mortal thing, the fairy gift thing, the almost queen thing. Mostly the mortal thing. She explains how the longer she’s in Never After, the more she realizes the stories in the mortal world are obscured, distorted. And how, in the mortal world story, Captain Hook is a pirate and Peter Pan’s nemesis.
“Well, I suppose you could classify him as a pirate of sorts,” Kaya considers. “But I think he prefers the term adventurer.”
A hand claps on each of their shoulders.
“The only thing I pirate is experience!” Hook grins.
The others have come to congregate and hear the backstory.
“I don’t steal, if that’s what you mean,” he goes on. “And I certainly don’t cause unprovoked violence. I’m more of an explorer. I discovered Neverland, you know. I mean … I was the first to discover it outside the beings who live there and never leave.”
Filomena nods, intrigued.
“I was one of the first non-magical citizens of Never After, you know.” He grins, crossing his arms over his chest.
“You love telling people that.” Kaya leans against the railing again, looking at the sun, which is slipping under the horizon.
“It’s an interesting fact! I’m just imparting some history, all right?”
Filomena actually is appreciative of the context, no matter if the delivery was slightly boastful.
Hook raises his hands to the sky.
“Now, what do you say we take off?”







CHAPTER EIGHT
HOOK’S
SHIP


With the crew aboard and in position, Hook gives direction. Jack and Filomena stand at the bow of the boat, Gretel and Kaya are chummy and chatting together along the starboard side, and Alistair goes with Hook to the helm. Hook gives the word, and the ship starts to lift off the water. It keeps lifting up, into the starry night sky. Filomena gasps and grabs Jack’s hand out of instinct.
“Oh, sorry,” she says, catching herself and dropping his hand.
“No, it’s okay,” he says, grabbing hers.
They look at each other for a long, stretched-out moment. Filomena breaks eye contact to look back out at the sky. She knows she needs to let go of Jack’s hand. She can’t give the wrong impression. Well, the right impression—the impression that she likes him. Loves him, really. While true, it just can’t be. Not in this timeline. But she lets herself hold his hand just a little longer.
“This is really incredible,” she says softly.
The ship rises slowly but surely. They watch silently as Eastphalia grows smaller and smaller beneath them, the lights twinkling, no match for the stars above. Filomena sees the Eastphalian castle and tries not to think of the ogres that might be inside.
“Can I ask you something, and can you promise me you won’t take it the wrong way?” Jack says, looking at their entwined hands.
Filomena’s heart jumps into her throat. She laughs nervously. “That’s an interesting lead-up.”
“I just—are you okay? You’ve been…” He trails off.
“I’ve been what?” she prods.
“You’ve just been really quiet since Snow Country. It’s unusual for you. You haven’t really taken charge or given your opinion. Especially without being asked for it.”
Jack drops her hand and runs his own through his hair. “I’m not trying to be judgmental or weird or anything, it’s just so different from how you usually are. You’re usually really…”
Filomena frowns, trying to analyze how she usually acts. “Bossy?”
He laughs. “No, not at all. I was going to say ‘involved.’”
She considers this. He’s probably right. Ever since the time jump, she’s been spending so much effort just trying to orient herself and not slip up. As a result, she’s been a lot quieter than normal. And sort of removed.
“You’re right,” she says. “I think I’ve just been a bit distracted.”
He nods, taking this in. “I hope it’s not because…” He trails off again.
“What?” she says, genuinely curious where he’s going with this. She pleads internally that he guesses. That he knows she time-jumped, that somehow, something inside of him understands everything that’s happened, so she can finally talk with him in the way they always do. The way they always did.
“I hope it’s not because we almost…” He falters, leaving the last word hanging unspoken in the air. Even in the dark she can tell he’s blushing slightly.
“Oh!” she exclaims, and then laughs. “No. No, it’s not because of that.”
“Good,” he answers, looking relieved. “Because I don’t want to make anything weird if you aren’t, or if you want to, or if waiting, I mean, because—”
She has no idea what to say to this. If she could have it her way, she’d kiss him right now, on the deck of a magical ship rising through the night sky. But it’s not up to her. Lifeless Jack flashes before her eyes. Keep the timelines separate, she thinks. That’s the most important thing. She would rather have a Jack she can’t kiss than no Jack at all. She’d rather have that a thousand times over.
So as much as she wants to kiss him, she doesn’t. Even though he’s standing only a few inches away from her, looking deep into her eyes, searching for an answer. Even though his hand is trying to hold hers again. Even though his hair is doing that flippy thing that’s so cute. Even though she sees the distant lights of Eastphalia reflecting in his big brown eyes.
“Fil, I—” he starts.
A screech of laughter envelops both of them, cutting through the tension. They both jump apart in surprise.
“You seriously thought there was a constellation of a cheeseburger in the mortal world’s stars?” Gretel cackles at a huffing Alistair.
The two of them are walking the deck, chins tilted up, looking out at the bright and shimmering constellations.
Alistair tries to defend himself. “Cheeseburgers just seem, like, really important over there!”
“Wait, oh wait, Ali!” Gretel mocks, pointing up at the stars. “I think I see some kind of food constellation!”
“See, you poke fun, but I really think that should exist.”
Gretel is almost doubled over with laughter when she sees Filomena and Jack standing so close together.
“Oh, hey, guys,” she calls, “we were sent to get you for dinner.”
“Ready to eat?” Alistair asks, nodding toward the staircase to the galley. He takes off, and they have no choice but to follow. Which is probably for the best, anyway. Filomena is sure that whatever Jack was about to say, it would only complicate things.
“Hey, Alistair,” Gretel says as they make their way to dinner, “do you think they’ll make a constellation of our meal tonight?”

The dinner is, unsurprisingly, a seafood feast. The five young heroes plus Hook and a smattering of crewmates pass plates of garlic clams, shrimp linguine, and claws of crab with pats of butter. They sit at a round wooden table, surrounded by windows with views of the sea of stars outside.
“I could get used to this.” Alistair nods. “Is this how you guys always eat?”
“We have a few master fishermen among us.” Hook smiles. “But just wait until it’s three fortnights into a trip and all you’ve eaten is fish, fish, fish. Doesn’t seem so glamorous then. But for now, enjoy, friends!”
Kaya fills Hook in on what they’re looking for in Neverland, and he seems eager to help. Apparently, he isn’t much of a fighter. He’s more interested in mapping out the far-reaching corners of Never After than tussling with ogres.
“So if you’re not magical,” Jack says, deboning a fish, “how do you have this ship? It must be enchanted, right?”
“Good question, mate,” Hook says. “It’s true, I’m not magical. Just clever.”
He winks at everyone. Filomena has never seen one person flirt with an entire dinner table of guests. It’s quite impressive.
“But no, to get serious for a moment, the ship was enchanted by the fairies back in the day. I was bestowed with the honor of mapping Never After’s shifting land masses, exploring and reporting back between regions, islands, lands.”
Jack seems impressed by this.
“Have you ever met Pan?” Gretel asks.
“I certainly have. Pan and I have a bit of a contentious relationship, though.”
“Why’s that?” Alistair inquires.
“I’m the kind of man who likes to operate by a certain code of conduct. Like I said, I’m a gentleman.” Hook bows his head slightly. “But,” he goes on, “Pan is … shall we say, chaotic. A trickster. Doesn’t have a moral grounding. He’s … well, he’s a god, so he doesn’t have to operate by any human morals.”
Filomena can see the wheels in Jack’s head turning.
“How should we approach this?” he asks Hook. “If we really think he’s captured Sabine, how do we find out where he’s keeping her? How do we even find him?”
“Well, first we ask the nymphs. They always know where he is.” Hook cracks open a crab leg, considering this.
“Pan is a materialistic god,” Hook says. “He loves a good bounty. Perhaps we can get an audience with him by telling the nymphs we’ll be offering him some luxury goods.”
“But do we have any luxury goods?” Kaya asks.
Hook looks offended. “You think I travel all around Never After without collecting any special goods?”
“So you are a pirate.” Gretel raises her eyebrows.
Hook smiles at her. “I pay for the goods, thank you very much.”
“Okay, so we get an audience with him through bribery, but then what? How do we get him to fess up?” Jack asks the group.
Gretel looks at her pasta thoughtfully. “I think I have an idea.”







CHAPTER NINE
A SEASHELL
TOO
FAR


By morning, they arrive at Neverland. Gathered on the ship’s top deck, the five heroes and Hook watch as the clouds below part, revealing a lush, green, mountainous island surrounded by sparkling turquoise waters. The whole island is ringed with looping rainbows.
“Wow,” Kaya says, for once looking impressed by something. “Almost as pretty as you,” she says to Gretel, who blushes.
“So look,” Hook says to the group as the ship descends toward the island. “I’m not coming with you to see Pan. As much as I’d love to stay in your company,” he says, turning to Gretel, who blushes even more deeply.
The rest of the heroes minus Kaya look at each other, concerned.
“I’ll dock the ship at Clearwater Cove, and I’ll wait there for when you need a lift back to mainland Never After. But like I told you, Pan and I have a contentious relationship, and I think you’ll have a better shot at getting what you want without me.”
Then Hook lifts up a small treasure chest. He unlocks it with a key and opens the lid. Inside are fruits of every color imaginable, shining and ripe. This is the offering Hook was talking about—he knows Pan is a sucker for exotic fruit baskets.
“Gretel,” he says, “do your thing.”

The four heroes follow Kaya along a path leading through Neverland’s lush tropical forest. Everything looks particularly succulent, splendid, and sunny here. Alistair and Jack are each holding one side of the treasure chest.
“If the nymphs are how we find Pan,” Alistair says, “how do we find the nymphs?”
“I’ve heard Neverland is crawling with nymphs,” Kaya says without looking back. “It shouldn’t be long till one gets curious about us and comes out.”
They emerge into a clearing, in the middle of which sits a bright turquoise pool. Sure enough, several figures lounge around the water’s edges. Based on their beauty and languidness, Filomena determines that they must be nymphs.
“Travelers!” a nymph exclaims excitedly. She has dark skin and lavender hair braided into cornrows.
“Cute travelers,” says another nymph. She has hip-length orange hair.
“Hi.” Kaya announces herself, looking slightly bashful. “Sorry to interrupt your morning.”
“Not at all,” the first one says. “We were just lying around until something more exciting came along. And looks like it has.”
“We’re seeking an audience with Pan,” Jack says, stepping forward. “We have an offering for him.”
The nymphs look at each other, contemplating.
“It’s been a slow week,” the second nymph says to the first. “Why not?”
“All right,” the first nymph says. “Follow us. We could use a little fun.”

The nymphs lead them through a series of tunnels that weave across the forested hills of Neverland. Eventually they emerge into a grotto lined with rock. Sparkling aquamarine water laps at the nearly white stone.
“Pan will see you shortly,” the lavender-haired one tells the group. Then she turns to Kaya. “If you want to hang out later, call me.”
She tosses Kaya a large seashell. Filomena’s distracted from their quest slightly by the technology: Can you call a nymph via seashell?
Kaya nods and gives the nymph a tight-lipped smile, but as soon as the nymphs disappear back into the tunnel, she tosses the seashell in the water.
“You’re not going to call her?” Alistair asks.
Kaya shrugs, her face impossible to read. “I don’t have time to call nymphs. We’re on a quest here.”
As if to prove Kaya’s point, another figure appears in the grotto. A young boy with a mischievous glint in his eyes floats in the air above the water.
“The nymphs tell me you’re seeking an audience with me?” the boy says.
Jack bows his head. When he raises it, he sees no one else has bowed. He pulls on Kaya’s chain mail and gives everyone a look. Slightly confused, they all follow suit and bow their heads to this floating boy.
The boy flies over the water and toward the group, taking stock of them and their treasure chest.
“I like treasure,” Pan says. “Is that for me?”
“Yes,” Filomena says, “it’s our offering.”
She opens the chest.
“Please,” she says, motioning to the glistening fruits inside.
Pan eyes the bounty suspiciously. But then he spots something that excites him.
“Is that a starry-skinned wallop?”
Filomena has no idea what he’s talking about but says yes in the hopes that he’ll take a bite.
“Go ahead!” she says.
Pan flies over and plucks a spherical mauve fruit patterned with little stars. He takes a bite, and hot pink juice drips down his chin.
“Mmm,” he hums, his mouth full.
The five of them wait with bated breath. Before they’d parted ways with Rosie, she’d given Gretel a vial of truth serum—it was some of what she’d gotten from the Winter Witch. Never know when it might come in handy, she’d said.
Gretel had doused the fruits with the stuff.
After Pan finishes the fruit, he looks satisfied. Filomena wonders if he’s showing any tells that the truth serum is working.
“All right, well, thanks for that,” Pan says. “You can leave the rest of the chest with one of my nymphs to bring to my chamber. Enjoy Neverland!”
He’s about to fly off when Jack steps forward.
“Wait!” he says, hand darting out as if to grab Pan by the nape.
Pan pauses in midair and turns around.
“We haven’t come to Neverland just for leisure,” Jack says.
Pan’s eyes narrow, wary. “Oh?” he inquires.
Jack glances at Filomena, silently asking her if he should go on. She gives Jack a nod, and he looks back at Pan.
“We know you’ve captured the last fairy of Never After, Sabine, otherwise known as Tinker Bell. We implore you to tell us where you’ve hidden her.”
The five heroes wait on tenterhooks.
Pan starts to giggle. The giggle turns into a full-bellied laugh. Suddenly he’s rolling through the air laughing.
“Is this your first quest or something?” he guffaws. “You just flat out ask me? Why do you think I would ever tell you something like that?”
Kaya is getting more and more perturbed by his reaction. She stomps loudly, and her silver boot creates a booming echo through the grotto. Pan becomes silent. The four others look at her, impressed.
“Enough,” she says. “We gave you a chance to answer us. But if you aren’t going to tell us willingly, we have other means.”
Pan just smirks.
“Girls!” he calls. “Girls!”
Before Filomena realizes what’s happening, she’s being pushed. Several nymphs have emerged from behind them and are tossing them off the stone edge of the grotto and into the water. Then Filomena feels someone with slightly scaly fingers grab her hand, and before she can make sense of it, she feels her whole body being pulled down, down, down beneath the water.







CHAPTER TEN
PAN’S
PRISON


“So this is what a Neverland jail looks like,” Gretel says. Her arms are crossed, and she’s seated on the cold stone floor of a cave. “I have to say, I was never curious.”
The five heroes are locked in three separate cells divided by a netting of vines. Unfortunately, though Jack has been trying to manipulate the vines for the better part of an hour, his Vineland magic seems to do nothing here. Must be a different kind of vine? Filomena wonders.
She and Jack are in one cell, Gretel and Kaya are two cells over, and Alistair is in the cell between them. He seems slightly shaken by the presence of a figure, also in his cell, who looks to be asleep. Filomena had no idea Pan had so many prisoners. It seems especially likely that Sabine—and perhaps Camelot’s missing heroes—is down here in this cave system somewhere.
“So why do you think the truth serum didn’t work?” Filomena asks Jack now that he’s fully given up on getting the vines to act in his favor.
“Pan is a god.” Jack shrugs. “Maybe truth serum doesn’t work on them.”
The echo off the cave walls carries Jack’s voice.
“Or,” Kaya calls from two cells over, “we should have tried to feed him the entire basket of fruit. The more powerful the being, the more truth serum needed.”
“That seems about right,” the figure in the cell with Alistair says.
The man’s face is obscured by a large triangular leather hat. Filomena thought he was sleeping, but apparently he was listening. Kaya walks to the edge of her and Gretel’s cell to confront the not-sleeping figure.
“Show yourself,” she says. “Who are you?”
The figure tips the leather hat back. “I’m nobody,” he says.
“That’s not going to suffice,” Kaya maintains, crossing her arms over her chest.
“I’m just a lowly pirate, all right?” the man replies. “Don’t get all up in arms. I’ve been here forever and will probably continue to be. I’m not trying to get involved in whatever you’re talking about.”
So pirates do exist in Neverland, Filomena thinks. This one seems very tired.
“You’ve been here a long time?” Jack asks, walking over to the edge of their cell.
“Gosh, you got me surrounded,” the pirate says. He’s still sitting on the floor, and he puts his hands up in the air.
“Have you seen other prisoners come through here?” Gretel asks.
“Indeed,” the pirate says. “What’s it to you?”
“We’re looking for some people we think Pan may have captured,” Kaya answers.
“Well, I can tell you every single prisoner who’s gone through here. I’ve been here so long, I’ve befriended the nymphs behind Pan’s back. They come and bring me little meals here and there and gossip.”
“Why would they do that?” Alistair asks, unconvinced.
The pirate just chuckles. “Believe it or not, some people find me to be great company. You probably can’t tell because I’m a little low on energy right now. Haven’t had anything to eat in a while. The nymphs are distracted.”
Filomena has an idea.
“What would you say to a trade?” she asks. “A barter.”
The pirate looks over at her, intrigued.
“We’ll give you this chest of fruit in exchange for information about other prisoners.”
Jack had somehow managed to hold on to the treasure chest of Hook’s luxury fruits when the nymphs dragged them down through the water to the cave prison.
“Great,” the pirate says. “I’ll do it!”
“First,” Filomena asks. “The information. Have you heard word of the fairy Sabine, or Tinker Bell, being captured down here?”
The pirate doesn’t even have to think about it. He shakes his head.
“No way. That would’ve been huge news.”
“Are you completely sure?” Gretel presses.
“Dead sure. There’s no way the nymphs wouldn’t have been gossiping about that. They love drama.”
Jack curses under his breath.
“What about heroes from Camelot?” Kaya pipes up.
“Now that rings a bell,” the pirate says. “Yes, I believe Pan’s been collecting them.”
Kaya looks like she’s going to be sick, but, somehow, she also looks relieved. Filomena gets it; it’s bad news, but being down here now means Kaya is closer than ever to finding her friends.
“Is that all? Pay up!”
Filomena slides the fruit, one piece at a time, through the netting of vines between their cells. As she’s about to squeeze the last piece of fruit through the netting, Jack taps her on the shoulder and then grabs it from her hand. He pockets it.
“You never know,” he says. “We might need it at some point.”
The pirate doesn’t seem to care that he’s one fruit poorer. He acts like he hasn’t eaten in days. He devours the fruits. Just to be sure he was telling the truth, Filomena asks him about Sabine again, but he has the same answer.
Well, at least the truth serum came in handy somehow.

An hour later, the five heroes are still trapped. They’ve tried pushing, pulling, using any powers they have, but nothing budges their cells. For the past few minutes, they’ve given up; they’re all lying on the cold, hard, stone floor, discouraged. Filomena can hear Kaya and Gretel chatting quietly two stalls over. The pirate in the cell with Alistair seems to be babbling his life story—he’s seemingly opening up under the influence of the truth serum–soaked fruit. In another world, maybe this is when she and Jack would finally share their first kiss. They are alone, with nothing else to do. But, she supposes, it’s not exactly the height of romance here in Pan’s prison.
“Hey, Fil,” Jack speaks up finally. “How did you know about Lance and Gwen?”
Filomena’s heart starts pounding. She was hoping that, with all the commotion, everyone would have forgotten about her slipup. Leave it to Jack to file it away.
“Excuse me?” She feigns ignorance, trying to buy herself some more time.
“Kaya and Arturo’s friends who own the bed-and-breakfast. How did you know their names? I mean, we’ve essentially been together the entire time that you’ve been in Never After, and I’ve never heard of them before.”
In an attempt to cover her tracks, Filomena starts rambling. “I told you, I’m pretty sure I read about it in that magazine from Camelot. What was it called? The Other Side of Never After. It had a roundup of the best places to visit in Camelot.”
Jack says nothing for a few moments; he just stares at her intently with furrowed brows. She feels herself wither under his gaze. If there’s one thing she hates in this world almost as much as ogres, it’s lying to her friends. And especially lying to Jack. But what choice does she have?
He looks at her, disappointed and slightly hurt. “Fil, that magazine—”
She knows what he’s about to say: that the magazine doesn’t exist, and why would she make it up? But before he can get it out, a voice rings like a bell through the cave system.
“Where are my new favorite prisoners?”







CHAPTER ELEVEN
A DEAL


“I hope you’re enjoying your cells next to each other,” Pan says, whizzing back and forth in front of the three cells. “Say hello to our pirate friend who’s been here for so long—just like you will be!” Pan laughs maniacally, delighting in himself.
“Have you just come to rub it in our faces?” Kaya demands.
Filomena finds Kaya’s approach to questing interesting so far. She doesn’t seem intent on making anyone like her, not even if they have power over her.
“Well…,” Pan starts, doing slow backflips through the air, “that is part of the fun. But I’m also curious.” He pauses.
The heroes say nothing.
“Don’t you want to know what I’m curious about?”
Alistair clasps his hands under his chin and responds in a mock-inquisitive voice, “Pan, please tell us, what are you curious about?”
Pan doesn’t seem to pick up on the sarcasm.
“I’m curious why, exactly, you five came here to look for Tinker Bell.”
“Four,” Kaya interjects.
Filomena sees Gretel tug at Kaya’s chain mail sleeve and give her a look. If Kaya wants to break out Camelot’s heroes, she’ll have better luck if she keeps the mission on the down-low.
Pan, luckily, doesn’t seem that interested in numeric semantics.
“Whatever,” he says. “Why did you come to me?”
Filomena and Jack make eye contact, trying to silently communicate, figure out how to answer this, how much to say.
“Come onnnnnn,” Pan whines like the seemingly immortal boy he is.
Still the four are silent.
Filomena decides that one sliver of truth is probably the path of least resistance. She tells Pan about how, in the mortal world stories, he and Tinker Bell are connected, so they figured he might have captured her.
“Well, that’s completely untrue,” he says, “but I have heard whisperings of where she is, actually, now that you bring it up.” Pan does a backstroke through the air. “Is that information of any interest?” he dangles.
“Duh!” Alistair exclaims.
“I’ll tell you where she is if you tell me something in return.”
“First of all,” Jack pipes up, “how can we trust that you actually know where she is?”
“I have connections with creatures all over Neverland. They all report things to me.”
“The pirate did say that the nymphs are gossips,” Filomena whispers to Jack.
“All right, well, what do you want to know?” Jack asks Pan.
“I want to know how to breach the gates of Westphalia and conquer the city.”
Filomena thinks she hears a ringing in her ears.
“I know you know how,” Pan sings. “After all, is this not Queen Eliana of Westphalia? Or wait—has that not yet happened in this timeline?”
Filomena’s heart seizes up. Does Pan know that she time-jumped? Ira did say that powerful Never After beings remember the different timelines, and Pan is a god, after all. Filomena needs to distract everyone from this comment and get off the subject as quickly as possible.
“Can we have a minute alone to talk about this?” Filomena asks Pan.
He pretends to consider this for a moment. “No.”
In the cell, she turns to Jack, who has that same suspicious look on his face. A look of distrust. She hates that look even more than being trapped in a Neverland prison.
“What do you think, Jack?” she asks. She’s trying to distract him, but she also genuinely doesn’t know what to do.
He doesn’t answer but just keeps frowning and looking at her intently.
Ignoring him for a moment, Filomena weighs the options. If they don’t tell Pan what he’s asking, who knows how long they could be stuck in his prison or roaming around Never After looking for Sabine? Filomena is always surprised by just how large Never After is. Each kingdom alone is enormous, and she’s now learning that there are more than the main kingdoms she’s familiar with. Apparently there are whole islands accessible only by enchanted boats! But then again, Westphalia is the last remaining kingdom not to be overtaken by the ogres. Giving Pan this information would be fatal.
“Wait a minute,” she says. “Are you working with the ogres?”
Pan shrugs. “I don’t choose sides, but I do choose chaos.”
The five of them look at Pan with disgust.
“If you’re working with the ogres,” Jack spits, “you’ve chosen a side.”
“I think it’s up to you, Fil,” Gretel says from across the cells. “It’s your kingdom.”
The idea of giving the ogres the secret to taking over Westphalia makes Filomena sick. But then again, if they stay locked in this prison forever and Tinker Bell perishes, all of Never After will certainly fall. Westphalia might get overtaken by the ogres with or without their telling Pan this information.
“If we tell you,” Filomena says, “you have to release us from the prison, too.”
“Ugh, you caught on,” Pan says. “Fine, fine, we’ll make that a part of the deal, too.”
“You have to let us out first,” Alistair interjects. “Before we tell you.”
“You have a lot of demands for prisoners.” Pan frowns. “But fine.”
He waves over a few nymphs who pull back the vines of the cells. The five prisoners step out with the pirate behind them.
Filomena and Jack, begrudgingly, explain the way into Westphalia. Jack has a sour look on his face the entire time, like he’s eating a lemon.
“Excellent, excellent!” Pan claps his hands excitedly. He turns to one of the nymphs. “Did you get all that?”
“Now for your end of the bargain.” Alistair nods.
“Fine. Okay, so this is what I’ve heard. Apparently Sabine has been captured by someone called the Smith. I’ve never heard of him before now. Very mysterious. But I have it on good authority that it’s true. The reason I know all this is because the Smith isn’t so far from here. He’s in Everland.”
“Everland?” Filomena questions.
“You heard me. It’s fairly close.”
“You better be telling the truth,” Jack threatens.
“You better be as well,” Pan replies.
The two stare each other down for a minute until Pan starts laughing and flies backward.
“All right, enough of that. A deal’s a deal. Get out of here!”

And so they do. The five newly released prisoners—plus the pirate, who Pan seemed to forget wasn’t a part of their crew—climb a stone staircase and emerge at the grotto. Alistair, who happens to have an excellent sense of direction, leads them back through the twisting, turning tunnel that the nymphs showed them, back to Clearwater Cove, where, as promised, Hook’s ship awaits them.
“He’s not really much help in terms of rescue missions, is he?” Gretel says. “We could’ve used him to break us out of there!”
“He can be impossibly lazy at really inconvenient times,” Kaya says to Gretel. “Not to mention a bit of a coward. Oh—wait a second.” Kaya reaches out to Gretel.
“What?”
“I’m not going to come with you guys,” Kaya says. “Sorry, hun.”
Gretel’s face drops. They all try to hide their disappointment, but it’s obvious. Filomena is surprised by how quickly they’ve all come to rely on Kaya.
“Why not?” Alistair asks.
“You know what my mission is. To save my friends, the other heroes Pan has captured. Now that I know the nymphs a little and have some more intel on Neverland, I think I can do it.”
“Of course, Kaya,” Filomena says. “You have to save your friends. Any of us would do the same for one another.”
Jack steps toward Kaya to shake her hand. “It’s been a pleasure getting to know you. I hope we see you again,” he says.
“Unfortunately, I have a feeling we’ll be fighting together soon,” Kaya says, returning the handshake.
“Fighting?” Alistair echoes, looking concerned.
“Besides personal reasons, that’s the other rationale for why I need to break out these heroes. We’re going to need all the help we can get if we’re going up against the ogres.”
Filomena gets a chill in her spine at the idea. At least Kaya’s on their side.
The five of them say their goodbyes.
“I wish she was coming with us,” Gretel says, looking glum as they walk back to the ship. “But at least she said she’d find us again. Though I have no clue how that will be possible.”
“Sometimes,” Filomena says, looking at the back of Jack’s head, “you just have to trust these things have a way of working themselves out.”







CHAPTER TWELVE
HOOK
REDEEMS


“You’re back!” Hook calls over the edge of the ship. He waves as the four heroes return to Clearwater Cove.
Filomena can hardly see him, since she’s looking up into a glare from the bright sun. But she sees his linen shirt with puffed sleeves blowing in the breeze.
“We made it in one piece!” Alistair calls up cheerfully.
Hook lowers the giant plank, and the four climb it, coming back onto the main deck of the ship. The cove leads into the ocean—blue and endless.
“Who is…?” A confused Hook motions behind them. Filomena turns to see the pirate in the leather hat. Apparently he’d trailed behind the group all the way from the grotto. Filomena honestly forgot the pirate was still with them.
Then Hook squints. “Garold?” he exclaims. “Is that you?”
The two slap each other’s backs in a hug.
“This is one of my finest crew members!” Hook says merrily to the four heroes. Then he turns back to the pirate, Garold. “We thought you abandoned ship! You were trapped here this whole time?”
“Not anymore, thanks to these fine folks.” Garold grins.
“Go belowdecks and get some food, get washed—it looks like you could use a rest,” Hook says, slapping Garold’s back again. As Hook turns, he does a head count and realizes they’re down a hero.
“Where’s Kaya?” he says, panic rising in his voice. Filomena softens at this; for all their bickering, maybe Kaya and Hook really do care for each other.
“She wanted to stay behind to find her friends,” Jack says. “The Camelot heroes. They’re still trapped in Pan’s prison.”
Hook nods. “She is a bit of a lone wolf, isn’t she? Well, good for her. If I needed rescuing, Kaya’s one person I’d like on the search party.”
“Yeah,” Gretel says, walking over to a railing and leaning over the edge. “Don’t think I could say the same thing about you.”
“Oh, and why is that?” Hook asks, genuine.
“We were trapped in a prison and you didn’t even come looking for us! You just stayed on this boat, lazing around.”
Hook scoffs. “Excuse me, but I had my own mission to go on. I’m not just an on-call hero, you know. You’re the ones who asked me for a lift. That’s all I promised.”
Gretel turns around sharply. “The only reason we needed a lift is to literally save the fate of Never After! So I don’t think we need to be thanking you. You should be thanking us.”
Alistair, Filomena, and Jack are silent. They all look at their friend with slight concern.
“Or—whatever,” Gretel says softly, seeing her friends’ reactions. She turns back around to face the water.
“Point taken,” Hook says. “I’m sorry to disappoint such a lovely lady. But for now, mind filling me in on what happened back there to cause this delightful mood?”
Jack explains the details of their short jaunt in Neverland.
“Hook, what’s the deal with you and Pan, anyway?” Fil asks. “In the mortal world, you’re sworn rivals. Is that true here, too?”
“Not initially,” Hook says. He takes out a small telescope, which he elongates to check that the Neverland shoreline is all clear. He keeps talking as he scans.
“As I mentioned, I was the first person from mainland Never After to visit Neverland. And when I first came here, Pan and I became quick friends. He showed me the island, taught me about it. I couldn’t believe how beautiful it is. I used to practically live here. But over the years, Pan started getting involved with people I didn’t care for. Or should I say ogres I didn’t care for? I went away for a while once, to do some other exploring, and when I got back, Pan told me all about what the ogres were offering him. He doesn’t see right or wrong. He just sees opportunity. I can’t totally blame him; he’s a god, it’s in his nature. He can be greedy. I knew that. But when he got involved with the ogres, that was it for me.”
Hook puts down his telescope, and Filomena sees just how sad this story makes him.
“He’s upset with me,” Hook continues. “He thinks what goes on in the mainland is none of his concern. He wants me to live out here with him, cut off from the rest of Never After. But I can’t do that. Especially if it means profiting off what Olga’s paying him for help.”
It’s strange, seeing Hook so serious like this. In the short night and day that Filomena’s known him, he’s been so quick-witted, almost too charming. Unable to take anything seriously. But now she sees why: It’s a defense mechanism. He’s hurting.
“Anyhow,” Hook says. “That’s my sad little story of friendship gone awry. But I’m glad to be working with you folks now. I’ll help you in any way I can. And I’ll even try to be a bit less lazy.”
This last part he says to Gretel, who laughs at herself and her outburst.
“Well, you could have told me all that before I went and made a fool of myself,” she says.
“So,” Alistair says, interjecting, “what was the mission you went on, Hook?”
“I’d left some navigational equipment at my cottage on Neverland’s opposite shore. I’ve wanted to come get it before, but the nymphs can be tricky. They’re all over the place. I got it, though, and I sense it’s good that I did. I think we’ll need it.”
Hook motions for the four of them to come with him, and he leads them across the observational deck and the helm. There are windows on four sides, and a large steering wheel. Maps are pinned to the walls—maps of everywhere one can imagine.
“The thing I’ve learned about Neverland,” Hook says, “is that you don’t find things here; they find you.”
“Well, that makes it particularly difficult to go on a quest here, doesn’t it?” Jack shakes his head.
“Have you ever heard of Everland?” Filomena asks.
“I’m ashamed to admit I haven’t,” Hook replies.
“That’s where Pan said Tinker Bell is,” Alistair adds.
“Well, if there’s one thing you’ll learn about me,” Hook says, fists on his hips and chest puffed out, “it’s that I’m always up for an exploratory adventure.”







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A CASE OF
DRAMATIC
IRONY


They’re all trying to keep the mood light, but it’s proving difficult. Alistair and Gretel sit on Hook’s couch in the wheelhouse while Jack studies a map of Neverland and the surrounding area. Filomena sits in a chair, racking her brain for any loose pieces of information, and Hook mans the helm, occasionally calling out instructions to his crew.
Now that it’s daytime, they’re getting a clearer idea of how this ship sails. It’s a perplexing sight. It sails both vertically and horizontally through the sky—though is sky the right word for it? It’s sort of sky, sort of ocean. Other things seem to be swimming alongside them, but the physics are not as simple as a ship on a body of water. There’s a quality to the sailing that makes Filomena dizzy.
And it’s making Gretel and Alistair seasick. Jack seems to be the only one unaffected.
“Do Tums exist in Never After?” Gretel says, resting her head on Alistair’s shoulder. “Ginger ale? Saltines?”
“I’ve never heard of those things in my life,” Alistair says weakly, “but the sound of them is making me nauseous.”
“At least we’re in it together.” Gretel sighs.
“Trust me,” Hook says, looking sympathetically at Gretel and Alistair’s green faces and closed eyes on the couch, “it gets easier the more you sail. You get used to it.”
“You’d think the fairies would’ve included some sort of enchantment to alleviate this when they created the ship,” Alistair says, holding his stomach, woozy.
“Anyone hungry?” a crewmate calls to them. “We just hauled in some great-looking flutter fish!”
“Oh fairies, the idea of seafood is going to make me puke!” Gretel says, tipping her head back.
Hook chuckles. “Didn’t I tell you?” He pops his head out a window. “We’re all good, Randy. Thanks, though!”
While gripping the large ship’s wheel, Hook looks pensively at the ever-shifting skyscape of blue and sparkling light that surrounds them.
“You know,” he says, “the more I think of it, the more Everland rings a bell. Filomena, if you look in my chest of drawers, there are some loose maps in there that I haven’t studied closely. When I’m in a new kingdom or on a new island, one of my favorite activities is going to the neighborhood market and finding a cartographer’s stall. You never know what ancient or strange homemade maps you might discover there. Maybe I have something useful in my collection.”
“I love that,” Gretel says. She’s still on the couch with her eyes closed. “Ali, we should remember to get souvenirs next time we travel.”
“You sound like an old married couple.” Jack laughs.
“Ew!” Gretel and Alistair both say at once, their eyes popping open. “No offense,” they say, again at the same time. This leads them into hysterics, which quickly turns back to nausea.
“Where’s the chest of drawers?” Filomena asks, getting back on track.
“It’s in the captain’s quarters. Why don’t you go riffle through a few drawers and see if you find anything of use?”
“I’ll go with you,” Jack says. “Unless you need me here, Hook?”
“Nope, I think I can manage our two patients on my own.”
Looking rather green, Alistair and Gretel groan in synchrony.

Hook was not exaggerating about the map collection. In the roomiest, most luxurious cabin of the ship, with windows looking out over all the disorienting water, air, whatever it is—Filomena has a feeling it’s a substance specific to Never After—the room is filled with drawers. There are probably hundreds, maybe thousands, of maps in here.
“He really does love exploring,” Filomena says, opening a drawer that coughs dust at her. “He’s certainly not a poser.”
Jack is quiet, pulling out a stack of papers from another drawer. They both grab armfuls of maps and sit on the wooden floor, which is covered by a woven red rug, to riffle through and look for clues of Everland.
Suddenly Filomena feels sparkflies buzzing around in her stomach. She and Jack are alone again, finally. She looks at Jack, who’s sorting through and considering maps. He’s so handsome, with his bright eyes and a smile that holds a thousand inside jokes. His choppy hair, always a little unruly in the best way. Filomena once asked him whether haircuts exist in Never After, or if his hair never grows. He’d laughed and said of course haircuts exist—Alistair cuts Jack’s hair. Her heart leaps thinking of the two of them, Alistair carefully trimming Jack’s hair just so. How she loves them.
“Where did you get that, by the way?” he says without looking up from the map.
“What?” Filomena pulls her hand away from the emerald heart necklace. She hadn’t noticed that she’d started touching it. Force of habit.
“That necklace. I don’t remember you wearing it a few days ago. Where did you get it?”
Jack finally looks at her. His eyes are like magical pools in a forest, so open, beckoning her. The face she’d imagined a thousand times reading the books, the face she’s looked at a thousand times since. The face that’s saved her life, fallen in love with her, made her feel real and seen and appreciated for the first time in her life by anyone other than her parents. The face she’d thought she’d lost forever. The face she’d fallen asleep dreaming about in the weeks after she stayed in the mortal world, those weeks when she’d wake up crying. But now she’s back. And now it’s the face she’s lying to. It’s so unfair! But what else can I do? That sentence keeps repeating in her head, like a refrain she can’t shake.
Looking at Jack now, all Filomena can think about is kissing him. She thought about it so many times on the mortal side of the portal, replaying each kiss they’d had over and over—the kisses that now, in this timeline, don’t exist.
He seems to be thinking something similar, because he starts to lean closer to her. He reaches a hand up to her cheek and—
“Wait,” she says.
His face clouds. “Oh, you don’t…,” he says. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“No!” She doesn’t want him to get the wrong idea, to think that he was taking it too far, but then again, she can’t tell him just how much she wants to be near him, either. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” she says. But then her head starts spinning—should she have said that? She thinks of him jumping through the portal, the life getting knocked out of him. It makes her stomach tie itself in knots, the idea of losing him—really losing him. Which is what will happen if she kisses him. Right?
“I just can’t,” she continues.
“You can’t? You want to, but you can’t,” Jack says, his brow furrowing. He’s trying to make sense of the code she’s speaking to him. He stands up and starts pacing. “Fil, what in the worlds is going on? I know you. I know you better than anyone else knows you. Tell me that’s not true.”
“It is true, Jack.”
“And you know me the same way. I know something is up. There’s something you’re not telling us. Something you’re not telling me.”
Filomena’s heart starts to beat so fast, she’s worried it will jump right out of her and run away.
“First it was the Mary Contrary thing,” Jack says, pacing and counting on his fingers. “You say Zera told you about her. Sure, fine. I let it go.” He runs a hand through his hair, then goes back to counting. “Then there’s the Lance-and-Gwen thing, which, by the way, is still unanswered, because Camelot doesn’t have a magazine. So I know you made that up.”
Filomena feels herself pale a little.
“And then that thing Pan said about this ‘timeline.’ What was that about? And now you have this necklace out of thin air that I’ve never seen before. If you think I wouldn’t notice that, you’re out of your mind. I notice everything about you, Filomena. Everything. Sometimes it feels like half my brain exists only to think about you!”
She starts to blush. So many emotions! He thinks about her that much? She wants to jump up and hug him and never let go. But he’s saying such sweet things in such an angry tone. And it’s all because of this time travel thing.
“I thought we tell each other everything. Or at least, we were starting to. We were really starting to. I somehow feel like we already were. But I don’t know what to do. There’s something major you’re not telling me, and I can hardly focus on anything else.”
Out of breath, he sits back on the rug in a huff.
Filomena takes his hands in hers. He tries to pull away, but she hangs on.
“Jack,” she says. She’s not sure where she’s going with this yet. “I—” At a loss for words, she leans toward him, hugging him tightly around the neck.
He tenses, not returning the hug, but after a moment, he relaxes and lets himself hug her back. They stay like that for a moment, locked together.
“We can’t have secrets between us,” he says, and pulls away to stand up.
“Listen, Jack.” She stands up, too. “I know this is all really weird. Trust me, I want to tell you what’s going on. More than anything in the worlds. You know me; you know us. We confide in each other. I trust you more than anyone in the worlds—well, maybe except Gretel and Alistair, it’s pretty equal. But you know what I mean. Do you trust me?”
He looks exasperated. “What kind of question is that? Yes, of course I do, it’s just that—”
“I know, things have been weird. But I can’t tell you what’s going on. I just—I can’t. I promise, if I could, I would, but I can’t. If I tell you, things could get really messed up. I don’t know what would happen.”
Jack just stares at her with a look of total agony. “This is killing me,” he says.
“Do you trust me?”
“Yes.”
“Then just trust me on this. I have it under control.”
Right? She does, right?
After a few moments, Jack sits back down on the rug and starts looking at the maps again.
“Fine,” he says, looking at one with a light pink hue. “I trust you.”
Filomena breathes a sigh of relief.
“And this whole thing between us?” he asks. “Whatever this is? You can’t tell me why you … can’t?”
His eyes are so full of emotion, she could cry. More than anything, she wants to act on ‘this whole thing,’ as he called it, between them. But she can’t. She has to make different decisions this time.
Filomena has traveled through time for him, and still they’re eons apart.
“I’m sorry, Jack,” she says. “It’s for your own good. That’s all I can say.”
He looks at her through his eyelashes with a look of such pain that it breaks her heart twice.
“It’s a nice necklace,” he says quietly, and a little bitterly, looking back to the maps. “Whoever got it for you has good taste.”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SEA
PEARL
SMOOTHIES AND
CROCODILE
TACOS


One good thing about the awkward silence that comes after Jack and Filomena’s conversation is that they have a lot of time to look through Hook’s maps. Filomena throws all her effort into the map hunt to distract herself. But distracting herself doesn’t work as well as it used to, back when she’d throw herself into her schoolwork or Never After books to take her mind off her lack of friends, or worse, the Fettucine Alfredos who bullied her. Wow, she hasn’t thought about them in a long time. These old tactics aren’t working so well anymore. It’s hard to even choose what to be freaked out about: the fact that she told Pan how to conquer Westphalia, knowing he’ll share that information with the ogres, or the fact that she’s lying to her closest friends and it’s starting to drive a wedge between them. She wants to talk to Ira about it, but that’s part of the problem, too! She has to sneak off to even talk to him.
“I think I found something,” Jack says quietly from a few feet over.
“Oh! What?” Filomena says, scootching over to sit by him. She leans over the map in his lap. He shifts a few inches away from her, and her heart sinks.
The map is strange. On the top, written in small, handwritten text, is the word Everland. It is a double-sided map, which seems unusual to Fil. On one side is a drawing of a lagoon with tiny hot pink flamingos flying above. On the other side is a giant flamingo with tiny lagoons above.
“What does it mean?”
Jack shrugs. “Maybe Hook will know?”
They head back to the wheelhouse to ask Hook to decode the strange map. Alistair and Gretel are both sitting up, sipping something. They appear far less queasy. Hook is standing at the helm, navigating them toward the unknown in search of Everland.
“And that’s how I discovered the last two living pegasuses!” Hook says, finishing up a story as Jack and Filomena walk in. “Now the island is full of pegasuses again. I’m not saying it’s entirely up to me that they were able to repopulate, but I’ll let you draw your own conclusions.”
“You two seem in better spirits,” Filomena says to Gretel and Alistair.
“Hook had the chef make us this drink that cures seasickness—crushed sea pearls and seaweed! It’s weirdly good,” Alistair answers. “Want to try?”
“Another time,” Jack says. “We actually found something that might be useful. Hook, do you remember this map?”
Hook takes the map from Jack’s hands and flips it over, checking out both sides.
“I do remember this, actually. I picked it up in Northphalia. The cartographer told me it’s a legendary island that most civilians have never heard of, which of course piqued my interest immediately.” He studies it for a moment, and an idea seems to cross his mind. “Let me send out the crocs to do a little sleuthing for us.”
“Crocs?” Alistair asks.
“In the mortal world story, crocs are your sworn enemies, worse than Peter Pan even! They ate your hand, which is why you’re called Captain Hook.” Filomena laughs, recalling.
Hook looks at her in wonder and raises his two hands, both whole and unharmed. “Hook is an old Westphalian name!” He grunts. “What kind of place is this mortal world? Where are they getting this stuff?”
“Isn’t that just the question?” Filomena sighs. “Olga, of course.”
“Well, she got that wrong for sure. I was actually the one eating crocodiles for a while! Though I’m ashamed to admit it now. Pan and I developed a taste for crocodile tacos back when I was living in Neverland. But of course I swore off the stuff as soon as I met a crocodile and learned how wonderful they are. Please, don’t bring it up to them.”
Hook leaves Filomena at the helm to ask the crocodiles swimming in the air next to the ship to query the flying fish and ask around about Everland.

Several cups of sea pearl smoothie, one lesson about proper steering maneuvers, and about an hour later, the crocodiles return with answers. Hook rushes into the room with a crazed look on his face.
“A new isle awaits us, friends!” he exclaims, pumping his fist in the air. “Just follow the second star to the right and straight down till morning!”
Straight down?
Wasn’t the phrase “straight on till morning”? Filomena wonders, but as ever, Never After is different from the mortal world’s fairy tales.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
THE
BLACKSMITH


Everland, according to the crocodiles and their fish detectives, is a mirror island beneath Neverland.
“So we’ve been sailing around for nothing? We were right on top of it already?” Jack asks no one in particular. “What a waste of time,” he says under his breath.
Filomena shrugs to Hook, letting him know not to take it personally. It’s her fault, after all, that Jack’s in this mood. Or, rather, it’s the fault of the messy space-time continuum.
She decides that she’s going to do everything in her power to be the best friend to Jack that she can be. Friends. After all, that’s how they started out. Sure, in one timeline they’re star-crossed lovers, so intensely in love with each other that he would risk his life jumping through a portal to find her. But yeah, in this one, they’re friends. They can definitely, definitely remain friends.
This mirror island, according to the crocs, has a great furnace. That’s what the nymphs said. Furnace, volcano— different names for the same thing, apparently. And, the four heroes deduced that this adds up to what Pan said about the Smith. Smith must be short for blacksmith!
“So how are we going to breathe, then, if this island is underwater?” Alistair asks reasonably.
“Alistair, how long have you lived in Never After?” Hook asks him, hands on hips.
“Uh, my whole life?”
“And how often have you traveled to new kingdoms?”
“Like, every few days, whether I like it or not, usually.”
“And how often have the places you’ve traveled to matched your expectations?”
It’s a fair point, Filomena thinks.

As they approach Neverland, with Hook back at the helm of the ship, Filomena wonders how exactly they are going to get under the island. As they’ve observed, the matter through which they’re sailing—not quite water, not quite air—allows them to move both horizontally and vertically. This makes getting underneath the island a bit easier.
“Alistair, Gretel,” Hook calls over his shoulder, “you’re going to want to keep sipping those smoothies.”
Then Hook steers the ship sharply starboard. He turns the helm so hard that not only does the ship veer right, but it keeps veering until it’s actually turning upside down. Filomena flies to the right, crashing into Jack, who holds her steady. Her heart thrums intensely at the feel of his hands on her shoulders. Friends, she reminds herself. Gretel and Alistair clutch each other and their sea pearl smoothies. The four heroes fall clumsily around the cabin until the ship stabilizes, completely upside down. But somehow, they don’t all drop to the ceiling—their feet remain tethered to the floor.
“Alistair, I think I’ll take that drink now,” Jack says woozily.
Alistair runs over and gives him a cup of smoothie.
After a few moments, the disorientation wears off, and the upside-downness starts to feel right side up.
From a distance, the mirror island doesn’t look so different from Neverland, except for the fact that there’s a large volcano at its center. Oh, and there are flamingos swooping through the air, just like the map indicated. Hook steers them nearer, and they begin preparing to drop the anchor.
“Everyone have their Dragon’s Tooth swords ready?” Jack asks, adjusting his to his belt.
“You think we’re going to need them?” Gretel asks, looking through her unicorn-hair satchel to make sure she has everything.
“Well, we’re going to have to rescue Sabine from this Smith character. We have no idea how dangerous he could be, but when I picture a blacksmith, I don’t exactly picture some meek pushover.”
The three of them nod, getting their weaponry together.

Whereas Neverland had a very magical, lush sensation to it, Filomena finds Everland to be a little uncanny. It might have something to do with the fact that gravity seems to be less of a law and more of a suggestion. Some creatures—little neon chippermunks, for example—seem to be floating. Or are they flying? No, she’s pretty sure they’re just floating. And leaves of various trees lift upward into the air, like hair lifting underwater. Her steps even feel lighter here. Not as strong as if she were completely upside down, but things do seem to be falling upward a little. Including ash and hot neon chunks of what Filomena presumes to be lava, which lift skyward from the volcano in slow glugs.
Jack, Filomena, Gretel, Alistair, and Captain Hook agree that the volcano is the most likely place for Sabine to be held captive by the Smith, so they make their way there, leaving the ship anchored off the edge of the island. Hook walks ahead with Alistair and Gretel, annotating each type of flora and fauna they pass. Apparently he’s an expert thanks to his extensive library collection.
“You know, the last time we saw Sabine was when we were in Vineland together,” Jack says quietly.
“I was just thinking the same thing,” Filomena says.
So long ago now. That was when Filomena had learned about Jack’s history. That he’s the prince of Vineland, that his family all perished in a fire set by the ogres, and that he slayed Olga’s husband, the ogre king. And, that’s when Sabine told her that Jack is a gift from the fairies, that they were all sworn to protect him. But why? That’s something Filomena has never fully understood.
“Jack, do you know why, exactly, the fairies were sworn to protect you?” she asks.
“Jeez, heavy,” he says. “So what—you’re allowed to ask me questions, but I’m not allowed to ask you?”
Filomena sighs. “Never mind.”
They’re quiet for a few paces.
“No, I don’t really know. I mean, it’s sort of common knowledge that part of it is because I obviously spend my life protecting Never After. But sometimes I wonder if there’s another reason.”
After a number of hours, they reach the edge of the volcano’s sloping ash field. Hook motions them over to where he’s discovered a massive steel door.
“Looks like the entrance to a blacksmith’s workshop to me,” Gretel says.
“Well.” Hook looks at it intensely. “Shall we?”
“Just remember,” Jack says, readying his Dragon’s Tooth sword, “we have to get Tinker Bell out of here at all costs. She’s the last fairy. We have to get past this blacksmith no matter what.”
As if they need reminding. Hook takes out a bow and arrows, the rest of them their Dragon’s Tooth swords. Jack rams his shoulder against the door. It doesn’t budge.
Alistair taps him on the shoulder. “Let me try something.”
He pulls lightly on the handle. The door clicks open.
Alistair shrugs. “Pull, not push.”

They descend a spiral stone staircase into the depths of what lies beneath the volcano. It has a distinctly fiery smell to it—burning, but almost pleasantly so. Metallic, too. And it’s extremely hot. Filomena feels her skin tingling from the heat. They hear the sounds of clanging, metal against stone. The blacksmith is down there, certainly, and he’s working. The bottom of the staircase opens into a room with no windows. It’s dark, and it takes a moment for their eyes to adjust. When they do, they see a glow of fiery orange embers, sparks flying freely, and a figure hunched over a large anvil.
The figure has his back to them, and a large protective steel mask over his face to guard from the rogue sparks. The figure raises his arm and brings it down strongly, banging his tool against an anvil to forge something. They look at one another, waiting for someone to signal what to do next. Jack nods to Filomena, and they approach the blacksmith. Jack mouths a countdown, and they both have their Dragon’s Tooth swords raised. But just as Jack gets to two, the figure senses them and turns around.
Before they can strike, the figure recoils immediately, running and hiding behind a large stone weapons rack.
“Wait!” the blacksmith cries.
The voice is surprising. It’s not a deep, rumbling voice like Filomena expected. It’s … softer. Higher.
“Don’t strike me! Just wait,” the voice says again.
Then the blacksmith takes off his steel mask.
And, it turns out, the blacksmith is no man at all.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
SO
MANY
PROPHECIES,
SO
LITTLE
TIME


“Sabine!” Jack cries, dropping his Dragon’s Tooth sword. The clanging of it hitting the floor rings through the workshop. Sabine, or Tinker Bell, walks out from behind the weapons rack where she was hiding. With her steel mask off, her hair is mussed and her eyes look weary. She looks healthy but tired.
“Hi, Jack,” she says. “Filomena, hello. It’s been a while.”
“Is this…?” Hook hedges, taking a few steps forward.
“This is Tinker Bell,” Jack answers. “Otherwise known as Sabine. The last fairy.”
Sabine’s eyes begin to tear. Filomena realizes that Sabine might not have been aware of that fact yet. She’s not sure how news travels to Everland.
“Come with me,” Sabine says. “We have a lot to discuss.”

Sabine brings them out of her workshop and back toward the light and the strange gravity and the aboveground Everland. Apparently she has turned Everland’s volcano into her temporary home; she brings them to a room situated in the side of the volcano. The entire room is made of stone. The furniture, the walls, everything.
“Cozy,” Alistair jokes, sitting down on a stone bench.
Through a window, they see globs of molten magma float by slowly. She serves them hunks of meat and vegetables grilled on a sizzling volcanic rock.
“You must be hungry,” she says. “Questing heroes are always hungry.”
She’s not wrong. The last proper meal they had was the seafood dinner. They dig in ravenously, all burning their mouths slightly.
“This whole place is a bit uncomfortable, Sabine,” Gretel says. “No offense. But what’s going on? Why are you living like this? And where’s the blacksmith who we heard captured you?”
Sabine, filling her volcanic rock plate with blistered hot peppers, nods. “Is that still the rumor floating around? Good. That’s what I’ve been hoping.”
“You were hoping we’d think you were kidnapped?” Jack says, looking slightly horrified.
“Not you,” she answers, “but others, yes. I sent some chippermunks to share that rumor with the nymphs. They’re terrible gossips.”
“So we keep hearing.” Alistair chuckles.
“I hoped the rumor would make it to the mainland. You see, I was never kidnapped. I kidnapped myself.”
Filomena takes in Sabine, comparing her to the last time they met. While Sabine looks tired, she also seems relatively peaceful. She seems at home in this strange, uncomfortable volcanic abode.
“You kidnapped yourself?” Hook inquires. “I’m Captain Hook, by the way. Forgive me for not introducing myself sooner.”
“I know who you are,” Sabine says, leaning back and crossing her legs. Filomena can see Gretel admiring the tall, silver, lace-up boots she’s wearing. Her whole outfit, in fact, is quite different from what Filomena’s ever seen a fairy wear. She’s in gray utility clothing with a leather blacksmithing apron.
“I’ve heard of you,” Sabine goes on, looking at Hook. “You’re an explorer, aren’t you? Very unusual for a non-magical mainland civilian to have the curiosity you do. You’re the one we gave the ship to, right?”
“I wasn’t sure you’d remember.” Hook smiles, bowing his head.
“Fairies have very good memories.” Sabine shrugs. “Too good, sometimes.”
“Sorry to interject here,” Jack says, “but, Sabine, do you mind telling us why, exactly, you kidnapped yourself?”
“And do you mind telling me what seasoning you’ve used on this meat, please?” Alistair says, licking his fingers.
Tinker Bell sighs in a way Filomena would call dramatic if it wasn’t so called for.
“So as you know by now, my other name is Tinker Bell. I’m a tinkerer, always have been, especially back before the ogres were so prevalent. I always crafted things for the other fairies. I had a workshop in the Tree of Life. Back before…”
She trails off. Back before it was the Weeping Tree. Filomena knows this is what Sabine would say if it wasn’t so hard. Back when the Tree of Life was full of fairies and not full of misery.
“I’m sure you know about some of Carabosse’s visions and prophecies. There was the End of the Story Prophecy, of course. And I’m sure you’ve heard the prophecy of Eliana’s marriage to Prince Stefan. But she saw a vision of me as well.”
The color has drained from Jack’s face. “I’m sorry. What was that about Eliana and Prince Stefan?” he says, his voice cutting like a steel blade.
“You know”—Sabine looks to Filomena—“Carabosse predicted your marriage to Prince Stefan at sixteen, that you’d have two children, and that Olga would descend on you then.”
Filomena’s head is spinning. First of all: Married at sixteen? That’s absurd! And children? And who in the worlds is Prince Stefan?
“Uh, I think we definitely haven’t heard that one,” Alistair chimes in.
“No, definitely not,” Gretel says, looking worriedly from Jack to Filomena.
“Ohhhhh,” Hook says, seeming to understand the awkwardness of the situation. “They’re a thing?” he whispers to Alistair, who just nods solemnly with his eyes closed. Filomena realizes that, despite her knowing that she and Jack can never be together, she hasn’t exactly filled in Gretel and Alistair yet. What would she say?
“Whatever,” Jack says suddenly. “That’s not important right now. What was your prophecy, Sabine?”
“Well, of course the one about Prince Stefan never came true!” Sabine says, ignoring Jack. “I mean, that’s why Carabosse took you into the mortal world, Filomena. To protect you from that prophecy and from Olga.”
As if I don’t have enough timelines to keep track of, Filomena thinks, add this one to the list: another timeline where Olga vanquishes me.
“Seriously,” Gretel says, putting Jack’s feelings aside for a second. “Who is this Prince Stefan guy? I mean, have any of us ever even heard of him?”
Alistair scratches his head. “Never.”
Jack glowers silently.
“Let’s get back on track here,” Filomena says, slightly panicked. “Sabine, is the Prophecy why you’ve kidnapped yourself?”
Sabine picks up a stone chalice and takes a long drink of water.
“Indeed. Carabosse saw disaster in my future. Rubble, terror, loneliness. Solitude. I thought for sure that I would be captured by some horrid creature, Olga or one of her henchmen. So I did it to myself before anyone else could.”
She stares at the water in her chalice. “And now I see it was the right decision. Because, as you say, I’m the last fairy. So I’m bound to stay here forever. In this rubble, in terror, in loneliness.”
They’re all silent for a moment. Filomena forgets about the Prince Stefan thing. The weight of this Prophecy, the one that’s really happening, the one that hasn’t yet been avoided, sits heavy on all six of them.
“So you can go now, I suppose,” Sabine says. “Now that you know I’m not captured. I’m safe and sound. Fearful, of course, but safe for now.”
“I’m not sure just how safe you are, Sabine,” Jack says. “We traded some information to get intel from Pan on your whereabouts.”
They bring Sabine up to speed, telling her about how the ogres now know how to get through Westphalia’s protective gates. With that information, it’s only a short matter of time until the last kingdom of the fairies is overtaken by the ogres.
“Look, I understand you may want my help, but I never asked to be a part of any of this,” Sabine says. “I wish I wasn’t a fairy! I wish that not everything in Never After relied on me, on my existence. Do you know what it’s like having everyone after you? Trying to kill you?”
Jack and Filomena look at each other for the first time since they sat down.
“There’s only a few people who truly understand you, Sabine, or at least who can get close. And you can count Jack and me among them,” Filomena says.
Sabine puts her head in her hands. Filomena has, many times, thought about how much pressure to save Never After has fallen on her, Jack, Alistair, and Gretel. But she’s never thought about how difficult it would be for the fairies, too. The fairies are so powerful, she never considered that it would be hard on them.
Suddenly, Sabine stands.
“Very well,” she says, “But if we’re going to do this, we’re going to need backup.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
THE
DRAGONS
REMEMBER


Sabine brings the five visitors out of the sitting room and onto a staircase that weaves its way around the volcano’s exterior.
“Did you make all this?” Gretel asks Sabine as they walk around the volcano. Several flamingos fly by them, blissfully ignorant of the stressed-out fairy, heroes, and captain.
“I did. It took quite a long time,” Sabine says. She lifts her apron as she climbs. “I built it over many, many a fortnight. Back when the Tree of Life was still alive, actually.”
Jack seems surprised to hear this.
“You’ve been coming here that long?” he says, taking a step.
“We fairies are natural travelers,” Sabine answers. “My sisters would usually stop by various islands and kingdoms to check in on things, visit with friends, and help those in need. But I’ve always been more of a loner. When you saw me in Vineland, I was only there because it was in crisis. I usually just liked to come to Everland, be alone, make things in the fire.”
She looks back at the five of them with an apologetic expression on her face. “Pretty unlucky that I’m the last fairy standing, isn’t it? I bet everyone wishes I was one of those who’ve already perished. We’d all be far better off if Zera or Colette were still here. Or Carabosse. Or Rosanna, of course.”
So Sabine is the black sheep of the fairy family, Filomena thinks. She didn’t think it was possible for fairies to be black sheep.
“Don’t say that, Sabine,” Jack says, putting a hand on her shoulder as they continue to climb. “Each of you was so talented in your own way. We need you. We’re lucky you’re here.”
Sabine smiles sadly.
“What was she like?” Filomena chimes in from the end of the line of climbers. “My mother, Rosanna?”
Sabine stops walking for a moment.
“Oh, Eliana,” she says, smiling for once. “She was perfect. She was so full of life. The most beautiful of us all due to her gorgeous soul. Unafraid of anything. And she was such a romantic. Those two things, being unafraid and romantic, well, that’s why she went against Carabosse’s urging. But you know what? I think she did the right thing.” Sabine turns around and starts walking again. “Even if it turned into a disaster for her, she couldn’t have lived without your father and without you. She loved you so much. She wouldn’t have wanted to choose life without both of you. So she didn’t.”
Everyone’s quiet for a while as they climb. Gretel puts her hand out and squeezes Filomena’s. Strangely, this story doesn’t make Filomena sad. It makes her happy, actually. She feels closer to her mother than ever. Because she, too, feels unafraid. And she, too, feels that she would choose the love of those near her over anything else.
“Here we are,” Sabine says, reaching a structure off the side of the volcano.
They’re up incredibly high now. Hook’s ship is just a blip in the distance. The whole bizarre island of Everland floats around them.
Sabine takes them into the room, which is empty except for a fiery pit in the middle.
“This is how I communicate with the rest of Never After,” she says, motioning to the fire, which flickers, changing colors. Hot orange, pink, light green.
“It’s time to call the dragons,” she says.
She gives Filomena a shrug and a strange look. Oh, of
course, Filomena thinks. Sabine knows. She’s one of Never After’s powerful figures, if not the most powerful remaining in the land. She knows Filomena time-jumped. She knows Filomena has already asked the dragons for help, that they captured Olga and ran her out of Avalon.
Sabine waves her hand over the fire, and it flickers until, in its flames, they all can see two dragons’ faces.
Gretel looks over at Hook and starts to laugh. His eyes are saucer-wide, and his jaw is dropped.
“Think he’s never seen a dragon before?” Gretel whispers to Alistair.
“Hello, old friends,” Sabine says serenely.
“Everland looks good on you,” one of the dragons says.
The fairy and the dragons chuckle to one another. Gretel and Alistair and Filomena exchange looks, checking that the others are finding this just as strange. They’ve never heard the dragons laugh before. They’re the most stoic, serious creatures in all of Never After. But apparently Sabine brings it out of them.
Sabine doesn’t waste time. She gets right into it. Explaining the situation, she begs them for help.
“Is that Eliana, Rosanna’s girl, there?” one of the dragons asks gruffly.
Sabine motions for Filomena to step forward. She does.
“So you’re coming to us again, are you?” the dragon says.
Filomena feels nerves in her stomach, remembering the alternate timeline.
“The last time we came to you wasn’t for help, though,” Alistair chimes in. “It was to pass your tests and get the swords!”
The dragons are silent for a moment, their faces unmoving. They ignore Alistair completely.
“We helped you before, Eliana, and you saw how that turned out. It’s too soon.”
Panic rises in Filomena’s chest.
“Please, please, lord and lady dragons,” she begs. “If we don’t get your help, Westphalia will fall!”
“We’re sorry, but we told you, it’s too much too soon. We can’t get involved in aboveground matters so frequently,” they snuff, smoke shooting out their nostrils.
At this point, Filomena throws the time-jump caution to the wind.
“Dragons, I know last time was nothing short of a disaster, and I have to personally thank you, so deeply, no pun intended, for what you did for us. I know how difficult it was. And I loathe to ask for your help again. But we have no choice here. We’re in such danger. Never After is in such danger.”
The dragons just shake their large, impassive heads.
“It’s not natural,” they say, “for us to get involved so much. What we say now is the way it is. There is nothing more to say, nothing more to do. Goodbye.”
Jack narrows his eyes in suspicion.
The dragons flicker out of the fire. Sabine curses.
“The most stubborn creatures in all of faerie,” she says.
“What do we do?” Hook asks, having recovered from the shock of seeing a dragon. “Is there anyone else we can turn to?”
Filomena has never seen Jack look so grim. Which is saying a lot. His face looks like it’s made of stone.
“We’re going to need allies if we go into battle,” Jack concurs. “Even with the Camelot heroes, it won’t be enough.” His voice gets very, very quiet. “This is going to be the Last Battle all over again. I can sense it.”
Sabine walks over to the window and looks out over Everland.
“I wanted to do everything we could to avoid this,” she says, “but there is another group we can ask to join us as allies.”
She tears her eyes away from the horizon and turns around to look at Jack and Alistair. The next two words Sabine says send a chill down Filomena’s spine.
“The undead.”








PROLOGUE
THE
LAST
WAR


What is a hero if she keeps secrets?
What is a hero if she tells?
Filomena’s playing a difficult game.
One wrong move, it might not end well.
Our four heroes’ attempts have ended in naught.
From Neverland’s trickster to the fairy
who doesn’t want to be found.
Running out of options and running out of time,
There’s no guarantee of solid ground.
Their last-ditch option, no one could want,
A path of ghostliness that’s sure to haunt.
But in such a setting,
It might be worth betting,
It’s ultimately the truth that Filomena will flaunt.
The battle rages on and on.
Each fighter holding on to hope for dear life.
In position, with potions and arrows,
Their fate balances on the edge of a knife.






PART
TWO
Wherein …
Filomena’s secret gets out of hand.
A piece of fruit causes serious revelations on the undead island.
The Last War begins.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
INTO THE
UNDERWORLD


It’s quiet back on the ship. A strange mood has descended over the four heroes. Filomena knows why, of course. Jack and Alistair have taken up residence in a room next to the captain’s quarters. Filomena stands next to Gretel, hanging over a railing, watching the milky, sparkling substance around them go by. Hook steers the ship toward the gray ocean below. He’s actually quite familiar with how to get to the underworld. Apparently, he has at least twelve maps detailing how to get there—it’s common knowledge for all sailors, though, really so they can avoid it rather than visit it. As they’d walked back to the ship from Sabine’s volcano, Hook agreed to take them to the underworld, where the undead live, but he told them he can’t step foot there.
“Davy Jones’s locker is in the underworld,” he’d explained. “Me and the crew can’t broach it.”
“But I thought you weren’t a pirate?” Gretel inquired.
“You really can’t get over that, can you?” Hook said, smiling weakly. “Davy Jones’s locker is the eternal resting place of all pirates, yes, but of sailors and drowned sea travelers, too. If we step foot on it, I’m not sure we’d be able to leave. That’s how the old sea tale goes, anyway. That place is a sailor’s worst nightmare.”
And so it was decided. Now that they know Sabine is safe in Everland, they agree that it makes sense for her to remain there, alive and away from Olga. Meanwhile, they will travel to the underworld and beg for allyship in the war.
As Filomena and Gretel hang over the ship’s railing, staring into the foggy distance, Gretel decides to break the silence.
“Fil, what do you think the dragons meant when they were saying that whole thing about helping us before?”
Filomena looks around in a panic, as if the answer might appear in the murky surroundings of the ship.
“Who knows with dragons, right?” she says. “I mean, maybe they helped Jack and Alistair sometime back in the day? The Last Battle or something?”
Gretel considers this. “But it really seemed like they were talking to you. Plus they said it was too recent for them to help again. The Last Battle was a long time ago.”
“In dragon years, though, it would be quite recent, wouldn’t it?” Filomena says. She knows she’s reaching. She needs to change the subject. “Do you ever think about what you’d do if all this were to be over?” Filomena asks, hoping a question this big will sufficiently alter Gretel’s train of thought. Plus she’s genuinely curious if, in this timeline, Gretel thinks about Paris.
“‘All this’?” Gretel frowns.
“The fighting, the running, the questing. If we were just in Never After, if things were normal. What would you do?”
Gretel thinks about it for a while.
“It’s hard to imagine that ever happening. Or maybe it’s too painful to imagine,” she says.
“We have to have something to work toward.” Filomena shrugs. And a future that doesn’t involve being in love with Jack, she thinks.
“I’d like to set up a proper design shop here. Maybe in Westphalia, so I can be close to you,” Gretel says, squeezing Fil’s hand. “And to Alistair and Jack, since they’ll obviously trail behind you wherever you go.”
Filomena almost corrects Gretel that Jack is probably never going to follow her anywhere after the confusing conversation in the map room, but she lets it go.
“And maybe I’ll spend part of the year traveling, to design for particular people in far-flung kingdoms and to gather ideas, but mostly it would be nice to be in one place for a while. All together, with no one chasing us.”
“That sounds really, really nice,” Filomena agrees, slinging her arm around Gretel.
They’re quiet for a moment, and then Gretel asks a question.
“So have you ever heard that prophecy before?” Gretel asks, putting her chin in her hand.
“Which one?” Filomena asks, though of course she knows which one Gretel means.
“Prince Stefan, that whole thing. I mean, marriage? Pretty wild, right?”
Filomena leans and puts her head on Gretel’s shoulder. “Oh, Gretel, it’s all so strange. I’ve never even heard of Prince Stefan in my life!”
Gretel shakes her head in disbelief.
“I feel bad for Carabosse,” she says. “That must have been so difficult, having these visions. Knowing all these things that the people around you don’t know, having to decide whether or not you should tell them.”
Filomena’s stomach sinks. She knows just how Carabosse must have felt.
“Imagine,” Gretel goes on, “that there’s this totally other timeline.”
Fil’s head snaps up off Gretel’s shoulder. Has Gretel figured it out?
“I mean, there’s this totally other timeline that Carabosse saw where you marry some guy you’ve never even met!”
Filomena’s stomach sinks again. No, Gretel’s not talking about the time jump.
“I know,” Filomena says unconvincingly. “So weird.”
“That must have been hard for Jack to hear,” Gretel says, eyes wide. “Have you guys talked much about the whole true-love’s-kiss thing? I mean, I know a lot’s been going on, but that was pretty major.”
Queasy, Filomena feels so queasy. Not only can she not tell Gretel about the time-jump thing, but she can’t even properly talk to her about Jack! Doubt plucks in the back of her mind. What’s the worst thing that could happen if she told her friends?
“I think I’m going to puke, Gretel,” Filomena says suddenly, only partially lying. “I’ll be right back.”
“Want me to come with you? Hold your hair?” Gretel offers.
Filomena can hardly believe she’s so lucky as to have a friend who would offer that. Gretel is the sweetest best friend a girl could ever have.
“It’s okay. I’ll be right back.”

Filomena runs across the ship, the unicorn-hair satchel bumping against her hip. She heads all the way to the latrine, also called the head, at the stern of the ship and locks the door behind her. Rooting around in her bag, she grabs Ira.
“I’ve been getting so bored in here,” Ira pouts. “This unicorn hair is way too muffling; I can hardly make out what you all are saying!”
“Well, if I didn’t have to hide you all the time, that wouldn’t be a problem!”
Ira ignores her and looks beyond the mirror, peering around her head. “Where in the worlds are we? What’s with all this wood? And why is this room so small?”
“We’re in the head on Captain Hook’s ship,” she clarifies. “Look, Ira, did you know about this whole Prince Stefan thing?” Filomena implores.
“Oh, that. I did hear you guys talking about that. I mean, obviously it’s…” But then Ira changes his mind and doesn’t finish his sentence.
“Ira, I have to tell them about the time-jumping,” Filomena cries. “It’s driving all of us up the wall! Jack definitely knows something is up, and Gretel is getting suspicious, too, after that conversation with the dragons. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.”
“Honey, you don’t have a choice,” Ira says, shrugging. “If you tell them, it could alter the timeline. It might not, it might be fine, but there’s no way to know. If they know about the multiple timelines, it could muddy this one.”
“Or,” Filomena says, finger to her lips, “or could it alter it in a good way! Like, we all know what’s going on so there’s nothing to come between us?”
“Fil,” Ira says sympathetically. “I know you four are thick as thieves, but right now there are bigger things at stake than your friendship. Never After itself is in real danger. There are too many forces working against you. We can’t add another one to the list.”
“I guess so,” Filomena says. “But it seems wrong.”
Just then, she hears her name being called.
“One second!” she calls from the latrine.
When she emerges, Gretel looks at her sympathetically.
“You feeling okay?”
“I’ve felt better.”
Gretel brings her to the captain’s quarters, where Hook, Jack, and Alistair are all staring at something in the distance.
The underworld, Hook explains, isn’t actually under anything. It’s an island, like Neverland. Island of the undead, they call it. All five of them watch as they approach. It’s a rocky isle, with steep, jutting cliffs. A perpetual storm brews above.
Filomena glances over at Hook. He looks like he’s just seen a ghost.







CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE
CRUMBLING
CASTLE


“Is there anything we should know before getting off the ship, Hook?” Alistair asks as they draw near to the edge of the gray, dark island.
Hook hasn’t taken his eyes off the cliffs since they came into view. Filomena thinks she sees him shudder slightly. Why are they asking the undead for help? The undead, who seem to strike fear into the heart of a fearless adventurer?
“This island is very, very seldom visited,” Hook says. “It’s home to the undead, as you know by now. Zombies, vampires, ghosts.”
“Are they friendly?” Gretel asks hopefully.
“From what I understand, there isn’t one prevailing alliance that they have. I’ve only been here once, to Davy Jones’s locker, and I barely made it out.”
“Great.” Alistair gulps. “That sounds really lovely and welcoming.”
“If Sabine thinks they’ll fight with us, then they can’t be that bad,” Jack reasons.

As the ship pulls up to the island, the group sees a figure standing on a cliff.
“Should we be concerned about that guy?” Gretel wonders, frowning.
Hook squints to see the figure more closely while steering the ship as close to the shore as possible.
“Hmm.” He nods. “That’s Drew, I believe. The leader of the underworld. No one really knows anything about him as far as I’ve ever heard. I didn’t meet him when we went to Davy Jones’s locker—that’s on the other side of the island.”
“Is he friendly?” Alistair asks.
“Well, he is waving,” Jack notes. “I guess we’ll assume friendly until proven otherwise.”
“That’s usually the opposite of your assumption,” Filomena jokes.
Jack doesn’t react. It’s as if he didn’t even hear her. Great—now he’s freezing her out.
The ship’s bow crashes gently against the rocky shore of the underworld. Hook lowers the plank for the four heroes.
“Well, this is where I leave you,” he says. “I’ll wait for you. I presume you’ll need a ride out of here.”
“Thank you for everything, Hook,” Gretel says, giving him a hug.
“You’re acting as if this is goodbye!” he exclaims. “I’ll see you again! How could I not?”
But Filomena gets it. In Never After, every parting could be a goodbye.

The four heroes walk toward the cliff where Drew stands waiting for them. It’s as if he’s anticipated their arrival. Though Filomena supposes that Hook’s ship is so large, Drew could see it from miles away.
“Now it’s just us again,” Alistair says, sounding surprisingly cheery for someone walking into the underworld.
Jack still hasn’t looked at Filomena in what feels like forever. She tries to push all these dynamics out of her mind and focus on the task at hand: begging the undead for help.
“Anyone else feeling a chill?” Gretel says, pulling her jacket closer around her. It’s true, there’s a piercing cold chill blowing in from the gray ocean. It’s hard to see anything on the island because of how foggy and cloudy it is. Dark storm clouds, heavy with the threat of rain, hang above them. Filomena’s pretty certain she sees lightning strike across the island.
Alistair throws an arm around Gretel, and they walk steps ahead, leaving Filomena and Jack alone for the first time since Sabine’s spilling of the prophecy.
“So,” Jack says dryly, “I guess I know where you got that emerald necklace now.”
Filomena turns to him, confused.
“Prince Stefan,” he says.
“What? I’ve never even met Prince Stefan,” she says. “When would I have met him, let alone gotten a necklace from him?”
Jack just shrugs. “You tell me. Maybe it has something to do with dragons. Seems like there are a lot of things you get up to that I don’t know about.”
Filomena is speechless.
The figure, growing ever closer with each step, is extremely pale with severe features. Sharp, pointed eyebrows; hair as black as night; eyes that seem to have no irises, only pupils. Filomena grows uneasy looking at him, but Jack, seemingly eager for danger, steps forward.
“You must be Drew,” Jack says, bowing before the motionless man.
“That is what my friends call me,” the man says. “Are we friends?”
“Let’s hope so!” Alistair jokes.
Drew does not smile, only stands with his hands behind his back.
“What should we call you?” Filomena asks.
“We’ll get to that later. Come with me.”

Drew walks several paces ahead of the four heroes, never turning around to ensure that they’re following him. His black cape whips behind him in the wind. They follow him, unsure of what else to do.
“Quite a ship,” he says without turning. “Is it yours?”
“No,” Gretel answers. “It belongs to a friend of ours.”
“Hmm” is all Drew says in response.
Filomena just keeps reminding herself that it was Sabine who sent them here. Sabine, very knowledgeable, very wise. So it can’t be so bad, can it? Even if this place is nothing but creepy?
Suddenly Drew turns around. “Would you like a tour of the island?”
The four heroes nod.
Drew’s hand shoots out to the right, pointing to a green field below the cliff they stand on. It has the only patch of sunlight on the whole island.
“Elysium,” he says. “Horrid place. The eternal resting place of heroes. Ugh.”
Filomena takes a closer look. It looks rather lovely! There are rolling green hills and a lovely pond surrounded by trees. She longs to be over there, feels a strong pull. She starts to wander toward it. Jack grabs her arm.
“Don’t go over there,” he whispers. “It’s one of the afterlifes.”
Drew has started walking again, and the four of them jog to keep up.
After a few minutes, he stops abruptly to point below them to a dull but not totally unwelcoming-looking field.
“Limbo.” He shrugs.
They continue walking along a cliff that cuts through the center of the island, overlooking various plots of land. Filomena thinks she sees a desert full of mummies, but it’s hard to tell through the fog, and Drew doesn’t point it out. Nor does he clarify what’s going on when gauzy, translucent figures start to appear around them as they cut through a forest. Ghosts? On and on they walk, in silence.
“And I thought Everland was the weirdest place in Never After,” Alistair whispers.
“What should we do here?” Filomena whispers to Gretel. “Should we be trying to get his help? Why isn’t he asking us why we’re here?”
Gretel just shrugs helplessly.
Out of the fog and clouds emerges a Gothic castle. Lightning strikes its tower, and the smell of burnt stone is strong in the air. Drew turns around suddenly.
“Isn’t that a nice welcome for you!” he says, smiling for the first time to reveal a mouth full of sharp, pointed teeth.
“Won’t you come inside?”
Filomena looks at the other three warily. But Jack breaks eye contact and saunters forward. The other three follow.
Drew leads them through the front entrance of the black stone castle. The grand foyer is immense, but the decor bears no resemblance to the castles Filomena’s been to before. Westphalian castle, Northphalian castle—nothing has looked this bleak.
“Welcome!” Drew says, his voice echoing off the dark, crumbling walls. “Now that you’ve seen a little bit of our slice of paradise, may I ask what, exactly, you’re doing here?”
Filomena is still taking in the space, too stunned to answer. A sense of dread is starting to creep over her shoulders and skull. And speaking of skulls—are those skeletons hanging in the corner? The floor of the castle is nothing like the marble floor of other castles. It’s just bare earth. Dirt! She starts to realize, too, that there are no windows anywhere in the castle.
“We are here to ask for your help,” Jack answers. “We—”
But Drew cuts him off.
“It’s not so polite to ask for things in the foyer, don’t you think? Why don’t you just come with me down these stairs, and we can get more comfortable.”
Drew leads them down the stairs to another large room, also with a dirt floor. This one has coffins lining either side.
“You guys—” Filomena starts, but it’s too late. Jack, Alistair, and Gretel are already sitting down.
“So, go on,” Drew says, motioning to the three of them who are seated.
“As you may know, Never After is under attack,” Jack starts.
“And we need allies to help us fight the ogres,” Alistair adds.
“We were hoping,” Gretel continues, “that you and your people, the, uh, undead, might be willing to fight.”
“Why isn’t your friend sitting?” Drew asks them.
The three of them look at Filomena, motioning urgently for her to sit. But Filomena’s staring at a rack on the far side of the room next to the coffins. It’s full of vials of red liquid. It’s dawning on her, but not fast enough.
“Ah, you’ve seen them, have you?” Drew says, standing to walk over to the vials. “Do you know what I am?” He waits for anyone to answer. “No?”
“A vampire,” Filomena breathes.
“Very good!” Drew claps his hands. “And not just any vampire. Do you know what Drew is short for?”
Filomena gulps. “Dracula?”
“It’s Dracul, actually. Dracula is the anglicized version. But yes! That is moi!”
He motions for Filomena to join the others in sitting. She does, not taking her eyes off the vampire.
“You may know that we dead and undead have always been neutral in the wars between fairies and ogres. We are dead, after all; we care little for the living. At least historically.” He lets out a cackle that pierces Filomena to the bone. “But we’ve decided to break our neutrality this time,” he says.
“Oh, wonderful!” Alistair jumps up.
“Hmm.” Drew smiles. “It is wonderful. But not so wonderful for you. You can’t see, of course, because there are no windows in my castle, but as we speak, the undead and the dead are making their way off the island and onto mainland Never After. We’ve decided to side with the ogres.”
Jack immediately bolts to the door, but it’s locked.
Drew barks a laugh that sounds like sharp teeth scraping a chalkboard.
“Enjoy your imprisonment!”
Before their eyes, their undead host compresses into a tiny bat, flaps his wet wings, and flies out through a crack in the door.







CHAPTER TWENTY
TRUTH
PLUM


“Well, this is a disaster,” Alistair says, beginning to pace the room. “The ogres know how to get into Westphalia, and the undead are on their way to help them.”
“Thanks for the summary,” Gretel says, panicking.
Jack tries yanking the door again, but once again it doesn’t budge.
“This is ridiculous,” he says. “We just let him lead us in here. Why didn’t we stop?”
Alistair, Gretel, and Jack start whipping themselves into a frenzy of panic and regret.
“Hey,” Filomena shouts. “HEY!”
They stop to look at her.
“Okay, so things are looking pretty bad,” she says. “I admit it. But we’ve gotten ourselves out of worse situations before, haven’t we?”
Gretel shrugs half-heartedly.
“Honestly, Fil,” Alistair says, “I’m not sure we have. This is pretty bleak.”
Jack mumbles something unintelligible.
“What was that?” she says. He just shrugs.
Gretel walks over to the coffins.
“Do you guys think there are dead people in here?” she asks.
They all just shrug at her.
With her eyes closed, Gretel pries one open. She peeks: empty.
“Phew!” she says, banging on the coffin out of relief.
A crash. The back of the coffin tumbles away, revealing a gaping black hole in the wall leading straight down. She looks at them, eyebrows sky high. All four of them know what they have to do next.

The coffins lead to total emptiness. Jack goes first, and the three of them hear him falling and screaming. The noise suddenly stops. Then they hear laughter.
“I’m okay!” he calls out to them.
“What’s down there?” Gretel calls.
“I can’t tell, it’s pitch-black!”
“You sound really far down!” Alistair shouts.
“I think I am. I had to use my vines to catch myself!”
Filomena has an idea.
“Hold on—if I use my mark of Carabosse to light up, do you think you can catch me with your vines, Jack?”
Silence for a few moments.
“Worth a try.”
She touches her forehead, says the words, and a blue-and-white light appears, illuminating a dark cavern where, yards and yards below, she sees a tiny Jack.
“Oh fairies,” she whispers. It’s a far drop. Like, a mile-long drop. “Jack, are you sure you can catch me?” she calls.
“You’re really doubting my abilities? Now?”
She rolls her eyes.
“Okay, fine. Ready? Here I come!”
Though her light is on, there’s almost nothing for the light to catch. Just pitch-black slimy walls. This is like the worst, most gross version of Alice down the rabbit hole, she thinks, and she closes her eyes and holds her breath, praying that, despite being mad at her now for keeping secrets and thinking she’s going to marry a guy she’s never even met, Jack still catches her. She’s falling, falling, falling through the cold stuffy air for what feels like forever until finally the soft grip of vines cushions her. Then she slowly descends right into Jack’s arms. With her arms around his neck, they make eye contact. It’s the first time since their conversation in the map room that he’s looked at her today.
“Hi,” he says softly.
“Thanks for catching me,” she says.
“Anytime.” He coughs.
“All right!” They hear Alistair call from above. “My turn!”

Once they’re all down, the group begins to walk. Filomena lights up their way, but there’s really not much to see. It’s just slimy black stone walls all the way as far as her light stretches.
“Have we really got ourselves out of a dungeon or just deeper into one?” Alistair asks nervously.
“That’s the spirit,” Gretel says, clapping him on the back.
They walk in silence for a few minutes.
“Alistair, what are you eating?” Gretel asks, hearing chomping.
“WAIT!” Jack interrupts. “Did anyone else hear that?”
They all pause to listen. In the distance, there’s a sort of rumbling noise. Or maybe a growling? But it’s hard to tell; it seems like it fades as soon as it appears. Was it just their imagination? They keep walking.
“So, Gretel, is it going to be Kaya or Hook?” Alistair says randomly.
“What?” Gretel asks.
“Who you’re going to choose. Kaya or Hook?”
“What do you mean, ‘choose’?” Gretel says, confused.
“They both like you. It’s obvious.” Alistair sniffles.
Filomena is confused. Is Alistair crying? And what is he talking about? Kaya and Hook and Gretel?
“Like me?” Gretel says. “We’ve just met them!”
“They both like you, and if you like one of them, and Jack likes Filomena, and Filomena likes Jack, then I’m all alone with nobody.”
Jack, Filomena, and Gretel stop walking.
Alistair stops a moment later and turns around. “You’re all going to leave me,” he says, growing more and more teary.
“Alistair, where on earth is this coming from?” Gretel asks. “We’re not going to leave you!”
“You all have somebody. You all have some perfect somebody who you love and who you’re going to be with, and then we’re not going to be like this anymore, a foursome like we are.”
Gretel gives Alistair a hug. “No matter where we are, or how far we are from one another, we’re always going to be a foursome. Always.”
Jack suddenly smacks his head. “Oh no! Alistair, did you eat my plum?”
Alistair shrugs with a guilty look on his face.
“No! Alistair, no! That was supposed to be for Filomena!” As soon as Jack says this, he claps a hand over his mouth.
“What?” Filomena asks. “What do you mean, for me?”
“Oh nooooo,” Alistair groans, something dawning on his face. “I ate the leftover truth serum plum.”
“From the chest we gave Pan?” Gretel asks, confused. Then something dawns on her. “Jack, no. You weren’t going to…”
“I mean, I don’t know that I would’ve gone through with it, but—fairysticks, Alistair! Now I certainly can’t.”
“Can someone fill me in here?” Filomena asks. She stares at her three friends, totally confused.
Jack, Alistair, and Gretel are silent. But Alistair, having eaten a truth serum–doused plum, can’t help but speak up eventually.
“Jack was going to feed you the truth serum plum so that you’d tell us why you’ve been acting so weird since Snow Country.”
Filomena is vibrating now. Jack was going to secretly feed her truth serum?
“Jack, is that true? That’s messed up,” she says. But she already knows the answer. Alistair, after all, can only tell the truth right now.
“I don’t know that I was ever actually going to do it, Fil, but it did occur to me as an idea. I’m sorry. I mean, I know you don’t want to tell us what’s going on, but you have to admit that you’re acting so strange, and it’s killing me. You know things you shouldn’t know. We just don’t know what to think. It’s kind of freaking us out, to be honest. And…”
He leaves the rest hanging in the air. She knows what to fill in. She went from being obsessed with Jack, dreamy over him, to pulling away. To telling him she can’t be with him in the map room, and he wants to know why. She doesn’t blame him; if she were in his position, she’d want to know, too.
Is this it? Should she just tell them? Has this gone on for too long?
Then—they all hear it at the same time. The sound rips through the air, no longer up for interpretation: a growl, a roar, the sound of a beast.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
A RESCUE FOR A
RESCUE


“Oh no, oh no, oh no, I really don’t want to die in this gross dungeon!” Alistair says, more freaked out than usual. The truth serum seems to be heightening his emotions, too.
“That could be anything,” Gretel says. “Who knows what horrifying undead beasts are down here? Let’s run back to the coffins.”
But, oddly, there’s a familiarity in the roar that, instead of striking fear in Filomena’s heart, strikes hope.
“You guys,” she says. “Is it possible that the sound is coming from a dragon?”
Jack listens intently. The beast roars again, the noise resonating through the cavernous dungeon hallways.
“I think you might be right, Fil,” he says.
At least he’s not letting his feelings get in the way of this, she thinks.
“I think we should go check it out,” she says.
“No way!” Alistair cries. “I don’t want to be eaten!”
“But if it’s a dragon,” Filomena reasons, “it might be a good thing.”
“I don’t know. They did just turn down assisting us,” Gretel says.
Filomena looks at her three friends. Right now, it seems impossible that they would trust her. They’ve basically just told her that they don’t trust her at all. But still, she needs them to. Because, well, she thinks she’s right. She looks at them shyly.
“I know this seems ridiculous to ask at this point, especially after the conversation we were just in the middle of,” she tries, “but … trust me?”

Slowly they round the corners of the dungeon’s pathways, following the ever-growing growls. And then they see it: a massive beast. The kind of creature that exists only in fairy tales, or in Never After. It’s been a long time since any of them have seen a dragon up close—even when they visited the Deep, the dragons kept a bit of distance. But now there’s one right in front of them. Thrashing, its wings restrained, chained to the walls of Dracula’s dungeon. The dragon even has a muzzle on its mouth, which seems particularly cruel.
“What do we do?” Gretel asks.
“We have to free it,” Filomena answers.
“We all still have our Dragon’s Tooth swords, right?” Jack says.
The four of them get to work quickly, chopping away at the chains. Jack uses his vines, grabbing and tearing the chains down as they’re cut. It takes a while, but Dragon’s Tooth swords are, after all, tremendously strong. Even Dracula’s chains are no match for them.
Once the dragon is free, it blinks at them slowly.
“You’re the four heroes we helped in Avalon, aren’t you?” it asks.
“No, you’re thinking of some other heroes,” Jack answers. But then he looks at Filomena, whose expression is flummoxed. “Unless…?”
The looks the three of them give Filomena just about bring her to tears. They are desperate, they are scared, and they need information from her. She cracks.
“I’ll tell you everything once we get out of this dungeon, okay?” she says, once again asking them to trust her.
As if Jack, Alistair, and Gretel hadn’t already proved how incredible they are, they agree. Despite everything, they do trust her.
Well, she thinks, every other creature in Never After seems to have no problem telling my friends about things that happened in the other timeline, so why not me?

The dragon, now free, easily busts through the walls of Dracula’s castle. Admittedly, the castle is completely crumbling and falling apart already, but still, the four heroes are impressed by the act. Holding on to the dragon’s back, Dragon’s Tooth swords and shields held over their heads for protection, they burst out of the side of the castle. The dragon flies, soaring higher and higher, surveying the underworld island.
In the distance, they see a menacing, stomach-churning sight. The island’s residents are emptying out, an army filing onto a fleet of black sailless boats.
“Wait a minute,” Gretel says, looking out over the shoreline. “Where’s Hook and his ship?”
It’s gone, completely gone. Nowhere to be found.
“We’re stranded!” Alistair cries. “How are we going to get back to the mainland?”
A smooth, low rumble of a voice comes from beneath them. “I’ll take you there,” the dragon says. “A rescue for a rescue.”
Well, Jack does always say that dragons hate to be in debt.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A BRIEF
RECAP OF THE
TRUTH


It’s unclear exactly how long it will take to get from the island of the undead to Westphalia, but the dragon seems to know the way. Filomena decides now is the time. She needs to set the record straight. If they’re about to go into battle, she can’t have her closest friends doubting her or distracted. No matter what Ira says, she’s going with her gut. Whatever happens will happen. But at least this way she won’t be hiding things anymore.
Sitting on the massive, scaly back of the dragon, overlooking an endless starry night, Filomena finally breaks the news.
“Okay, it’s time for me to tell you guys something,” she starts out.
None of them speak, or even react, as if they might spook her back into secrecy by being too eager. They all just stare at her intently.
Her hands start to sweat. Where does she even begin?
“If you have questions, you can jump in, but I have a feeling this might be easier if I just tell it to you all in one go,” she starts. She has an idea. Filomena pulls Ira from her bag. “I guess we’ll start here,” she says, waiting for their reaction.
“A mirror?” Alistair asks, looking confused.
She looks at the mirror’s surface. Ira isn’t there; it’s just a blank mirror.
“Oh, come on, Ira. Come out. I’m going to tell them whether you think it’s a good idea or not.”
A few seconds pass, and the mirror looks the same. Then a fine mist covers its surface, and Ira’s face appears. Alistair nearly falls off the dragon.
“Careful!” Filomena says, reaching to steady him. “Okay, this is potentially the least surprising part of all this, so, everyone, please hold tightly to a dragon wing.”
The three heroes hold on tight, stricken expressions on their faces.
“Is that … a talking mirror? How did you…?” Jack stutters.
“Say hi, Ira,” Filomena urges.
“Fil, I really don’t think this is a good idea. I’m telling you, the timeli—” Ira’s eyes go wide, realizing he almost just spilled the secret himself.
“I know, I know,” Fil says. “But I’ve been thinking about it, and we’ve, ah, differentiated a lot. And if the concern is not muddying things, well, things are getting really muddy without giving my friends any information. Every creature in Never After who knows about this is dropping hints left and right.”
Ira seems to consider this. He even looks relieved.
“Oh, kids, how I’ve missed you. It was getting so stuffy in that satchel,” he gives in.
“Oh, so now you’re excited to be out here,” Filomena quips at him.
“Wait, what do you mean, you missed us?” Gretel asks.
“Okay, here we go—” Filomena starts.
“Filomena, how do you have a talking mirror?” Jack demands. “Do you know how rare those are?”
Filomena just laughs. Maybe this will be a little bit fun.
“I discovered Ira,” she says. “Rosie and me.”
Silence. Then, a chorus of squawks: “What?” “How?!”
“Just let me explain, okay? So you know how I’ve been acting weird since Snow Country? Well, that’s because I time-jumped from a point in the future back to then.”
She goes through it all, step-by-step. How, in the other timeline, Rosie stayed in Snow Country. They found Ira in the mirror. Filomena went with Jack to Westphalia and met Mary Contrary, the regent. Filomena was crowned queen, and Jack was knighted. Meanwhile, Gretel and Alistair turned Prince Charlie from a frog back to a human. Then the whole her-mom-being-sick-because-of-Olga thing and the quest to Camelot.
“That’s how I knew about Lance and Gwen,” she explains. “Because I met them. We all did.”
Then she tells them about the rest of their Camelot adventure: the witches, the Emerald City, Avalon.
“And,” she adds, looking pointedly at Jack, “the Emerald City is where I got this necklace. Not from Prince Stefan, whoever he even is. From you, Jack. You bought it for me right after—”
The rest of the words hang at her mouth. She was about to say right after you told me you loved me for the first time. But she’s not sure if she can say that. She’ll tell them about the timeline thing so that they can all be on the same page, sure. But her and Jack, together? Isn’t that too close to the other timeline? Isn’t that still not allowed? Won’t it still potentially lead to his death? So she leaves it there, saying no more. It’s a huge relief to have finally told them what she did admit, and she tries to let that be enough.
Gretel and Alistair look at each other, eyes wide. Jack flushes, clearly embarrassed but also delighted. A smile creeps onto his face.
“But wait—why did you time-jump?” he asks.
She tells him she’ll get to it. Then she tells them about meeting Marlon and Arturo.
“Have we already met Kaya, too?” Gretel asks.
“No, we never met her. But Arturo doesn’t remember meeting you, either. Marlon does, though.”
And then she gets to the sticky part. Moving Avalon, the dragons helping, everything going awry, landing in the mortal world. Saving her mom, but then the horrible realization that she would have to choose.
“So Gretel and I chose to stay on the mortal side of the portal,” she says softly.
Gretel looks shocked, and so does Alistair. Jack, however, looks as if his worst fears are coming true.
“Then what happened?” he asks.
“Well, I don’t really remember. According to Ira, Gretel and I grew up, but I don’t remember any of it, because in mortal linear time, it’s been permanently reversed. Whereas in Never After time, both timelines exist at once.”
“This is hurting my head,” Alistair chimes in.
“Honestly, me too,” Filomena admits.
“But how did you get back here?” Jack prods.
“Ira, do you want to take this one?” Filomena asks.
“Marlon warned everyone that it would be nearly impossible to cross the portal between worlds without dying,” Ira explains. “Possible, but nearly impossible. Years after Filomena had made the decision, Jack tried to go through the portal and nearly died. Alistair was there when the portal spit them back out, and then they went through it again. It’s truly unbelievable that Alistair was able to make it through. The chances are nearly none.”
Jack looks at Alistair with immense love. He grabs him and hugs him tightly.
“You risked your life for me,” he says.
“I guess so!” Alistair chuckles, but he’s choked up, too.
“So then what?” Gretel urges Ira.
“Well, then they found Filomena, and Vilma—the lady of the lake who was still in the mortal world because Avalon was stuck there—told Filomena that the only way to save Jack’s life would be to go back in time.”
The four of them are silent for a while, trying to understand it all.
“Ira said I couldn’t tell you,” Filomena says after a while. “He said it might mess up the timelines or something. But so many people keep bringing it up that I think it will mess it up more to keep it a secret from you.”
“So then … did you already live all this?” Alistair asks Fil.
“No, we made totally different choices this time. Everything since Snow Country is completely different.”
“You really don’t remember any of it?” Filomena asks them, hopeful that they’ll change what she knows to be true. “None of you?”
They all shake their heads sadly.
Jack reaches out and touches Filomena’s necklace. “Filomena, I’m so sorry,” he says. “I’m sorry I doubted you when you gave up your mortal life for me.”
“I really wish we could give you two some privacy,” Gretel says, “but unfortunately, we’re all trapped on the back of a dragon.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
BACK TO
WESTPHALIA


After the big admission, and after Filomena retold them all the details about five or six times because they couldn’t stop asking questions, they decide to get some rest. It’s been a long time since they’ve slept, but, even in their extreme fatigue, they all have a hard time stopping their minds from racing. Not to mention that mere inches away from Filomena is Jack. Jack, whom she’s still avoiding. She wants to tell him that the reason she said they can’t be together is because of this, but she doesn’t want to do it in front of the others. She wants to be alone with him.
But then—snoring.
Gretel and Alistair are passed out like two puppies, cuddled up next to each other. They’re out cold. Filomena and Jack are sort of alone.
“Jack?” she whispers, testing if he’s still awake.
“Fil,” he says softly.
“I have to tell you something else,” she says. She’s lying flat on her back, unable to look at him. Instead she stares up at the night sky passing above them, at the stars.
She feels Jack shift, moving his head to look at her.
“The reason I didn’t kiss you in the map room,” she says, “is because Ira said that we have to make different decisions in this timeline so that the other timeline doesn’t repeat itself. So that you don’t—”
Her voice catches in her throat. She feels tears welling up in her eyes. It’s strange; she’s thought about him dying, or nearly dying, from the portal many times. But actually saying it out loud and to him makes her start to cry.
“Hey,” he says, reaching out to wipe her tears. “It’s okay, it’s okay.”
She finally turns onto her side to face him. They’re inches apart.
“Do you want to know what happened with us in the other timeline?” she whispers.
He nods. “Very much,” he says.
“You told me you loved me when we were on a walk together in the Emerald City. You gave me this necklace. We were together for the rest of the quest. And you came to Los Angeles with me, with Ali and Gretel, and you hung out with my parents, and we had an amazing time after we saved my mom.” She takes a deep, shuddering breath. “But then Marlon showed up, and he told us that the portal was broken and that we had to choose. And then you and I went for a final walk, and we said goodbye. And we cried a lot, and even though I don’t remember my adult life in the mortal world, I have this weird feeling that I dreamed about being with you in the Emerald City almost every night for the rest of my life. I wish I’d never left you.” She sighs so loudly that she’s worried she’ll wake the other two.
“Fil,” Jack says softly. “I can’t believe you’ve had to do this all alone, this whole time. I wish I could’ve known and been with you through it. It must have been so hard.”
“I wanted to tell you,” she says.
“I know.” He nods.
“But do you understand?” she asks. “In the other timeline, we were together, and it led to everything getting so, so messed up. I think—” She can barely make out the words. “I think we have to just be friends in this timeline.”
It feels like grief, like a death: the possibility of what could have been.
“I don’t know,” Jack says, rolling onto his back. “I don’t know if I agree with you, Fil.”
“It’s just the way it has to be,” she says, tears streaming down each side of her face.
She’s so tired. From the running, the secrets, the heaviness. And now from crying. As she drifts into sleep, she thinks she hears Jack say four words that, even in her dream haze, make her heart sing.
“We’ll see about that.”

The four heroes are awoken by the bright sunlight of an early Westphalian morning. The sun is just rising on the horizon as Gretel, the first to wake, rubs her eyes. The view is not a welcome one. At the edges of the idyllic, bucolic Westphalian landscape, an army approaches. Ogres, hulking masses of them, move slowly toward the kingdom’s borders in the morning mist.
Gretel shakes the others awake, sorry to point this dread-inducing sight out to them. Jack does some quick calculations in his head.
“It looks like we have a few hours before they reach the castle,” he says solemnly.
“Long, but not long enough.” Alistair nods.
“It’ll be only a few minutes until we land at the Westphalian castle,” the dragon says, speaking for the first time in hours.
“You must be very tired,” Filomena calls to the dragon.
The dragon just snorts. “We dragons have excellent stamina.”
As they fly, Gretel and Alistair move to the edge of the dragon, where Filomena catches only a snippet of them apologizing to each other—Alistair for what he said while under the influence of the truth serum, and Gretel for making him feel as though she might ditch him. Filomena, meanwhile, surveys her kingdom. Her kingdom under siege.

The dragon drops them off in the Westphalian castle’s courtyard. By Jack’s calculations, they have about four hours until the ogre armies arrive at the kingdom’s walls.
“Will you stay and fight with us?” Alistair asks the dragon as they unload.
“I’m afraid I have urgent business to attend to,” the dragon says in a low, husky voice.
“Something more urgent than the destruction of Westphalia?” Gretel asks, disbelieving.
“I’m sorry. It just is what it is,” the dragon replies.
With that, it takes off, flapping its enormous wings in the bright morning sky. Alistair nearly falls over from the wind that’s generated.
“Some help the dragons are,” Jack scoffs. “Well, I suppose they did help us last time. Or the other time. Or the other timeline? I’m not quite sure how to refer to it.”
“We’ll get used to it eventually.” Filomena shrugs. “Now we have someone we need to find.”
“So why do you remember everything while we don’t, Fil?” Alistair asks as Filomena leads them through the Westphalian castle. She knows what room she’s searching for … if she can just remember exactly how to get there.
“I’ll take this one,” Ira says, hanging upside down from Filomena’s hip. “Pick me up, won’t you, Alistair?”
Alistair does.
“Here’s the thing: Filomena will never say this because, as you know, she’s very humble. But Filomena is powerful beyond what any of us fully understood prior to, well, all that’s happened recently. The most powerful beings in Never After are the ones who can remember multiple timelines. Remember, Filomena is touched by the fairies.”
“So we’re not powerful?” Alistair says, looking a little offended.
“You are too powerful, Alistair!” Filomena exclaims, tossing an arm around him. “Just apparently in a different way.”
“Fil, it’s okay if you have more power than us, you know,” Gretel says. “Not everyone needs to be the most powerful. I’m perfectly happy just the way I am.”
“That’s the attitude, Gretel.” Ira nods.
The four heroes plus Ira come to a set of large wooden doors. Filomena throws them open.
A woman stands tall in the grand hall. She has a shock of white hair and long flowing robes, just like Filomena remembers.
“Mary!” she cries. “Thank goodness you’re here.”
She runs over and hugs the regent. Though Filomena met Mary only one brief time, and technically in this timeline they haven’t met at all, just knowing that Mary was a friend of her parents immediately puts Filomena at ease.
“Wait a minute,” Filomena asks, withdrawing from the hug. “Do you remember me?”
“Of course, my dear. I could never forget.” Mary Contrary turns to look at the rest of the group. “Hello again, Jack the Giant Stalker.” She smiles.
“Oh, we’ve met?” He frowns. “Yet another thing I don’t remember. You know, I’m really not fond of this not-remembering thing.”
Then he remembers his manners, the manners trained into a prince of Vineland and questing hero. He bows, and Alistair and Gretel follow his lead.
“Have we met?” Gretel asks Mary.
“Not yet, but I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, both of you.”
“Mary Contrary is the regent of Westphalia and was a close friend of my parents,” Filomena explains. She turns back to the rather imposing woman. “Mary, we have some bad news. Ogres are on their way.”
“I figured as much.” Mary nods. “Come, let’s go sit with your friends.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
OLD
FRIENDS


Mary sweeps the four heroes quickly through the grand hall and into a chamber off the side of it. In the center of the room is a large table covered in sketches, notes, and maps. Plans, Filomena thinks. Strategies. The sight puts her at ease, oddly. She’s always one for planning ahead.
She tears her eyes from the notes to see four figures facing a window that looks out over the Westphalian kingdom. They speak to one another softly and quickly.
“Kaya!” Gretel exclaims as soon as she enters the room.
The four figures turn around with guarded looks on their faces, which quickly turn into grins.
“And Marlon and Arturo and Rosie!” Gretel adds.
“Good, good, we’re all here,” Mary says, clapping her hands and walking over to a large armchair, where she takes a seat. “Go on! Reunite!”
“Is that Ira?” Rosie says, rushing over to where Ira hangs off Fil’s hip. Filomena hands him to Rosie.
“Wow,” Rosie says, peering in awe.
“Wait, you remember making him with me?” Filomena asks, suddenly confused.
“Well…,” Rosie starts, looking back at Marlon.
“You didn’t, Marlon,” Ira jabs.
“I couldn’t help it!” Marlon says, shrugging. “I missed her too much!”
“You spilled the beans! You spilled the beans!” Filomena says, doing a jig for joy. She’s not the only one!
“I’m sorry, Fil,” Marlon says.
Filomena runs over to hug the tiny wizard. “No, I’m glad. I did, too.”
Despite the impending danger looming large in the distance, the heroes all laugh at the absurdity of their situation.
“So now we’re all on the same page?” Arturo inquires. “Timeline-wise?”
“Finally!” Filomena says.
Though as her eyes catch Jack’s, her enthusiasm dims slightly. She feels a longing thrum in her heart.
Gretel asks the question in the back of everyone’s mind. “Does this mean that the timeline is going to shift?”
“I believe not,” Marlon answers. “It appears that enough decisions have been made to differ from our previous timeline. We’ve moved ourselves far enough away that there is no overlap whatsoever. In short, we’re good.”
Fil and Jack’s eyes immediately go to each other. But now is not the time to get into it. Westphalia is under attack.
“At least that’s something to celebrate.” Alistair shrugs.
“Plus everything’s already going to heck in a handbasket,” Marlon adds. “Can’t get much worse than this, can it? I really shouldn’t jinx it. But we already moved Avalon and destroyed the portal once. How much worse can it get?”
“About that,” Filomena says. “Does that mean Avalon is back in Camelot? Is the portal fixed now?”
Marlon sighs. “Not quite. However, I spent the last century or so researching portal magic with Rosie. We’re nearly there.”
“Wait a second, so there’s an entire century I don’t remember?” Rosie says, dumbfounded.
“Don’t worry, nothing too exciting happened. Just dozens of Never After–altering inventions. Nothing we can’t do again.”
“But first we have some things to take care of,” Kaya notes.
“Kaya, how did your mission go?” Jack asks. “Did you free your friends?”
Kaya nods curtly. “Indeed, there were far more heroes there than I imagined. It turns out the nymphs weren’t very pleased about Pan siding with the ogres. They turned on him.”
“No way!” Alistair’s jaw drops.
“We all just arrived from Camelot about an hour ago. We gathered an army of the heroes who were still there. They’re in the armory right now,” she adds.
“Excellent, excellent,” Jack says. Filomena can tell his mind is running a mile a minute.
“And what about Eastphalia?” Gretel asks. “Were you able to hold it off with Hori and Charlie?”
Arturo looks away, unable to make eye contact with them. “We failed,” he says. “There were too many of them, and too few of us. Once the ogres had overtaken the castle, we retreated to a safe house in the village. Hori and Charlie told us to leave. They said that, now that Eastphalia is officially ogre territory, our help would be better used elsewhere.”
Filomena’s never seen Arturo look so deflated, and so ashamed.
“Wait, so why are you all here?” Filomena asks them. “I mean, I’m so glad you are, but why aren’t you in Camelot?”
“Olga won’t touch Camelot or Avalon again,” Marlon says, “after the last time. All the safeguards have returned to Camelot, and it took her eons to break through them last time. That’s why she’s targeting the rest of the main kingdoms.”
“And we knew you’d come here as soon as you could,” Rosie says, “after your quests were complete.”
“Some quests,” Alistair says glumly. “You know, out of all the quests we’ve ever done, these might have been the most pointless.”
Gretel nods. “They were basically all failures.”
“How so?” Arturo asks.
“Well, let’s see,” Alistair says, counting off on his fingers. “First we went to Wonderland, where you guys were, and didn’t do anything to help the kingdoms there. Then we went to Eastphalia, where we ditched Hori and Charles, who asked us for help. Then we went to Neverland and got imprisoned by Pan. Next we went to rescue Sabine, but as it turns out, she’d kidnapped herself. Finally we went to the island of the dead, and—oh great—they refused to help us and instead formed an army to help the ogres!”
Jack recoils, staring into space darkly. “It’s pretty depressing when you lay it all out like that.”
Filomena’s heart sinks a little. They’ve really never had such a roundly unsuccessful, unhelpful, totally dismal series of events like that before! I mean, when you think about the other timeline, they accomplished so much. But then … it all makes sense.
“But don’t you see? In the other timeline, we had so much success on our quests, and it turned out horribly! We damaged the portal, we transplanted the most sacred place in all of Never After, and Jack was seconds away from death. It has to be this way! It has to be this way to save Jack.”
The heroes, the wizard, the talking mirror, and the regent all take it in. She’s right, they realize. It had to unfold this way to differ from the other timeline.
“Still, someday someone’s going to have to write about our adventures from the other timeline,” Gretel says. “They sound pretty incredible. I would read about it, and I supposedly lived it!”
Filomena gasps. “Gretel, you’re a genius,” she says, kissing her on the cheek.
Gretel chuckles, flustered. “I mean, great! Not sure why, but I’ll take it.”
Filomena takes a seat at the head of the long table covered in plans. “I’ll explain later. Right now, it looks like we have some strategy to catch up on.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
WINNER
WINNER
CHICKEN
DINNER


It was Kaya who realized that, though telling Pan how to exactly infiltrate the Westphalian gates was, of course, a bummer, it also had one silver lining: They know exactly where the ogres will attack.
Arturo and Jack, who are the most experienced in battle strategy, collaborate on a plan of attack, drawing a map of Westphalia’s gates on the table. Everyone huddles around.
“This is going to be a challenge the likes of which we have never seen,” Jack says. “Even more than the Last Battle. That time, we had the fairies. This time…”
Jack tries not to let his face show how nervous he is. He shakes his head as if to dispel the thoughts completely.
Arturo and Jack identify the weakest walls of the kingdom.
“Half of us should fight along here”—Arturo points—“with Kaya’s heroes. Gretel, Alistair, Kaya, and me. What do you think, Jack? Mary?”
Both the regent and the Vineland prince nod in agreement.
“What about me?” Rosie asks.
“Rosie, you and Marlon go to the top of the Westphalian tower,” Arturo replies. “Marlon is going to try to cast pointed spells but will need support.”
Rosie nods solemnly.
From their tower high above Westphalia, they hear a rumbling in the distance. If there was any doubt of what the noise was, Jack’s and Alistair’s faces say it all. It’s a sound they haven’t heard in eons, and it clearly triggers something deep within them. Gretel squeezes Alistair’s hand, and Filomena squeezes Jack’s.
A grim feeling falls over the room. It’s the sound of hundreds of heavy feet. Hundreds of battle-axes. Hundreds of ogres, ever nearing the Westphalian gates. Though Filomena is no stranger to fighting ogres after this long spent in Never After, she can already tell that a war is much different than a battle. She’s only ever seen her friends fight smatterings of ogres or individual antagonists they’ve encountered on their quests. But an entire army of ogres and a fleet of the undead? It’s a different thing altogether. A much larger, more complicated, more dangerous thing. She is grateful that there are real war strategists here, though how she wishes there didn’t have to be.
Finally, she breaks the brief, heavy silence. “Jack, what about us?” Filomena asks, afraid she already knows the answer.
“We need to find Olga.”

Mary insists that they have one last meal before the battle. According to the guards at Westphalia’s gates, it will still be two hours before the ogres arrive. After the plans have been made, Mary tears the heroes away from their roundtable and brings them down to the dining hall.
“There’s nothing more you can plan for now, Arturo,” she says. “Fighting on an empty stomach is a death wish, trust me. We need all the strength we can get.”
“Wait a minute,” Gretel says, tugging on Filomena’s sleeve and pointing to the table on their way out the door. “Look, a round table!”
“So?” Filomena says, the sound of the ogres’ footsteps still rumbling in her ears.
“Doesn’t that make all of us King Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table?” Gretel says, looking positively thrilled. Filomena can’t help but crack a bit of a smile.
It’s a traditional Westphalian feast, but Filomena finds it hard to get in the proper mood for such a thing. In fact, she can hardly eat. She watches Alistair load a plate full of roasted chicken and vegetables and envies his eternal appetite. Gretel forces her to choke down a few bites.
“In all the hubbub of escaping the island and learning about the whole time-jumping thing, I forgot to ask anyone: Where in the worlds is Hook?” Gretel queries the table. “Do you guys think he’s okay?”
Filomena can see that Gretel is suddenly stricken with panic.
“Did the undead get him, do you think?” Filomena asks.
“Doubtful, dear,” Mary consoles. “He’s an excellent fighter.”
“When he wants to be,” Kaya mutters, one hand in her chain mail pocket, the other bringing a drumstick to her mouth. “Which isn’t often.”
Gretel turns to her. “He only has nice things to say about you.”
Kaya turns and, for the first time since Filomena met her, actually looks a little intimidated. Gretel’s standing her ground.
“And now he could be dead, and you’re still chastising him?” Gretel says.
“Whoa,” Arturo chimes in. “We’re all on the same side here!”
“Exactly!” Gretel throws her hands in the air, exasperated. “We are all on the same side. So why do you have to drag on him all the time?”
“Wow,” comes a voice from the door. “I never thought I’d see the day. Gretel defending little old me?”
Hook leans on one arm in the doorframe of the dining room, beaming at Gretel. Filomena, who’s sitting across from her, has to bury her face in Jack’s shoulder to keep from laughing. The sight is too good: Kaya, her eyes squinted, pounding a drumstick on one side of Gretel; Hook, sitting and leaning back in a chair with an obnoxious grin, so obviously pleased by Gretel’s commentary; and Gretel, blushing and frantic, looking stricken between them.
“I’m fresh from a fight in which several ghosts passed through my body and I nearly lost my right hand to a zombie’s appetite. Mind if I have some chicken?”
A hand lost to a zombie, not a crocodile, Filomena thinks. Now there’s another timeline for you.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
THE
QUICKEST OF
CORONATIONS


Unfortunately, the jovial mood Hook brings into the room doesn’t last long. As the large clock on the eastern Westphalian tower tolls the passing of another hour, Mary Contrary orders the diners to get into positions. The ogres are fast approaching. It’s time to get in order.
Mary Contrary accompanies everyone down to the armory to get fitted in full proper armor and, for those who don’t have their own Dragon’s Tooth swords and shields, choose their weapons. Kaya’s Camelot heroes have just left, so the armory is empty and echoey when the ten enter. Mary directs each person to the proper shelves and begins to help fit them. Gretel, Rosie, and Filomena turn a corner to the armor Mary’s pointed them toward.
“You know, armor could be a whole potential clothing line for me,” Gretel says to Filomena as she pulls on a chain mail shirt.
“Don’t you think armor would be so much better if it were lighter?” Rosie asks, pulling up her boots. “Maybe we could collaborate, make superlight but superstrong armor.”
“That’s such a good idea, Rosie.” Gretel nods. “You know, Princess Jeanne gave us this amazing fabric made out of unicorn hair. I used it to create these satchels. Maybe that could be useful…”
“I’m impressed that you two can think past today,” Filomena says, nervously adjusting a metal breastplate. “I can barely think past the next five minutes.”
Gretel shrugs. “Thinking about clothes calms me down.”
If only Filomena could find something to calm herself down. She feels like her whole body is vibrating. It’s like going through a swoop hole over and over. Has she always gotten this nervous before a fight? She supposes that’s the difference between a real battle and a fight. A fight on the road while questing is unexpected. You come across a gang of thieves or a rogue ogre, a witch you think is evil but actually isn’t, or a bunch of giant spiders, and you have to act right away, on instinct. You don’t have time to be nervous. You don’t have time to imagine all the ways it could go wrong. You don’t have time to think about all the people you care about most in the worlds getting injured. Or worse. But no, she cannot think about it. Thinking about it will do nothing. All she can do is fight her best, her smartest, and pray to the fairies that they all make it out alive.
Once everyone is fully suited, Mary calls them over and they rejoin in a semicircle. When she looks at Arturo, Jack, Marlon, Gretel, Alistair, Rosie, Kaya, and Hook all standing together—blades, bows, and arrows heavy in their hands and cloaked in shining armor, helmets, and steel-toed boots—Filomena can’t swallow the lump in her throat. Nor can she rid herself of the nagging thought in the back of her mind. She can barely let herself think it, but she can’t help herself: What if this is the last time she sees them?
“Don’t think like that,” Ira whispers to her from her hip.
She looks down at him, confused. Can Ira read her mind?
Mary Contrary stands before them, tall, statuesque, stoic.
“Heroes of Never After,” she begins, “Westphalia is just one kingdom in a large, wild world. But today, this kingdom is what stands between Never After remaining in the light or slipping into darkness. We now stand in the last fairy kingdom not overtaken by the ogres. This battle is not just a battle for our lives but a battle for the soul of our civilization. You who stand before me are our world’s best bid for the light. You come from all across Never After.”
Mary begins to pace in front of the group.
“Among us, we are lucky to count Captain Hook, an Eastphalian civilian whose curiosity and adventurous spirit granted him a ship enchanted by the fairies and who has been tasked with exploring the far reaches of our world.”
With a look of pride, Hook bows his head to Mary. She continues to speak.
“We can count Kaya, a brave hero who has risen through the ranks in Camelot and who now leads an army of her peers. They trust her and will follow her along with their king.”
Kaya, face serene as water, bows her head, too.
“Of course there is King Arturo, a legendary, mythical figure of our world who governs our most sacred and complicated kingdom, Camelot, with generosity and care.”
King Arturo kneels, his pink buzz cut gleaming, then stands.
“And Rosie, Rose Red, daughter of the fairy Snow White, Colette. Rosie has not rested on her laurels as daughter of a fairy. Instead her mind and curiosity has led her to invention. And though she doesn’t remember, she has advanced the magic technology in our land beyond what any other citizen has dreamed.”
Rosie nods, blushing as red as her hair.
“Of course then we have Marlon, ancient but young, who recognizes genius when he sees it and whose collaboration with Rosie is one of the most profound partnerships our world has ever known.”
Marlon lifts up into the air, his toes skimming the floor as he bows his head.
“Alistair Bartholemew Barnaby, Ali Baba,” Mary continues, pacing toward Alistair. “Once you may have considered yourself a sidekick and been comfortable in that role. But I have seen you grow so far beyond it. From the deserts of Parsa, you have traveled all over this land, dedicating your life to the safety of this world. That is not sidekick behavior; that is the behavior of a hero.”
Alistair steps forward and kneels, then rises.
“Gretel.” Mary smiles. “The cobbler’s daughter. You are not royalty, nor were you born a Camelot hero, so why did you end up in this role? You’ve often wondered. Your brilliance is beyond your own comprehension. And you are the glue that holds every group together. You have altered these kingdoms more than you know.”
Gretel shrugs, flustered, but then bows, too.
“Jack the Giant Stalker. Sworn to be protected by the fairies. Prince of Vineland. You have had the opposite problem. You’ve always known you were too special, and you’ve always carried tragedy in your heart. Has it finally been lifted? Do you see who is here now to support you? That you are not a lone hero any longer?”
Jack closes his eyes briefly and, oddly, smiles. His eyes open, and he looks around and nods.
“Finally, Filomena. Princess Eliana. Rosanna’s daughter, blessed with the mark of the fairies by Carabosse herself. Everything started when you entered the story. It may be unconventional to do this…” Mary lifts a crown from her pocket. It’s a thin circlet of gold. Flared spikes surround the perimeter, representing the sun. Filomena recognizes it instantly.
Mary Contrary looks to the rest of the group. “We’ve already had a more ceremonious crowning in front of Westphalian citizens in the other timeline. We were all covered in ogre’s blood, and it, too, was a bit rushed. But then … when have things with Filomena ever been conventional?”
Mary motions for Filomena to kneel. “Eliana, princess of Westphalia, and rightful heir to the throne: By the power vested in me as regent of this kingdom, I hereby proclaim you queen of Westphalia.”
“Now, why am I saying all these things to each of you? You know your accomplishments already, of course. You each know who you are. But I’ve repeated these words to you now so that when you fight, you may remember why you are fighting and may recall why you have been chosen, among all the thousands of beings in Never After, to defend your lands.”
And then it’s time to go.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
IN THE
TREETOPS


After her speech, Mary urges them to move quickly. “I don’t believe in long drawn-out goodbyes,” she says, “because we cannot operate believing in goodbyes.”
They heed her advice, but just before Gretel and Alistair are about to file out of the armory, Filomena pulls them in for a group hug with her and Jack.
“Forever and ever,” she says.
“And ever,” Gretel says.
“Ever, ever,” Jack and Alistair add.
“Okay, now we go.” Filomena nods, wiping a tear.
She gives their hands a final squeeze and watches her two best friends leave to take on an ogre army.

Arturo and Mary decided that Jack and Filomena should exit the castle and hide as high as they can in a tree of the Westphalian forest, just outside the castle’s walls, to see if Queen Olga is amid the army. Filomena feels a pang of guilt—she’s sneaking off to hide in the forest, knowing her friends are taking the brunt of the initial ogre impact. But she just reminds herself that Olga is the heaviest hitter of them all. Of all the ogres they’ve slain, Olga has always been the impossible one. That’s why she’s queen, Filomena supposes. Her powers are terrifyingly strong. And yet Filomena has to believe that she and Jack can defeat Olga.
“So,” Jack says as they walk, “most people only get to live one life. It seems like you’ve lived two. How does it feel?”
Filomena’s taken aback a little by the lightness of his tone. But she lets herself be distracted.
“Confusing at best.” Filomena sighs. “Like I’m lying to the people I care about at worst.”
Jack kicks a stone. They both look surprised as the stone flies yards ahead of them, forcefully drilling a hole through a tree trunk.
“Wow, these boots have some power to them,” he says.
“I think Marlon enchanted our armor.” Filomena smiles. “I thought I saw him casting a spell while we were all getting suited up.”
Jack flexes the silver armor of his gloved hand. He punches one hand into the palm of the other.
“I bet this will give the ogres what they deserve,” he says cheerily.
“You seem in pretty good spirits, considering,” Filomena says cautiously.
“Well, Filomena.” Jack nods sagely, sort of mocking his own seriousness, but also sort of serious. “I’ve seen some battles in my day. I find that I often fare better if I can keep my spirits high.” He kicks another rock. “And knowing what I know now certainly helps with that.” He grins.
“Oh yeah?” Filomena nudges his arm.
“Yeah, I mean, the fact that you gave up your life in the mortal world just to save me?”
Filomena laughs and shoves him. “You’re one to talk,” she says. “You almost died trying to find me.” But then her smile fades. It’s a bit too close to home. “Why did you do that?” she says quietly. “Why would you risk your life like that? Just to find me?”
Jack sighs, looking over his shoulder to check for ogres.
“I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure that out since you told me. I have no idea why I would’ve done that. I would think it was maybe just because I wanted to see you, but why then and not before? But I seriously don’t remember any of this other timeline. I hate it. I wish I could remember. Not only because I’d like to know why I was trying to get through the portal, but because it kills me that there’s even a single moment we shared together that I don’t remember.”
Filomena stops walking for a second, and Jack does, too.
“Fil,” he says. “I’ve been thinking. I respect what you said about altering the timelines. I respect it if you really, truly don’t love me in this one. But I need to tell you…”
Filomena’s breath catches in her throat.
“I love you,” he says. “I love you, and I want to be with you, in this timeline and all the others. And I think it won’t matter. I think that being together won’t cause me to jump through a broken portal and nearly die, because in every timeline, things can be so different, but also in every timeline, we’re fated to be together.”
She steps closer to him, all hesitation falling away. At this point, do they really have anything to lose?
She wraps her arms around his neck, and even though there are ogres on the horizon and an evil queen who will stop at nothing to kill them both, they kiss, and for just a few moments, they both forget it all.
“I love you, too, Jack the Giant Stalker,” she says.
When they pull away, he’s beaming.
“Finally,” he says, kissing her quickly again. “Finally.”
But they don’t have time to relish this. They keep walking, looking for the tallest tree they can find. Jack chooses one, and they start to climb it. Once they find branches high enough and settle onto them, they are able to fully take in the noxious sight.
Rows upon rows of them: ogres. Hulking, grotesque, brutal masses of them swinging their barbed clubs, their axes, their weapons at the castle walls. At Filomena’s castle, at her kingdom. At her friends. They’re silent, watching.
Filomena wants to take her mind off it. “Jack, will you watch for Olga for a minute?”
“Of course.”
She unclips Ira from her hip. “Ira, can you show me what’s going on in Eastphalia?”
“Are you sure you want to see?” Ira says, looking at her skeptically.
“I’d rather just know.”
“All right.” He shrugs.
The mirror’s surface shifts. Smoke covers Ira’s face, and then he disappears altogether. In his place, Hortense zooms through the frame with her bow and arrows on horseback. From what Filomena can tell, Hortense is not on castle grounds. No, she’s in the village itself. Around her there’s wreckage. Small fires burn, and ogres are smashing buildings. Filomena can’t see any people or creatures, so she hopes that Charlie and Hortense have cleared all civilians out of the village. But the town is being destroyed. Hori and Charlie seem to be trying to single-handedly take back their kingdom. Hori’s putting in an admirable effort; her arrows are piercing ogres left and right as she rides through town. But Filomena knows that Hori and Charlie alone cannot be enough.
“Show me Wonderland,” Filomena whispers to Ira.
He obliges.
There are no Chessmen revolting outside the castle, so for a moment Filomena feels hope. But then she sees a familiar face in one of the castle’s windows: Robin Hood. He grins maniacally over the kingdom, then turns around to face a roomful of Chessmen. The mirror’s vision shifts again to show Bea and Byron, their swords drawn, in battle with a set of ogres. Their swords slice through the foes, but more keep coming. Bea’s and Byron’s faces look tired. And it’s clear that the castle is no longer under their control.
But Fil is determined. Olga can never win, and she will make sure of it.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
THE
SCATTERED
HEROES
Part One: Hook, Line, and Sinker   


Hook and Kaya haven’t spoken for several minutes. Still, it’s anything but silent. The adventurer and the Camelot hero stand looking over the Westphalian castle’s thick stone wall. They’re positioned atop one of the weakest points of the wall, where Jack assumed the ogres would try to break through, and so far he was spot on. The ogres have brought ladders and are attempting to scale the wall. Kaya and Hook have lost track of how many ogres they’ve picked off from up here. Between Hook’s bow and arrows knocking ogres down before they even get to the wall and Kaya’s long-handled axe with its mighty and far reach, they’ve been able to fend off the ogres while keeping a slight distance. An arm’s length, at least, which is more than most ogre fighters can say.
One of Mary’s pages runs back and forth, refilling arrows for Hook’s bow. He grabs another round of arrows and prepares.
“So what’s the deal then?” Hook says eventually, breaking the silence between himself and Kaya as he draws the arrow back and lets it fly. It hits an ogre dead between the eyes.
“What do you mean, ‘the deal’?” Kaya says, swinging the axe up over the wall’s edge and down into an ogre’s skull. She yanks the blade out and pushes the ogre off the ladder with her foot.
“Why do you keep bad-mouthing me in front of the heroes?” Hook asks, not looking at her but aiming and firing.
Kaya leans over the edge, waiting for another ogre to climb up. “Sorry. It’s just that honesty flows out of me.” Kaya shrugs, impassive.
Her face is like stone, like always. Hook has always found her so hard to reach. And she has always found him too easy to reach—everything is just right there on the surface.
“You used to like me.” Hook raises an eyebrow before breaking eye contact with her to shoot an ogre in the distance.
“I used to be a foolish apprentice.” Kaya shrugs, lobbing the axe again.
Hook pauses, putting down his bow for a moment. “I never thought you were foolish. You were the best apprentice I ever had.”
Kaya tries to determine whether he’s razzing her or if he’s being serious. Before she can decide, something moves in the corner of her eye.
She spins around only to find an ogre has breached the wall, the first one since she and Hook got up here.
“Pay attention!” she screams at him, though she knows it’s as much her fault as his. The metal clang of her axe against the ogre’s rings loud in both their ears. Hook lets a litany of arrows fly, clearing a mass of five ogres who were beginning to crawl up the ladders. Kaya finishes off the ogre who managed to breach the wall, then pushes its lifeless body off her and back over the edge. The ogre hits several others on its way down, including the five with Hook’s arrows sticking out of them.
“We shouldn’t be having this conversation now,” she says, unable to look at him.
“Kaya, we used to be such good friends. I don’t understand why you resent me so much,” Hook says, trying to reason with her.
“You don’t understand?” she says, whipping around to face him. The look on her face could kill an ogre. “You refused to take anything seriously. You have real potential to help people, and you don’t. All you want to do is explore on that silly little floating ship. I saw everything that ship can do—all the potential it has for missions. But no, you just want to jaunt around and go visit the pretty girls of the world.”
Hook scoffs. “That is completely unfair. You Camelot heroes think violence and battle is the only valuable contribution to Never After. Have you ever considered that violence isn’t the only answer?”
As he says this last part, he loads an arrow onto his bow and shoots it right through an ogre’s eye.
Kaya points to the ogre, who falls backward off the wall. “You think you could’ve killed that ogre by exploring?” she says, cocking her head to the side.
“There’s a time for fighting,” Hook says, reaching for another arrow, “and there’s a time for knowledge, peacemaking, and diplomacy.” He shoots and scores. He grabs for another. “But I’m not a fighter by nature. You are, and I respect it, but other things have to happen in Never After in order to keep the peace and make progress, don’t you think? Or are you only for barbarianism?”
They take out a few more ogres while Hook thinks about how to properly explain his point. He peers over the edge of the castle wall after they’ve shoved a few more enemies off. It seems that all’s clear for now.
“For example, Eastphalian society was totally ruined for a while because of how many people were taken down by the black-star disease years ago. Remember that? And they were worried it would spread beyond Eastphalia, what with how much Eastphalia exports.”
“Yeah, but that went away,” Kaya says. “No one’s had black-star disease in at least a decade.”
“You know why that is? Because I discovered rare plants growing on the edge of Neverland that the nymphs use to cure themselves of black-star disease. Not a single nymph has died from it in hundreds of years. And I brought those plants to Eastphalia.”
Kaya frowns, considering this.
“Still not convinced?” Hook asks. “Okay, fine. What about the shortcut in the Wonderland ocean that spits you out in Avalon and vice versa?”
Kaya’s mouth drops open. “No way. It was the dragons who discovered that!”
Hook just shakes his head, chuckling, relishing in the moment. “I was the one who told the dragons about it when I got into a bind in the Deep. You think the dragons spend their time flying around the Wonderland ocean looking for portals and shortcuts?”
Kaya rolls her eyes, but she shrugs, too. “Okay fine, I see your point. Battle isn’t the only thing worth doing. I just never thought about it like that. You know how we’re trained in Camelot. It’s always fight-forward. You could have told me about all this when I was on your ship, you know.”
“I tried, but you are so stubborn!” Hook says defensively. “But sure, maybe I didn’t try hard enough. You can be a bit intimidating, if you weren’t aware. A little hard to talk to.”
“And you hide a lot of your smarts behind way too much personality,” Kaya quips back, though she lets herself smile.
They laugh together for a moment, finally seeing eye to eye. But it doesn’t last long. Hook reaches for an arrow while looking at her, but his hand comes up empty from the quiver.
“No,” he says, his voice dripping with panic. “Where is the page? Where are my arrows?”
The page’s head pops up from their side of the castle wall.
“Sir, I’m afraid we’re all out of arrows,” he says fearfully.
“Out of arrows?! How can that be possible!” Hook yells.
“You’ve shot more than two hundred ogres,” the page replies, cowering. “And we can’t go collect any of the arrows because…”
“I KNOW WHY!” Hook yells at the page.
“Two hundred. Not bad.” Kaya nods. “But, Hook, seriously, control your temper. It’s not the kid’s fault.”
“Sorry, kid. I’m just a bit stressed,” Hook concedes.
“I brought this for you, though,” the page offers quietly.
He holds up a rod with two short chains attached to one end. At the end of each chain is a ball with spikes, like a star.
“What in the Nevereverland is this?” Hook says, grabbing it.
“You’ve never heard of a morning star before?” Kaya asks. “Allow me.”
She grabs the rod and starts swinging the spiked balls in quick, tight figure eights. One, two, three quick figure eights, then right into the jaw of an ogre. Once it’s maimed, she kicks it in the shoulder with her boot, sending it down the castle wall.
“Not bad,” Hook says. “Thanks for the tutorial. So does this mean we’re good?”
Kaya passes him the morning star. “We’re good,” she says. “But don’t think that I’m saying you’re the better hero of the two of us.”
Hook throws his head back laughing. He sticks out his hand. “We’ll put that to the test another time.”
They shake, a rivalry turned from bitter to pleasant. With their eyes glinting, and feeling renewed, they turn to face the castle wall. But their smiles don’t last long. The undead have arrived, and it turns out that ghosts are a lot harder to slay via morning star than ogres.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
THE
SCATTERED
HEROES
Part Two: Gretel, Unbetrothed   


Across the castle from Kaya and Hook, who are slowly being forced to retreat from their post by Drew’s undead army, Gretel and Alistair stand on either side of a flaw in the castle’s wall. Well, it used to be just a small flaw—a weak spot in the ancient build that hasn’t been repaired for a while because it’s in such a nondescript place at the back of the castle, far from all castle entrances. But in the last few minutes, the flaw has been widened by ogres. They’ve been ramming against it, causing what was once a secret weak spot—the kind you’d never find without help, or say, instruction from Neverland prisoners—to become a gaping hole. A hole big enough for ogres to, one by one, squeeze their way through.
But luckily, Gretel and Alistair stand on either side of the hole, armed with the Dragon’s Tooth swords that have served them so well. They hope that the bodies of ogres they’ve sliced so far will deter others from entering. It doesn’t really seem to be deterring the ogres, but the heroes keep hoping.
Another ogre squeezes its way through, and Gretel and Alistair both slash at it before it has a second to realize what’s going on. They push it to the side.
“Ali, can we talk?” Gretel asks, wiping her brow with her wrist. All this slicing and dicing is making her realize it might be time to get back into Pilates.
“You want to talk right now?” Alistair asks.
“We’ve always been good at multitasking, haven’t we?” Gretel jokes.
Another ogre comes through. Alistair takes it, this time plunging his blade directly into the ogre’s heart.
“At least the hole is small enough that we’re getting only one at a time.” He shrugs.
“You know that I hardly even know Kaya or Hook, right?” Gretel says, changing the subject completely.
Alistair wasn’t expecting her to go there. He’s not sure what exactly she means by bringing this up. He cringes, remembering the truth serum–soaked plum. Darn his unquenchable curiosity for flavor! Darn his sophisticated palate! But truth serum or no truth serum, he did feel threatened, despite how much he didn’t want to admit it.
“Well, you’ve certainly spent a lot of time getting to know them this past fortnight,” he says, slightly bitter. Bitter like a nice piece of dark chocolate, though, not like a frazzleberry.
“Why does it bother you so much? And by the way, I don’t even like either of them. Not that you asked,” Gretel replies, readying her sword above her head for the next cut.
“But you could someday. You could like someone someday,” Alistair says.
“Well, so could you!” Gretel shouts back.
“No way.” Alistair shakes his head.
“You never know who you might like! But also you don’t need to have a crush on anyone. I don’t! I’m nowhere near Filomena and Jack’s level.”
This almost seems to do the job of comforting Alistair … right up until she mentions Filomena and Jack.
“Right. Filomena and Jack,” he says, sadly chopping to bits an ogre that’s just emerged through the hole.
“What, you don’t like them together?” Gretel asks, cleaning off her sword on a nearby tapestry.
“No, I mean, of course I do. I love them both,” he says. Then he mumbles something she can’t quite hear.
“What did you say?”
“I just don’t want to be left alone.”
His head hangs low. Gretel’s heart swells for the sweet boy, her closest friend in the world. Well, besides Filomena.
“Ali, trust me, we’ll never leave you alone. If anything, you’re going to get annoyed with us when this is all over!”
His head still hangs. She walks over to him and lifts his chin.
“Hey, come on. What’s going on here? Why does your perception of me having a crush, and Jack and Filomena being together, make you sad?”
“Watch behind you,” Alistair says. He slashes his sword by her to fend off the next ogre in line, then kicks the ogre sideways.
“Jack’s been the only consistent person in my life, you know?” Alistair says. “My parents died such a long time ago. I don’t have any other family. Jack says he’s always been alone, too, but it’s not really the same. The fairies were basically his fairy godmothers. And sure, they like me, but they weren’t my family in the same way. I didn’t really have family until you and Filomena—” He suddenly shoves Gretel to the ground.
“Um, ouch!” she cries. But then she sees why: another ogre, another slice.
“Sorry, I need to be paying more attention here,” she says, getting up and taking her place on the other side of the hole.
“Anyway, look,” Alistair says. “I know things won’t always stay the same. And trust me, I am so glad Filomena and Jack are into each other. I just hope they make a move soon. If I have to listen to one more story about how Jack almost kissed Filomena but then didn’t, or how he doesn’t know whether she really likes him or if she’s just being nice, I will lose it!”
Gretel bursts out laughing. “I know, right?! They’ve literally been in love since the moment they laid eyes on each other. Can you believe we’ve had to talk them through it for this long?”
“We are amazing friends.” Alistair giggles.
Once the laughter dies down, they look each other in the eyes.
“We’re always going to be best friends, Ali,” Gretel says. “Nothing’s going to change that. I promise.”
Gretel steps forward to hug him, but something gets in her way. Something large, something loud, something with spitty, stinky, roiling breath. Multiple somethings. Ogres. Several of them. Because apparently they’ve figured out how to make the one-ogre-at-a-time hole a lot bigger.







CHAPTER THIRTY
THE
SCATTERED
HEROES
Part Three: The Tower


Rosie is trying not to panic. She’s totally not panicking. If there’s one thing she’s doing, you can bet it is being absolutely chill, calm, and collected and not panicking. Except … is that really her heart beating at about triple the pace it normally does? Does she always breathe this heavily?
Maybe she would panic less if this were all happening one problem at a time. But no, it’s a synchronized attack. From their vantage point at the very top of the central Westphalian tower, Rosie and Marlon can see it all. Well, Rosie can see it all. Marlon would be able to see it all if he wasn’t floating five feet off the floor in the middle of the tower with his eyes closed, casting protection spells. Rosie can see Kaya and Hook swiping their hardest at the undead, but their weapons are just going right through most of them. The undead are piling into the castle at a speed that there’s no reversing.
Rosie can see Alistair and Gretel at the back of the castle, battling ogres with their Dragon’s Tooth swords. But the mass of ogres is so huge that Alistair and Gretel are losing ground, forced to retreat deeper and deeper into the castle, unable to hold off all the ogres at once. She sees Arturo abandon his station, where he’s been successfully staving off ogres, to go help Alistair and Gretel. When he does, Rosie sees that the ogres he’s been fighting start climbing over the wall and spilling onto the castle grounds.
And she sees Jack and Filomena running from the forest toward the Westphalian castle.
With a thud, Marlon drops to the floor.
Rosie runs to him. “Marlon!” she cries, lifting his limp body into her lap.
The boy is so small and yet so wise, so powerful. It seems impossible that so much could be contained in a body this little. She cups his face, affection swelling in her heart. It’s a strange feeling, to realize that someone knows so much more about you than you do about them. When Marlon told her about the timeline jump, that they’d lived years and years together, years that she doesn’t remember, her first instinct was to invent something to rectify that. He’d smiled so lovingly at her when she’d said that. He’d said, That’s so Rosie of you.
In her memory, she’s just met him. But he’s known her for ages.
“Marlon?” she says softly.
He opens his eyes a little. “I’m so tired, Rosie,” he says. “So tired.” The spells take everything out of him.
“Shhh,” she says. “Just rest.”

Rosie wonders what will happen if they lose. How does this all go down? Will they be run out of the kingdoms and into some remote part of Never After? Will they be killed? And what happens when they die? What will happen to Never After? Rosie’s eyes fill with tears, thinking of the people who have already passed on. Her mother; her aunts, the fairies; and so many people in battle against the Ogre Queen. Her instinct is to go pick up a sword and fight with the others, but she can’t leave Marlon alone.
She thinks of the years she spent sitting in the giants’ cottage, thinking and working and dreaming about going out into the big wide world. And apparently she did, for many years. But she doesn’t remember any of them, so they don’t count. She wants to live those years still. But she feels them being taken away from her with every ogre that spills over the edge of the castle walls. She can sense it. The battle is almost over, and they are going to lose.

Then the sun is obscured. Darkness falls for a brief, disorienting moment over the Westphalian castle grounds. Then light appears again. Then darkness. Then light. Rosie looks up. What is happening?
Squinting, she peers overhead to see massive scaly figures in the sky. Oddly, a memory twinges deep inside her. Deep. The Deep—it’s the dragons! She gently puts Marlon down and rushes to the edge of the tower to look at them. Ten—twenty of them! Hulking, swooping creatures. Is this a good thing or a bad thing? Are the dragons for or against the heroes?
The dragons breathe huge streams of fire that scorch the earth. Rosie’s breath catches in her throat—are any friends caught in the blaze? But when the fire dies down, all that’s left are the blackened bodies of dozens of ogres. They were all taken out in one single breath.
She runs back over to Marlon, scooping him into her lap. “Marlon, the dragons are here!” she whispers.
“The dragons?” he says woozily. “Oh good, the dragons. Looks like Filomena and everyone’s trip to the underworld wasn’t so wasted after all.”
He nearly falls unconscious, but Rosie taps his cheek, keeping him awake.
“Marlon? Marlon! Don’t die on me, Marlon, don’t die!”
Tears land on Marlon’s face.
“Oh, Rosie,” he says softly, slipping in and out of consciousness. “I’m not going to die. Don’t you remember? Years ago, you made me a potion for this.”
Rosie frowns, not understanding.
“What do you mean? I did?”
“It’s in my pocket,” Marlon says, his eyes still closed. “You made it for after I cast spells. To … to…”
He slips out of consciousness altogether. Frantically Rosie digs through his cape’s pockets. She finds a small vial with bright lilac-colored liquid in it. She pops off the lid and pours it into his mouth. She prays that her alternate-timeline self knew what she was doing.







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
JACK
BE
NIMBLE


“Jack, look up!”
They’re running, but Jack looks up anyway. If there weren’t still so much to do, Filomena could nearly cry with relief. In the sky above them: dragons.
From their perch in the tree, Filomena and Jack saw her. Riding on the back of a grotesque and giant serpent with a forked tongue and six legs was Olga the Ogre Queen. She was just as hideous as Filomena remembers. Her face seems permanently held in a scowl, oozing and snarling. The face that has haunted Filomena ever since she first picked up a Never After book. The face that has tried, time and time again, even before Filomena had heard of Never After, to kill her.
Now, it’s time to finally face Olga. Jack and Filomena reach the castle walls and slip through a crack with their Dragon’s Tooth swords drawn. They slash at any ogre that steps in their way. Jack reaches out his hand for Filomena’s, and, fingers locked, they run across the castle grounds to the front doors. They sweep through Westphalia’s entrance hall, where Kaya and Hook are swinging weapons with some success, though it looks like they’re getting crowded by a too-large pack of ogres.
“Bring them outside!” Jack yells as they pass. “Dragons! The dragon we rescued came back with others!”
Kaya and Hook look at each other with delight.
“They’re getting along better,” Filomena says, still holding on to Jack’s hand as they run up the stairs as quickly as they can manage.
“War does that to people in unnecessary rivalries,” Jack quips, grinning.
It’s odd how emotions pile on top of one another so quickly here in Never After, Filomena thinks. In the same instant, she can feel terror, dread, elation, love, fear, and joy.
They reach the top of the staircase and turn into a hallway. There are two doors in the hallway—one that reaches the tower where Marlon and Rosie are stationed, and one that leads to the grand hall. As they run by, the tower door opens. Filomena turns her head back and sees Rosie standing there. She has an idea.
“Rosie! Take Ira,” she says, tossing the mirror to her. “Keep an eye on everything while we take care of her.”
Rosie catches Ira and nods with a worried expression on her face.
“Good to see you, friend,” Filomena hears the old charmer say.

They rush through the other door to the grand hall, with its high ceiling dotted with ruby chandeliers, its smooth wooden floors, its giant windows lining the front of the room and overlooking the whole kingdom, and the balcony where, in another life (literally) Filomena was originally crowned queen of Westphalia. Is her hunch correct? Is this where Olga is waiting to kill her?
A door on the far end of the hall opens with a bone-chilling creak. Filomena expects to see the Ogre Queen there, slobbering and stomping, quivering with anger. But that’s not what she sees.
“Good, you found me. Aw, you’re holding hands!” a woman says. “How very sweet.”
The woman takes a few careful steps forward. Around them, the castle shakes. The smell of smoke fills the room.
The woman is … undeniably beautiful. Tall, with satiny golden locks cascading down her back.
“Recognize me, Filomena?” the woman says. Her voice is low and smooth, like butter. It’s almost hypnotizing. “Jack, I knew you wouldn’t recognize me, but come on, Eliana, you really should. This is the face you saw looking down at you on the day of your christening when you were a little baby! It’s sweet, how long I’ve known you. We’re practically family. We are family! I mean, I was your stepmother after all.”
The woman keeps slowly strolling forward across the expanse of the grand hall. Her heels clip-clop on the floor. Sunlight streaks diagonally through the windows; the sun is beginning to set.
“I suppose I still am your stepmother. That kind of bond never really goes away, does it?”
Stepmother? What is she talking about?
“This is the face your father fell in love with,” she croons. “The face that put him under my spell. Literally!”
Filomena is becoming increasingly confused. Her mind feels syrupy, wobbly. What is this woman talking about? Her father? Who—Carter?
“You know, I always thought this room was so beautiful,” the woman says, dragging her fingertips across the red silk walls. “Such fond memories here,” she continues. “It’s where I killed your mother.” A laugh that pierces, screeches, scraping across ice, echoes through the hall. Then she stops, crosses her arms, and pouts.
Filomena’s more thrown off by this act than if Olga had just lunged to attack them straightaway. The Ogre Queen’s playing a game here, but what is it? Is this what she did to Fil’s parents? Is this how she lured them toward their deaths? Not with brute force but with slick, slow, and lethal movements?
“Jack, are you really going to let Filomena try to kill me? Why don’t you just come do it yourself if you’re such a big hero?” Olga drops her arms to her sides. Her eerie red lips glint at them in the sunset glow. She taps her foot.
Jack drops Filomena’s hand and takes a step forward.
“Come on now. You’ve come to fight me, haven’t you? Isn’t that the plan? To take back the kingdom?” Olga taunts, lifting a fist in the air. “Well, sure,” she says, placing her hands on her hips. “Why not give it a try? Sure, you’ve battled me dozens of times and never won, but this time might be different, right?”
“Filomena,” Jack says without breaking eye contact with Olga, “you need to leave.”
“What?” Filomena screams, incredulous. Now, of all times, Jack is asking her to leave?
Suddenly he grips her arm and runs, tugging her with the strength of a thousand ogres out of the grand hall and to the tower’s staircase. He shuts the door to the stairwell, locking it by threading his Dragon’s Tooth sword through the handle.
“We probably only have a second, so just let me say this,” he says, his mouth going a mile a minute. “I can’t let you get hurt,” he says.
“Jack—”
He puts his finger to her lips to quiet her.
“You can’t fight her, Fil. I didn’t realize it until right now, but—of course. You can’t! I’ve spent my whole life destroying every sacred object that Olga thought would give her power over Never After. The Ring of Infinity, the Seeing Eye, Aladdin’s Lamp, the Magic Mirror, the sword Excalibur. But none of it ever works. Don’t you see?”
His eyes are wild—with love, with fear, with thrill, with terror. She’s never seen him like this before, even in their most perilous moments.
“None of it ever works. Destroying these objects never works because it’s you!”
“Jack, what are you talking about?” Filomena cries. She doesn’t understand any of this.
“No time. No time. I just—you have to trust me. Do you trust me? Do you trust me?” He’s yelling, frantic.
“Yes, of course!” she cries, grabbing his shoulders.
“It has to be me,” he says over and over. “It has to be me. Just trust me.”
Like lightning, he leans in, and for a long, infinite moment, he kisses her. Then he pulls away and presses his forehead to hers.
“I love you,” he says. “But I have to go. Do not come after me, Filomena. I’m warning you. Stay put.”
Then he takes his sword out of the door handle, opens the door, and runs through it. It shuts behind him with a thud. Filomena stands there, frozen.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
THE
BLACKENED
HEART


Filomena feels like she can’t move. She can’t move because the only movement she wants to make is to run out this door and into the grand hall, where Jack and Olga stand face-to-face. But if she does that, Jack will think she doesn’t trust him. And the thing is, she does trust him, but she worries about him, too. Although he seemed so, so certain of … something.
“Filomena?” a familiar voice calls from the top of the staircase.
She turns warily. But it’s okay—it’s just Rosie.
“Fil, what’s going on?” Rosie asks.
“Jack … He’s in the grand hall with Olga,” Filomena says. She’s suddenly shuddering.
“Alone?” Rosie asks. There’s an edge to her voice.
“He wouldn’t let me go with him,” Filomena says, her voice shaking. She drops to the ground in shock.
Rosie rushes down and picks her up. “Come on, it’s okay. Just come upstairs.”
Rosie leads her up to the fresh air of the tower. Marlon is sitting there, drinking from a vial. He seems tired but alert.
“What’s going on?” he asks Rosie, taking in Filomena’s empty, distant stare.
“Jack is fighting Olga,” Rosie says, “alone.”
Marlon considers this slowly, nodding. It seems like a thought is dawning on him, but as he opens his mouth to say something, a bolt of fire singes the side of the tower.
Rosie rushes to the tower window. “Look, you guys!” she says, her face lit up.
It’s a gruesome but welcome sight. The flying dragons have singed nearly all the ogres. A few stragglers limp away as fast as they can, clamoring over the castle gates, falling and burning or else making themselves scarce. Swaths of undead float meagerly away from the kingdom.
“They’re leaving!” Rosie cries triumphantly. “We won!”
Ira, who’s lying face up next to Marlon, blinks. “Filomena,” he says softly. “Fil.”
Filomena has barely registered the triumph against the army. The entirety of her mind is with Jack in that room.
“Filomena!” Ira repeats, louder and more stern.
She blinks, coming out of her daze enough to look at Ira. But it’s not Ira’s face she sees; it’s a body. She reaches for the handheld mirror to peer closer at what Ira’s showing her. She screams, bloodcurdling and shattering. Rosie and Marlon cover their ears.
Ira has shown her Jack lying on the floor of the grand hall. His eyes are closed, his body is splayed out, and he’s covered in blood. A gash gapes across his throat.

“WHERE ARE YOU?” Filomena screams. She’d retraced her steps back to the grand hall at first and found nothing, so now she’s tearing through the halls of the Westphalian castle. “You wretched, evil, psychopathic, destructive—”
“Ogre?” a voice answers.
The eerily beautiful woman—the illusion the ugly Ogre Queen cowers behind—walks out of Mary Contrary’s office.
“Oh,” Olga says, “there you are.”
Filomena feels her skin burning with rage. Olga is wiping blood off her hands with a piece of robe, perhaps one of Mary’s.
“I was hoping to get to you before Mary, but I couldn’t find you, so…” Olga shrugs, then drops the cloth. “So let’s see, now the tally is up a few.” She counts on her fingers and lifts her eyes skyward, as if trying to keep track of a despicable number. “Where were we at before today? Right, so there was your birth mother, Rosanna; then of course your birth father, Vladimir; then almost your adoptive mother, Bettina, but not quite—I’ll have to finish that job tomorrow—and then, right, there’s your boyfriend, Jack Stalker! So that’s all the people I’ve killed who you love.”
Olga starts running down the corridor.
“Don’t run away from me!” Filomena screams. She’s swinging her Dragon’s Tooth sword in front of her; her Dragon’s Tooth shield is in the other hand.
“I’m not running away from you,” Olga calls out from behind her.
Filomena spins around and starts running toward the sound of her voice, chasing Olga all the way to a balcony off the second floor of the castle, one floor below where Jack lies dead on the ground just like in Ira’s vision. Rage seeps through every one of Filomena’s pores.
“I’m not running away from you,” Olga repeats from the far end of the balcony. “I’ve waited a long, long time to vanquish you, Eliana. And I want to enjoy it.”
Filomena’s shoulders raise, her chin lowers, and she stares into Olga’s fake demonic face with anger that could pierce the space-time continuum.
“There is no part of me that’s afraid of you anymore, Olga. You are the most despicable creature that has ever roamed Never After.”
“You flatter me!” Olga shrieks.
Filomena starts pacing toward the creature who has inflicted so much senseless pain.
“You’re weak,” Filomena says. “You’re spineless. You can’t even show yourself the way you really are—that’s how much you loathe yourself. You have the audacity to murder my mother and then pretend to be my stepmother? And for what? So you can kill me, too? Thank fairies I wasn’t conscious of that time and have no memory of it, because if I thought you were my stepmother, I wouldn’t even want to be born.”
For just a moment, Filomena sees insecurity flicker on Olga’s perfectly sculpted and spelled face.
“You think your mother was so wonderful?” Olga spits. “Beautiful, perfect Rosanna? She was nothing more than a reckless romantic willing to give up power for something as ridiculous as love! Love isn’t real, Filomena. Don’t you know that? Everyone betrays you when push comes to shove. Your father married me days after I killed your mother. You think he really loved her?”
“You put him under a spell, and then you killed him,” Filomena seethes.
“Whatever. Spell, no spell—it’s all just semantics. The world is evil, Filomena. It’s cruel, it’s chaotic, and it’s meaningless. And now you’re going to understand just how cruel it is. Because I’m going to make you suffer.”
Olga leaps across the balcony at such speed that Filomena barely has time to lift her shield. She’s certain Olga’s cold slimy hands will grip around her neck, but when she blinks, she sees that the queen’s Ogre’s Wrath has struck a different figure.
“Sabine!” Filomena cries.
The dragons, she realizes. They must have told Sabine that we needed her and brought her to us.
Olga grips Sabine by the throat, her Ogre’s Wrath pulsing into the fairy.
“Do it, Filomena,” Sabine says, the words barely leaving her choking throat.
“Another worthless fairy. The last one,” Olga spits in Sabine’s face. “Fine. You want to get in the middle of this? I’ll take you out first. The last fairy of Never After. You know what that means, don’t you, Filomena?”
Carabosse’s Prophecy, the one they’ve all so feared, flashes in Filomena’s mind for the thousandth time:
Thirteen fairies born to the Fairy King and Queen
When none live, so shall Never After die with them.
And that is the End of the Story.
“Now, Filomena,” Sabine says. Then her eyes flutter, and she blinks out.

Olga throws Sabine’s body to the ground, and suddenly the spell of her beautiful mask breaks, the blond bombshell dropping off her like a skin she’s shedding. Beneath it, the true Ogre Queen emerges. She screams, and her hot breath scorches Filomena’s face.
Filomena takes a step back and feels herself lift ever so slightly off the ground. If this is the end, let her at least finish what she started. If this is the end of Never After, let her vanquish this evil spirit once and for all. Even if nothing is left but rubble, let this ogre be rubble, too.
She hears soft, sweet whispers in her ears. As she hovers, twelve translucent figures appear around her: twelve of the great fairies. From Sabine’s lifeless form, a translucent wispy figure rises and joins her sisters, making thirteen. Filomena feels a sparkling, unbelievable power fill her body.
We are with you, she hears a voice say. A fairy touches her hair.
It’s her mother, Rosanna, in a pink mist.
It seems like minutes have passed, but it’s been only a single second. The fairies float over to Olga, who seems unable to move. On both sides, the Ogre Queen is invisibly held by the hands of the vanquished fairies.
Driven not by hate but by a pure and profound love, and a sense of duty, Filomena charges across the balcony and stabs her Dragon’s Tooth sword into Olga’s heart. Filomena stares the Ogre Queen straight in the eyes, her hands on the sword running through the ogre’s chest.
“You were never going to win in any timeline,” Filomena says.
She pulls out the sword, and the ogre falls to the ground. Thick black blood gushes from her rotten heart.
At last, Olga lies dead.








PROLOGUE
HOLDING
OUT FOR A
HERO


There’s more to be done
than can be accomplished by sword.
Jack acts a hero, but what’s his reward?
Does his sacrificial nature go too far?
What won’t he do to win the war?
Filomena knows at the end of the day,
It’s only she who can stand in Olga’s way.
The battle must end eventually, as all battles do.
But what about what happens after?
One way or another, something will hurt,
Someone will lose,
Something will shatter.
For even without evil, there is still universal law.
The End of the Story,
Can it be changed by Filomena?






PART
THREE
Wherein …
Filomena rises from the ashes alone.
A final quest sends them back into the mortal world.
Never After goes beyond the End of the Story.







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
THE
END OF THE
STORY


For a while, Filomena just stands there, waiting for the world to disappear around her. The last fairy has died. Surely Never After will end at any moment. And, she thinks, let it. After all, what’s left at this point? Like the crest of a wave, the heightened moment of action has dispersed into nothingness, like it never even happened. The Ogre Queen who terrorized Filomena’s worlds is finally lifeless, but the victory hardly feels sweet.
The spirits of the fairies have vanished, and now Filomena stands alone amid the rubble of the Final War. Around her is a halo of smoke. Flames rage on the other side of the balcony. The castle is dotted by bonfires left by the dragons. Filomena does not see that there are no longer any enemies in Westphalia. She does not see that the castle is empty of ogres and undead. She is so, so tired.
And yet, a bizarre, cataclysmic, almost fatalistic strength rises up in her. Filomena steps forward to where the Ogre Queen lies lifeless, covered in her own black blood. She picks Olga up, heavy as a boulder, and throws her over the edge of the balcony, where the dead queen falls into a large fire.
There, she thinks. Now she must truly be gone.
Grief sits in Filomena’s chest like a frozen bird. Jack is dead. Mary is dead, too. The image of Jack’s slit throat flashes in her mind, blinding her. She feels dazed, unsure what to do or where to go, for it all seems pointless. But she can’t just stand here—that she knows. She needs to get away from the memory of Olga. She needs to get out of here.
Wandering listless and slow, Filomena finds herself in the hallways of her castle. Her castle. The idea of it—that she would ever rule over Westphalia without the guidance of Mary, without the company of Jack—makes her nauseous. She doesn’t let herself think about whether something horrid has happened to her other friends. She doesn’t let herself think at all. She just walks, one foot after another, over the dead ogres and through the smoke.
Eventually she finds herself climbing the stairs that lead to the grand hall. She doesn’t want to see Jack lying there, bloody, but being near him is the only place her internal compass can think to point to. She catches a glimpse of herself in a mirror in the hallway. Her face is covered in blood both red and black. She has a black eye, already bruised purple and swollen, and her hair is singed. In another world, maybe she would laugh at the wreckage of her reflection. In another world.
The phrase makes Filomena’s heart pulse with pain, as if it could hurt more. It’s as if her heart is hurting her just to remind her it’s there. Another world, she thinks. Or another timeline. She failed again. She came back to save Jack, and again, he’s dead. The emotion is too strong for tears. All she feels is a black abyss.
Entering the grand hall, her brain immediately detects an absence, spinning her out. Where is his body? It’s not here. Have they already buried him? How long has he been dead? Did she miss the funeral? Where is everyone?
She walks over to a pool of blood—where Jack must have taken his final breaths. Dropping to her knees, she touches the floor, and finally, she weeps.

When Filomena wakes, it’s because she feels a zap on her arm. Confused, she sits up, blinking. She can’t have been asleep for very long, because it’s only dusk outside now; the sky is losing light by the minute, but a ravishing pink sunset gives its final kisses. Zap. Again. What is that?
When her eyes adjust, she sees that it’s a sparkfly. Like the ones in Camelot. How odd, she thinks. There are no sparkflies in Westphalia. They float in front of her face like little glowing orbs in the air. Their beauty distracts her for a moment, but then she thinks about the first time she saw sparkflies. It was in the other timeline, in the garden of Lance and Gwen’s bed-and-breakfast, where she sat at night with Jack. The memory drops her back into the present, and she feels her soul heave itself off a cliff. The abyss is back in her chest. She lies down, hoping to fall back asleep, away from consciousness and memory, but the sparkflies spark her again.
“What?” she says. “Ouch! That hurts! Stop it!”
But they don’t.
Giving in, Filomena gets up and wanders down the three flights of stairs to the front hallway. She feels completely numb.
No one is in the front hallway. No one is in the main foyer. The castle seems completely deserted. Is the world truly fading around her? Is Never After blinking itself out, one loved one at a time?
She screams to the gods, to the fairies, to anyone who would listen.
“IS THERE ANYONE LEFT HERE?”
Silence.
“HELLO?”
Quiet.
But then … there’s a voice.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
THE
VERY
LAST
FAIRY


Arms wrap around her neck. Friendly arms, arms of affection. Filomena is still so out of it that she barely registers what’s happening until, finally, she recognizes the voice.
“Oh, thank fairies, you’re alive.” Gretel is weeping into Filomena’s neck, tears streaming down her face. “We searched the castle everywhere, but we couldn’t find you!” Gretel, who’s crying and laughing and sobbing and wiping her eyes, looks at Filomena. “Are you hurt? Are you okay?” she asks.
“No” is all Filomena can muster. “And no.”
Gretel takes Filomena’s face in her hands. “It’s going to be okay,” she says. “Come on.”
She leads Filomena through the main foyer and into a sitting room. The sitting room, once grand with high ceilings, tall windows, huge green satin couches, and sunken living areas, is now completely demolished. There’s a large hole in the ceiling that’s smoldering. The couches are still there, though they’re chopped in half in some places and ripped apart in others. But nonetheless, people are still sitting on them. It takes Filomena, in her current state, a moment to recognize everyone.
They all yell and scream with joy upon seeing her, running over and ambushing her with embraces. But she can barely return the enthusiasm.
“You’re okay,” Alistair says, hiccupping between sobs. “She’s okay!”
“Is everyone here?” Filomena asks quietly.
Gretel nods. “Everyone’s here. We all made it through.”
Relieved for only the briefest of moments, Filomena counts Rosie, Arturo, Gretel, Alistair, Kaya, and Hook. But, of course, no Jack.
“Where’s Marlon?” she asks in the tone of a sleepwalker. “Is he okay?”
“He’s with Jack.” Gretel nods, patting Filomena’s back.
At the sound of Jack’s name, Filomena crashes to the floor, sobs pouring out of her like a flood.
“Can you tell Fil to come over here?” Filomena hears someone say in the tiniest voice.
Her ears perk up. She stands.
“Jack?” she cries, running frantically. “Jack!”
“Over here,” Marlon calls.
Across the room, alive and laid out on a shredded couch, is Jack the Giant Stalker.
“Oh, Fil,” Jack says at the sight of her. “Who looks worse?” he asks Marlon. “Her or me?”
A sound of relief emerges from Filomena’s mouth, one so primal that she almost frightens herself. She bounds forward to wrap Jack in her arms, but Marlon puts a hand out, stopping her. He shakes his head.
“He’s still much too weak. You can’t touch him.”

Once they’ve assured Filomena for the hundredth time that Jack is, indeed, alive, Gretel finally convinces Filomena to let Jack out of her sight for long enough to go to the bathing chambers and wash up.
Once there, Gretel brings a damp cloth to wipe the blood, soot, and dirt off Filomena’s face and arms.
“Ouch,” Filomena says as Gretel gets near her eye.
“That looks bad,” Gretel says, touching her forehead sympathetically. “Poor girl.”
“So we’re all still here?” Filomena asks, still disbelieving.
Gretel puts down the cloth for a moment, takes Filomena by the shoulders, and looks her squarely in the eyes.
“It’s over, Fil. You did it. We all did it. Olga is gone, and we’re all still here.”
Once again, tears flood Filomena’s eyes and stream down her cheeks. But this time they’re not tears of sorrow. They’re tears of unbelievable relief.

Ten citizens of Never After lounge in the sitting room of the demolished Westphalian castle, sipping miso soup that Mary Contrary, who, like Jack, is very much alive, managed to whip up for them.
They exchange, slowly and delicately, the Final War from each of their perspectives.
“So when you saw Jack in Ira’s reflection,” Rosie explains, “and you ran to find Olga, Marlon and I ran to Jack.”
“Luckily for us, Olga may have been wretched, but she was also impulsive and greedy.” Marlon nods, bringing his miso soup to his mouth.
“Jack was very close to being dead, but his heart was still beating,” Rosie goes on. “Since he still had a bit of life force left in him, Marlon was able to heal him. Same thing with Mary, but she was actually much further from death. So she’s recovered much more quickly.”
“I think I may have to take a break from casting spells for the next hundred years, but it was completely worth it, of course.” Marlon smiles.
“Thank you, Marlon,” Filomena says, jumping over couches to hug the tiny wizard. “Thank you so much.”
“Are you kidding? Thank me? Fil, you killed Olga!”
“Hear! Hear!” Arturo shouts, standing up and raising his bowl of miso.
“Hear! Hear!” the rest shout.
Even Jack, who is lying completely horizontal and can hardly open his eyes, joins in quietly. “I was so wrong, Fil,” Jack says softly. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re sorry?” Filomena scoffs, shaking her head and clutching his hand for dear life. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I’m just glad you’re alive.”
“But I was wrong,” he says, his eyes barely opening. “I thought I was supposed to be the one to protect you and to finish Olga once and for all. But you were never supposed to be protected. You were the one protecting all of us.”
Filomena looks around at her comrades. There’s still something she’s confused about.
“Do you all know that Sabine died?” she asks. “She died protecting me from Olga.”
They nod, their heads hung low.
“I don’t understand,” Filomena goes on. “How are we still here if the last fairy has died?”
Her nine friends look back and forth at one another, wondering who will speak up. It’s Marlon who does, finally.
“We wondered that, too, Filomena. But I realized something: You have fairy blood. You have the mark of Carabosse. As long as you live, so does Never After.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
A LONG,
LONG
TIME


Word of the new world slowly starts to spread across the kingdoms of Never After, but it’s still hard to believe. The citizens are untrusting. After all, the idea of Olga being gone seems too good to be true. Filomena can barely believe it herself. But it’s not quite possible to celebrate yet, nor to make formal announcements of any kind. Everything is still too fresh. They are a rattled bunch with a demolished castle. And they are all in need of recovery and regrouping.
It had been a few days since the battle, and Rosie had the wonderful idea to take a horse-drawn carriage to a swoop hole and then on to Eastphalia to meet with Bea, Byron, Hori, and Charles, while Mary Contrary works to rebuild the Westphalian castle.
“So retro,” Gretel says. “The last time we were in a horse-drawn carriage was … Have we ever been in a horse-drawn carriage?”
Since Filomena and Jack are both injured—Olga’s Ogre’s Wrath has been causing Filomena a significant amount of pain since her adrenaline wore off—Mary thought it best that they avoid traveling by swoop hole for a while. Gretel and Alistair have happily taken on the role of nurse to the injured Jack and Filomena. It turns out both friends, attentive, caring, and loving, are very well suited for the job.
From her horizontal position, Filomena chimes in. “It was when you and Alistair met Lillet while hitchhiking,” she says. In her current damaged state, she doesn’t remember that this happened in the other timeline. But Jack corrects her.
“Wait, how do you know that was from the other timeline, Jack?” Gretel inquires.
Good question, Filomena thinks. How does he?
“I’ve been wanting to tell you this, Fil,” Jack says, closing his eyes for a brief moment. “I remember everything.”
Before anyone says anything more, Gretel and Alistair realize both injured heroes have fallen asleep.

The reunion is jovial at the Eastphalian castle. The others arrived before Jack, Alistair, Gretel, and Filomena; swoop hole is, canonically, a much faster form of transportation than good old-fashioned carriages. Since the ogres took the castle over so swiftly, little damage was caused beyond a horrible stench of ogreness, which Hori decided to combat by filling the castle with Never After’s most fragrant flowers. Boughs of flowers hang from every single surface of the castle in all colors of the rainbow.
When they arrive, Gretel and Alistair carry Filomena and Jack through the main entrance of the castle, where everyone greets them with resounding cheers. Filomena is still a bit shell-shocked and finds all the joy a little hard to keep up with.
Hortense and Beatrice run up to the four friends and kiss them each on both cheeks.
“Our heroes! Welcome! You four, you truly are the saviors of Never After!” Beatrice cries.
“I have a whole celebration banquet planned for us in the dining hall,” Hortense says. “All your favorites.”
Filomena suddenly feels impossibly tired.
The same seems true for Jack. “Hori, that is so kind of you, but I’m not sure I’m up for a banquet.” He smiles sadly. “I can hardly walk.”
“Oh no, how insensitive of me!” Hortense purses her lips. “Of course, you came here to heal, not to party!”
“Partying would be nice eventually, but maybe we’ll wait a few days,” Jack says, somehow still managing to wink.
Gretel and Alistair carry Filomena and Jack upstairs to the room the four of them are sharing and lay them down, each in their own bed.
“I just love you guys so much,” Alistair says, beginning to blubber.
“Alistair, not again!” Filomena says, laughing and wiping the tears from his eyes. Ever since the Final War, Alistair’s burst into tears every few hours, professing his love.
“When I thought you two were—were—were—” he stutters, unable to get the words out.
“We know, sweetie, we know,” Gretel says, rubbing his back and stifling a giggle. “But we’re all here together now. We’re all here … just relaxing, recovering … away from the party … away from the food and the cute people…”
“Gretel”—Filomena grins—“do you want to go join the party downstairs?”
Gretel’s hand flies up to her chest. “No, I couldn’t! I couldn’t leave you two all alone.”
“We’re fine, Gretel. No one’s in an emergency. We’re just really tired and need some sleep is all,” Jack concurs.
“Well, I am quite hungry,” Alistair chimes in softly. “Are you sure?”
“Tell you what,” Filomena says. “Why don’t you two take Ira with you, and he can alert you if we need you. Okay?”
“That would make me feel much better.” Gretel nods.
Filomena passes her Ira. “Now go enjoy yourselves! And save me some banchan. Hori and Bea always have the best.”
Gretel and Alistair rush out of the room, already chattering.
“Amazing how quickly Alistair’s tears dry up when food is on the table.” Jack laughs.
From their room upstairs, Filomena and Jack can hear the sounds of their friends enjoying themselves below.
“It’s so nice,” Filomena says. “To be upstairs at a party, listening to your friends have a good time. It’s comforting.”
Jack nods from across the room.
“Hey, Jack?” she asks. She’s staring at the ceiling through the dim light of the lamp, unsure if he’s fallen asleep already.
“Yeah?”
“What did you mean in the carriage when you said you remember everything?”
What she hears next is a sort of grunting. She sits up. Jack is hauling himself out of bed.
“What are you doing?! Stop!” she warns.
“I’m fine, I’m fine. I’m not made of glass,” he reassures her.
Slowly, he makes his way across the room and lowers himself next to her. She is under the sheets, and he is sitting over them. He turns his head so they’re eye to eye and about a foot apart.
“I think it had something to do with the near-death experience and all,” he says. “Being that close to dying, it was like I could see my whole life laid out before me. And that included the other timeline.”
Filomena’s heart soars. “Really?” she whispers.
He nods. “I remember everything. Fighting with you in Westphalia, and you being crowned on the balcony. I remember the bed-and-breakfast, the sparkflies. Camelot’s pools, my test, your test. The crystal caves, Exit West. Walking around the Emerald City. Walking around your neighborhood in North Pasadena. Saying goodbye. Living in Never After without you. Though, that part I wish I didn’t remember.” He turns to lie on his back, his eyes gazing up to the ceiling. “And then I remembered why I tried to go back through the portal.”
“Why?”
“Well, Olga was captured during that time, and so we sort of thought all was well. But something still wasn’t right. And I realized what it was. I spoke with Marlon, and he refused to tell me, but I knew he knew. I suspected it, but eventually I wore him down, and he confirmed it. He didn’t want to tell me because he knew what I’d do with the information.”
“What did he think you’d do? What information?”
“Marlon knew that in order for Never After’s peace and prosperity to truly be restored, we would have to revive the Tree of Life. And we can only do that with you, who has fairy’s blood and who carries the land in your heart. That was your final gift from Carabosse.”
Filomena instinctively touches her emerald heart. Then she touches the place where her real heart is. She always thought that Never After was a place she visited. Is it really possible that she carries it inside herself, too?
“But why didn’t Marlon want you to know that?” Filomena asks Jack softly.
“I’d been looking for a reason to go back through the portal since the day you decided to stay on the mortal side.” Jack sighs. “I just never found a good enough reason that wasn’t only about me wanting to see you.” He turns to look at her again. “I almost went through so many times. But I always stopped myself. I told myself that I couldn’t be selfish, couldn’t leave Never After alone just to fulfill my own desires. But Marlon knew as well as I did that once I had a legitimate reason, one not just based on my intense desire to see you again, nothing could stop me from running through that portal with everything I had.”
“Wow. I mean…” She’s truly speechless. “Jack.” It’s all she can muster.
“Filomena. I’ve waited a long, long time to see you again.”
It feels as if her heart is glowing inside her chest.
“And you know what I just remembered?” Jack asks.
“What?”
“My middle name.”
“Oh?”
“It’s Stefan.”
“You’re Prince Stefan,” Filomena breathes.
“My mom named me after her brother who died young. I forgot. I haven’t used it in eons.”
In every timeline. Filomena and Jack are meant to be in every timeline, in every variation of the universe.
“In a way, you were only jealous of yourself,” she teases.
He kisses her nose in return.
“So,” she says, “what now?”
“Now”—Jack yawns—“we get some sleep.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
REHABILITATION
STATION


The next two weeks at the Eastphalian castle are charmed ones. The castle is buzzing with visitors from kingdoms all over who have come to pay their respects to the heroes and thank them for their service. It’s the sort of pilgrimage that will become legendary with the passing of time. The Red Riding Hood wolves, the munchkins, Toto, and Pan’s nymphs have all passed through the halls, bearing gifts and entertaining the recovering heroes with tales from the far edges of Never After. Creatures and citizens from all stretches of Never After will tell their children how, after the Final War, they brought delicacies and specialties from their region of Never After to the League of Seven, to the wizard and the inventor, to the king of Camelot, to the queen of Westphalia. After all, they prevented the End of the Story. But at the moment, it doesn’t quite feel that way. At the moment, it just feels like Filomena finally gets to lie down and spend some time with her friends.
Princess Jeanne and Sharif stop in for a few days, and Princess Jeanne barely even comments on how fatigued Filomena and Jack look or on how out-of-date Hortense’s decorating is. Lance and Gwen come by, too, and Filomena makes sure they meet Alistair. They got along so well in the other timeline, she is sure this timeline will be no different.
Arturo, Kaya, and Hook decide to stick around for a while in case their help is needed, and to be around to plan for Never After’s future when Jack and Filomena are feeling up to the task.
Jack and Filomena, meanwhile, are rehabilitating splendidly, according to their bevy of on-call nurses. Gretel and Alistair take most shifts, with Marlon and Rosie doing the occasional trade-off. Hook is surprisingly adept as a physical therapist.
When she’s not doing physical therapy with Hook, or helping to prepare meals, or gossiping with Gretel about the many famous Never After figures stopping by to visit, or hearing about Rosie’s new ideas for inventions, Filomena is writing. She’d already written down almost everything that she’d experienced since meeting Jack and Alistair during those first weeks in the alternate timeline, when she’d chosen to stay in the mortal world. But a lot has happened since, and she wants to get it all down on paper.
And while most nights Filomena and Jack are both dozing off by the end of dinner, the group is slowly but surely acclimatizing to their new reality: Never After is officially, finally, and truly a land without Olga the Ogre Queen of Orgdale and her villains and henchmen plotting to overthrow the kingdoms.
Two weeks into the rehabilitation at the Eastphalian castle, the group sits at the long dining table overlooking Hori’s pastures out back. They’re passing around large wooden bowls containing the elaborate salads Alistair has prepared.
Partway through her cold vermicelli bowl, Gretel makes a joke that hits close to the bone. “I think we’re all suffering from what, in the mortal world, we’d call PTSD,” she says.
“What’s that mean?” Arturo asks, stabbing a piece of purple lettuce.
“Post-traumatic stress disorder,” Gretel clarifies. “It means we’re traumatized. We keep thinking the war isn’t over. That something else must be just around the corner.”
Everyone agrees that Gretel’s right. Though the weeks since the Final War have been fruitful, full of laughter and shared meals and big dreams for Never After’s future, there’s been a sense of waiting for the other shoe to drop.
“There is something I’ve been wanting to bring up, actually,” Marlon says from the end of the long table.
The group gives him their attention. There’s a slight tremor in all their chests.
“Arturo, Rosie, and I have been talking about some things that need to happen for a new age to dawn in Never After. And there’s one very important component. One I’ve wanted to wait to bring up until Jack and Filomena have recovered a bit more.”
“Jack has been off crutches for the better part of a week, and Filomena’s essentially back to her normal energy levels after the Ogre’s Wrath,” Alistair notes. “Right, guys?”
“Right, Nurse Alistair,” Jack says, clapping his friend on the back.
“All right then,” Marlon says. “Perhaps it’s time to talk about the Tree of Life. Jack, you might remember this conversation. We had it, ah, another timeline ago.”
A current of energy spreads across the table at the mention of these words. The Tree of Life, the sacred home of the fairies—particularly the fairies’ Summer Court. It became the Weeping Tree after it was the site of the Last Battle, the battle in which so many fairies perished.
It clicks in Filomena’s head, what Jack said to her the night after the Final War. About what Marlon told him that made him jump through the portal. That vanquishing Olga isn’t enough to completely restore Never After; they have to bring fairies back to the kingdoms.
“Are we going to try to reverse the Weeping Tree?” Hori asks.
“Impossible.” Marlon shakes his head. “What is done cannot be undone. But there is potential to plant the seed for another Tree of Life.”
“How?” Bea asks. “If the Tree of Life is no more, how can we get another one?”
Marlon looks at Rosie, urging her to speak.
“I came across an interesting book in Marlon’s collection,” Rosie admits. “Or, at least, he tells me I came across it sometime during the decades I don’t remember from the alternate timeline. But that’s beside the point. It’s a journal. Carabosse’s journal.”
From beneath the table, Rosie pulls out a thick book.
A loud laugh escapes Filomena’s mouth. She hasn’t seen that book in what feels like years! But she’d recognize it anywhere, in any world, in any timeline. She’s thumbed its pages hundreds of times.
It’s the first book in the Never After series.
“I’m sorry, Rosie. I don’t mean to laugh,” Filomena says. “It’s just that—that’s not exactly Carabosse’s journal.”
“It’s not?”
“No, actually. It’s the first book in a series about Never After from the mortal world. You know, the book series I was obsessed with before I knew Never After was real? And before I knew I was a part of it? I think that actually might be my copy.”
Rosie looks at the book disbelievingly. “So much for a fairy relic!” she exclaims.
“Carabosse did write it, though!” Filomena adds. “If that makes you feel better. She wrote all the mortal world’s Never After books. And you know she wrote them to tell the truth and set the story straight about Never After. So I’m sure that, whatever you picked up on, it’s probably correct.”
Marlon urges a slightly embarrassed Rosie to go on.
She does, saying, “According to the journal—or, uh, book—Carabosse left a seed from the Tree of Life in the mortal world for safekeeping.”
“That was really Carabosse’s style, huh? Same tactic she used for this one over here.” Alistair points his thumb toward Filomena affectionately.
“I think this seed is something we need to really consider,” Marlon announces to the group. “Technically, we are now living past the End of the Story. We stopped the End of the Story from happening, but in that way, we’re living beyond it. And what happens when one story ends?” He pauses, waiting for someone to jump in.
No one does; everyone’s still trying to piece together where he’s going with this.
“It’s not a rhetorical question, people!” Marlon sighs. “All right, fine. I’ll just tell you: When one story ends, a new story must begin.”
Filomena has an idea of where in the mortal world Carabosse may have left the Tree of Life’s seed. The more pressing question: How are they going to get there?
As he starts to clear the dinner table, Alistair seems to read her mind. “But how do we get to the mortal world if the portal is still broken?” he asks Marlon.
Then a thought strikes Filomena. It worked last time. Could it work again?







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
NO
PLACE LIKE THE
HAMPTONS


Unfortunately for both readers of the Never After series and the heroes of Never After, Carabosse was not very specific about where exactly in the mortal world she left the seed for the Tree of Life. Filomena supposes that makes sense—she wouldn’t have wanted Olga or one of Olga’s minions to be able to get their hands on the book and then go find and destroy the seed. Filomena is really amazed by Carabosse. Her forward thinking was truly incredible. Filomena supposes that forward thinking would come naturally when you’re a fairy with visionary powers. But still, even with that quality, not only did Carabosse rescue Filomena from a terrible fate by bringing her into the mortal world for protection, but she also opposed the ogre’s powers over the story of Never After by writing the twelve Never After books.
“Back on a quest, back on a quest. Gretel, Alistair, Filomena, and Jack, back on a quest!” Alistair sings.
Marlon assured Filomena that they didn’t need to find the seed right away. It could wait a fortnight, maybe longer. Best not to leave it too long, he figured, but still, he wasn’t rushing them.
Filomena, however, insisted they leave soon. She has another matter to attend to and figures it’s best that they sort out both tasks sooner rather than later. She’s learned all too well that, in Never After, it’s better to act in the present—you never know what might come up if you don’t.
The four heroes have landed safe and sound, thank fairies, on the mortal side of the broken portal thanks to Filomena’s handy ruby-red slippers, which somehow survived the timeline jumps. A click of her heels, a holding of hands, and off they’d gone. One cab ride later, and here they are in front of Filomena’s parents’ house.
“That certainly worked a lot better this time,” Jack says, getting out of the taxi.
“So fill me in on exactly what went down last time?” Alistair asks as he holds open the door for Gretel. “We moved the sacred island of Avalon with those shoes?”
It seems that while Jack’s near-death experience returned all his memories, Gretel and Alistair still don’t remember the other timeline. They’ve made peace with it. It’s hardly the strangest thing about their friendship.
“Fil, do we have time to say hi to your parents?” Gretel asks. “I love Bettina and Carter.”
“Oh, I want to meet them!” Ira shouts from Gretel’s satchel.
“We’ll see,” Filomena says. She’s still sort of confused about the idea of seeing her parents. Ever since the time jump, things have been too dire to reconsider the whole biportal thing. The portal is still broken, after all, and the shoes only bring you back to wherever you consider ‘home.’
Filomena leads them over to the tree where her parents told her they found her as a baby.
“Do we have any idea what this seed looks like?” Alistair asks.
“Good question. And how will it fare after being outside for years and years?” Gretel adds.
“For some reason, I pictured it glowing,” Alistair says, pacing around the tree and squinting. “Do you think it will be glowing?”
The four of them search around the tree for the better part of an hour. The whole time, Filomena hopes her parents won’t look outside. Thankfully, they don’t.
“Fil, I hate to say this, but…,” Jack starts.
“I know, I know,” she admits. “Honestly, I assumed it wasn’t here about twenty minutes ago. I just didn’t want it to be true.”
Feeling slightly defeated, Filomena plops herself down on the grass and opens Rosie’s copy of Never After. She riffles through it, but it’s all words she’s read a million times before, nothing new. Then an idea occurs to her. Where do writers use their own voices, even in fiction? The acknowledgments. She flips to the back, and sure enough, Carabosse has written something of note.
“What do you see?” Gretel asks, coming to sit down next to her.
“Look,” Filomena points and reads. “‘Thank you to Marion Myles, my beloved publisher and editor, for all the work you’ve done for me, and for taking special care of my seed.’ She left the seed with the editor!”
“You’re a detective!” Alistair yelps.
Filomena is so excited by the find that she doesn’t even stop to ask Alistair how in the worlds he knows what a detective is.
If Filomena is a detective, then Gretel is a supersleuth. Within minutes, she’s found Marion Myles online, determined that she lives in the Hamptons, and bought them four plane tickets from LAX, direct, with her dad’s credit card.
“Did you have a phone on you the entire time you were in Never After?” Filomena asks, amazed.
“I know Never After doesn’t get reception,” Gretel says. “But tell me stranger things haven’t happened there.”
“I will never understand these little boxes,” Jack says. He and Alistair shrug.

“You would think Jack and Alistair have never ridden a dragon with the way they were acting on that flight,” Gretel exclaims to Filomena as they get off the plane. And thank goodness a little fairy dust helped obscure the fact the four of them were technically unaccompanied minors.
At the airport’s exit, Gretel hails a cab and gives the driver Marion Myles’s address.
“I have to say, this takes way longer than a swoop hole,” Alistair mutters from the back seat. The driver gives him a look in the rearview mirror.

Filomena pushes Jack toward the large wooden door of a Hamptons summer home. “You knock.”
“No way!” Jack says, squirming behind Gretel. “It’s your aunt’s publisher.”
“Are you guys seriously scared of a nice old lady?” Gretel asks incredulously. “After everything you’ve been through?”
“Mortals still sort of freak me out.” Jack shrugs.
“Fine,” Filomena concedes, and raps on the wood.
After a few moments, a woman in her thirties opens the door. “Can I help you?”
“Uh, hi,” Filomena starts. “Are you Marion Myles?”
“She looks a little young,” Alistair mutters.
“Says you!” Jack quips back.
“No.” The woman shakes her head. “I’m not Marion Myles.”
“What?” Gretel says, incredulous. “But the internet totally said this is her house!”
“It was her house,” the woman replies. “But Marion passed away a few years ago. She was my mother.”
“Oh no,” Filomena says with genuine sympathy. “I’m so sorry.”
“Thank you. But why are you looking for her?”

Lauren, Marion’s daughter, invites them in for iced tea on the patio. Filomena explains the situation to her—well, the parts Lauren needs to know, at least. She leaves out the whole Never-After-being-real thing.
“So yes, we’re looking for a seed from my aunt, who wrote the books.”
Lauren seems to consider this carefully. “I don’t mean to sound suspicious,” she says, “but it’s just that these books were my mother’s lifetime achievement. She cared about them more dearly than anything else she did in her whole life. So I’m a little wary of just giving away something the author gifted her.”
“So you do have the seed!” Alistair gasps, pointing at Lauren accusingly.
Gretel slaps Alistair’s hand down and shoots him a look.
“I totally understand.” Filomena nods. “But what if I had a way to prove that I really am telling the truth?”
“Well, then we could talk,” Lauren responds, leaning back in her Adirondack chair and crossing her arms.
From her unicorn-hair satchel, Filomena pulls out several notebooks. She drops them on the table in front of Lauren.
“This,” she says, “is the thirteenth book.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
BACK TO THE
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Alistair was right: Carabosse’s seed is golden. The seed that will one day—fairies willing, if they plant it—become the next Tree of Life. As long as they can just get back to Never After.
Lauren was overjoyed when Filomena presented her with the book. She read it in one sitting, while the four friends went for a swim and lay on the beach. When Lauren finished, she came rushing down the sand toward them with total glee on her face.
“This book is incredible. I can’t believe I get to publish the thirteenth book in the Never After series! My mother would be so proud, so excited. What a perfect conclusion. Everyone’s going to freak out!”
Filomena’s heart swells at Lauren’s words. Just as Lauren is carrying out her mother’s legacy, so Filomena is carrying out her aunt Carabosse’s. Once the thirteenth book is published, it really will be the end of the story. Not the terrible End of the Story that was predicted by Carabosse about Olga’s reign of terror, but a simple, elegant, beautiful ending. An ending to what Carabosse started: making sure the right story of Never After was told to the mortal world.
“You know, the demand for this book has been so high,” Lauren had said on the beach. “I can probably get this published within the next six months.”
“You’re totally magical!” Filomena shrieked. And she meant it.
In exchange for the book, Lauren handed them a box shaped like a leaf. Actually, Filomena was pretty sure it was a leaf—a leaf from Never After. It seemed much more structured and sturdy than the mortal world’s leaves.
And there, in the leaf-shaped box, was the seed.

So that’s how Gretel, Alistair, Jack, and Filomena came to spend the past two months at Filomena’s parents’ house, waiting for the book to publish. Filomena’s parents, of course, hardly noticed she was gone—what with time passing differently and all that—but they’ve been overjoyed to hear about the changes in Never After. There’s one question that no one’s dared to ask the entire time they’ve been in North Pasadena, though. The portal to Never After still isn’t fixed. The ruby-red slippers take whoever wears them home and nowhere else. If Alistair and Jack use the slippers, they will surely be transported back to Never After. But Filomena and Gretel call the mortal world home. Knowing this, will the slippers be able to transport them to Never After?
The question has been too scary to ask; they’ve been burned so badly by being separated on either side of the portal before. So they leave it there, hanging in the air, while Filomena’s parents teach Alistair and Jack about movies, while they order takeout and go for walks, while they dance and visit museums and drive around—while they do all the mortal-world things that Filomena and Gretel love. The question fades into the background as the four heroes live out some regular mortal-world adventures.
But it returns to all their minds when Lauren calls and invites them to the book launch for the final book in the Never After series.
The full-circle feeling is not lost on Filomena as she walks up to her favorite bookstore with Jack, Alistair, Gretel, and her parents. This is the very bookstore where Filomena went to buy the thirteenth book. The very bookstore where her heart broke when she learned that her favorite author had died or disappeared and had never written the thirteenth book. Oh, how wild it all is! Though Filomena didn’t know it at the time, the moment she left that bookstore and met Jack and Alistair was the moment when she began living the thirteenth book.
Lauren greets them at the door of the bookstore, which, Filomena can already tell, is packed beyond belief. Nevies—devoted fans of the series—from far and wide have come to rejoice over what the press is calling a miracle: The thirteenth book has been found!
The story was easy to concoct. Lauren just told everyone she’d found the signed thirteenth book, which Carabosse—known to mortals by her pen name, Cassiopeia Valle Croix—had written and hidden away. After all, Filomena had Carabosse’s mark; it wasn’t hard to forge her signature.
Lauren leads them through the party. “You know, I really do think my mother died of a broken heart,” she tells them. “She could never get over the fact that the Never After series didn’t have a proper conclusion. Thank you, Filomena, for bringing us that conclusion.”
As Filomena and her friends and parents walk around the party, looking at the stacks and stacks of copies of the final Never After book, Filomena realizes the great irony of it all. She was so completely devastated when the bookstore keeper told her there would be no thirteenth book. But she had no idea that it was the best thing that could possibly happen to her.
“So let me get this straight.” Alistair bends over to Gretel to ask, “All these people—they’re reading about us?”
“You still haven’t got that through your head, Alistair?” Filomena laughs, throwing her arm around his shoulders.
“Does that mean they know all about our, uh, romance?” Jack asks. His mouth is half turned up in a sly smile.
“Every last detail.” Filomena shrugs. “I hope you’re not a private person!”
“No way,” he says, hugging her. “I want the whole world to know.”
The party goes on far past midnight and far past Filomena’s bedtime. But, just this once, Filomena’s parents let it slide. It’s not every day that a twelve-year-old girl publishes a smash hit of a book that she also happens to have lived.
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The next morning, everyone is quiet at breakfast. Last night was such a whirlwind of revelry and celebration that none of them really took in just what it meant. Now that the four heroes have the seed, and now that the thirteenth book has been published, they have to try to get back to Never After to plant the seed. But will Gretel and Filomena be able to?
There’s only one way to find out:
Filomena puts on the ruby-red slippers.
“I want to go home. I want to go home. I want to go home!”
Because in her heart, she knows home is two places—the mortal world and the world of Never After, and if she is in one, she means to go “home” to the other.

And with a click of her heels, the four heroes are back in Never After just as she had planned. They stand in the forest that surrounds the Westphalian castle. Filomena holds the golden seed in her hand.
“Ready?” she says, looking to her three best friends in the world.
They nod.
Together, they dig a small hole in the earth. Filomena places the seed inside. It starts to glow. They cover it, pat down the soil, and stand back.
And wait.
“So that’s it?” Alistair asks.
Filomena starts laughing. You can always count on Alistair to lighten the moment, even a moment as heavy with significance as this one.
“What did you expect?” Gretel says. “That the tree just instantly grows up out of the ground?”
“Uh, kind of.” Alistair shrugs.
“Patience, Alistair,” Jack says. “This tree is the start of a whole new story. That takes time.”
But even as he says it, something does change. A tiny seedling pokes up from beneath the dirt, and it glows.

“Well, that’s that,” Jack says as they walk back to the Westphalian castle—which, by the way, Mary Contrary has had completely repaired since the Final War—where Marlon, Rosie, Arturo, Bea, and Byron are waiting for them with lunch and plans to discuss.
“What’s what?” Filomena asks.
Jack shrugs. Alistair and Gretel, walking next to them, look at Jack. They are equally confused.
“You guys are going to head back to the mortal world now, right?” Jack says. “You and Gretel?”
“Who said anything about that?” Gretel asks.
“That’s what happened last time,” Jack answers. “I mean, sure, now it’s different because the portal is fixed. So that’s better. You guys can still come visit us and everything. But over time you’ll come less and less, and more and more time will pass between your visits, and then eventually you’ll just forget all about us, like last time.”
“Whoa, whoa!” Filomena says. “Jack, slow down.”
“I mean, I have to say: I just don’t get it. You have a whole life here. You have friends, you have things to invent. Gretel”—Jack points to her—“you were inspired by the chain mail during the Final War, right? And tons of other great design ideas. And you have Alistair.”
Then Jack turns to Filomena, stops walking, and—amid the soft winds of the forest, the lush green trees, the sunlight filtering through the leaves—he takes her hands in his. “And, Fil, you have Westphalia to run. And so many friends and citizens who look up to you. And you have your fairy magic! What about your magic? Don’t you want to learn all that your powers can do without having to run down the clock on some quest? Don’t you want to explore that?” Then he pauses, unsure whether he’s going to go on. But then he does.
“And you have me,” Jack says, his eyes so full of love. He puts her hands on his chest.
“Jack,” she says softly.
His eyes drop to the ground, to fallen leaves. She reaches up and touches his chin, lifting it.
“Jack, I’m Eliana of Westphalia. I am Never After. I belong here. I choose to stay here. I choose to be with you.”
The look of relief that floods Jack’s face could bring a tear to even a dragon’s eye.
“Me too, by the way,” Gretel adds. “I’m staying also.”
Filomena cracks a smile. The four heroes look at one another, realizing what this means. For once, it seems real: They have their whole lives ahead of them.
Throwing their arms around one another, Alistair, Gretel, Jack, and Filomena walk together, linked, out of the forest and toward the castle, where everyone and everything is waiting for them.






EPILOGUE


And where, you may ask, are they now?
Well, just remember, time moves differently in Never After.
So whether this has all already happened, or is all yet to happen,
that you will never know until you visit.
But just for fun, we’ll fill you in.
King Arturo moves back to Camelot,
where he opens an academy for questing heroes.
Kaya is his right-hand woman,
teaching that there’s more to heroism than being good in battle.
Hook continues his explorations near and far
with stops in Camelot as a guest lecturer.
Hori and Charles, and Bea and Byron
rule over their kingdoms and are beloved by all.
Marlon and Rosie, the dynamic duo, are the famed inventors
transforming Never After’s potential beyond its wildest dreams
with their kaleidoscopic schemes.
They split their time between Avalon and Snow Country
and count Gretel as their frequent collaborator.
Gretel has forgone past dreams of Paris,
realizing that no place is as magical as Never After.
Her designs are worn all around the kingdoms
and she travels each season to a new adventure,
though she spends each summer at the Westphalian castle.
Alistair has the most coveted palate in all of Never After;
He travels with Gretel to gather ingredients and ideas.
He heads a different kitchen each season
but always returns to his dearest friends.
As for Filomena and Jack: the two of them eventually marry,
and when they do, the new Tree of Life begins to bloom,
filling Never After with more fairies.
Filomena learns to harness her magic with the help of Rosie and Marlon,
and she pops in to visit her parents whenever she wants
on the other side of the portal.
She and Jack rule Westphalia and Vineland with steady hands.
One day, when they have a daughter, they name her Carabosse.
But don’t think it’s all easy living for our heroes,
because once a hero,
always a hero.
There’s always another quest to be had
in Never After.
And that, my dears, is the End of the Story.






THE
END OF THE
END OF THE
STORY


It feels like she’s grinning even before she wakes up. The sunlight filters into her room gently, and through her window she can hear the chirping of morning birds. Filomena’s bedroom in the Westphalia castle is certainly much bigger than her bedroom was growing up in North Pasadena. She is a queen, after all. But still, after Mary led her on a tour of the castle around a year ago, when she properly moved in, she decided to take one of the smaller rooms. The bedroom of the king and queen—the bedroom, she realized, that once belonged to her parents—is the size of a bowling alley, and Filomena didn’t feel the need for all that space. By castle standards, her bedroom is cozy. But of course, by mortal standards, it’s still quite palatial.
All the same, it’s home. It bears all the souvenirs from her past year in Never After, and after so much traveling, it’s felt surreal to be in this magical world and actually know where you’re going to rest your head at night. Not in an evil gingerbread man’s house, not as a captive in a beast’s chamber, not at the mercy of a snobbish but ultimately lovable princess, not (though, this one she’d like to revisit) at a bed-and-breakfast for questing heroes. No, now, most of the time, Filomena knows exactly where she’ll be sleeping, dreaming, and resting—amid her wardrobe made by Gretel, books lent to her by Rosie and Bea, and little shells or dried flowers Jack picks up for her from whatever corner of Never After he’s been in.
Today is the summer solstice, and the warmth of Westphalia’s sunlight shows it. Filomena jumps out of bed and dresses, sporting an outfit from Gretel’s most recent summer collection: a light purple linen jumpsuit. “Lightweight enough for comfort, sturdy enough for whatever might happen during the day,” Gretel had said when she gave it to Fil. “I mean, we can’t get too comfortable. We’ve spent too many days starting in one kingdom and trekking through another. We need the outfits to handle that!”
Filomena laughs recalling this as she rushes downstairs to the morning parlor. Inside, Mary is reading the Palace Inquirer with a cup of tea. She’s readied breakfast, and Filomena sits down. She’s too excited to read.
Because today is summer.
Though it’s difficult to understand the passing of time in Never After as Filomena would have understood it as a mortal, she believes that it’s been what mortals would consider a year since Olga was defeated and Filomena started acting as queen. And summertime is her favorite season. Why? Simple. While the rest of the year means varied schedules, traveling all over the Never After kingdoms, meeting up in a tavern in Snow Country for hot chocolate one day, then going to Eastphalia to visit Hori and Bea another—and while Gretel and Alistair might have to be in different kingdoms for their various careers, and Jack might have to tend to some conflict somewhere, and Filomena might be called for a council meeting across the kingdoms—summer is simple. Summer means Westphalia.
Summer means the four of them together, the whole season. Every day, every night, no exceptions! Summer means roaming around the castle and going on adventures (though, not as high stakes as they used to be). Thank goodness for that!
And now, it’s the beginning of summer, and Filomena is readying for the arrival of her closest friends.

Gretel is traveling to Westphalia from the Emerald City. Unlike Jack, she never recovered any memories of the other timeline, her other life, the one that she apparently lived out in the mortal world. It’s strange to hear about from Filomena, like hearing someone describe actions your reflection took on your behalf. Filomena told her everything she knew, but since she didn’t have any memory of her life after she decided to stay in the mortal world, it wasn’t much. What she did know is that Gretel ended up moving to Paris. It’s funny how exotic Paris seemed to her at one point. Before Jack, Alistair, and Filomena came knocking that day long ago, Paris seemed worlds away. But compared to the life she’s been leading? No comparison.
The other thing Filomena told her about the other timeline was that she had met a dressmaker she really admired in the Emerald City. Though Paris was certainly not in the cards, Gretel still dreamed of being a designer, and what better place to try her hand at it than the magical world of the Emerald City? Once things had calmed down a few months after Olga’s vanquishing, once Filomena had gotten her bearings as queen and it was time to think of not just how to rebuild Never After, but what the next step was for each of them, Gretel knew she couldn’t put off her dreams any longer.
It’s not that she thought of fashion as frivolous, but to be fair, after a deeply dangerous mission, it felt more pressing to make sure that everyone was okay, was ready to bear their responsibilities, and that no more Olga-like danger would come out of the woodwork. It took a few months, but finally they realized, their existence wasn’t too good to be true. The Tree of Life began to grow, and it was time for them to close the chapter on the fear and adrenaline they’d been living with and begin anew. Which was when Gretel made her way to the Emerald City.
Hook had offered to take her there on his ship, since he was setting out for Neverland to try to repair his relationship with Pan, now that Olga was gone. He hoped that Pan would settle back into the impish, harmless trickster he’d once known. Gretel gladly accepted the ride, enjoying Hook’s warnings about the Emerald City, and taking them with a grain of salt. He was more of an island man than a cosmopolitan one; the Emerald City wasn’t his cup of tea.
It was winter when she arrived there, and the place was just as fantastical as Filomena described. Shining, glistening emerald buildings as far as the eye can see. Along the main street, clusters of finely dressed people sat at café tables, drinking coffees or hot cocoa, and in the town square, there was an emerald-green ice rink! Gretel felt, walking down the chic street, stopping for a pistachio pastry, that she could really see herself here. She was still figuring out exactly what her life in Never After would look like and told herself that there was no rush to decide. That was one great thing about having multiple friends with castles. You might have had to fight for your life on their behalf, like, a dozen times, but you also always have a place to crash when you’re in town.
She stopped a few intimidatingly cool-looking Emeralds to help her with directions to the shop Filomena had told her she had apparently visited in another life. (“Emeralds” was the term, Gretel learned from Hook, for people who lived in the Emerald City.) Apparently, you weren’t considered a real Emerald until you’d lived there for ten winter solstices. Kind of like New Yorkers, Gretel thought affectionately when Hook had told her. Intimidating or not, they were kind, and one couple she stopped to ask for directions even invited her to a play! She was liking the city more and more.
But that affection was nothing compared to what she felt when she stepped into Céline’s Modiste Émeraude shop. Immediately, she started clutching the fabrics of the dresses, tops, pants, hanging in elegant racks. The fabrics were so beautiful, soft and silky, not to mention the designs! Someone had heard the door’s bell chime, and a lovely woman walked out from the back, a sewing needle in her mouth, a thimble on her thumb, and her hair glamorously and messily falling from a pile on top of her head.
“You’re going to have to teach me how to do my hair like that,” Gretel said, looking at Céline in awe.
Céline smiled warmly.
“Have we met before?” she asked.
And that was how Gretel became Céline’s apprentice.
Now, months later, she had gathered all her very best garments, packed them away, and was catching another ride with Hook, who was bringing her home for their very first summer of their tradition. Of course, she’d seen Filomena many times in the intervening months, either in Westphalia or when Filomena had come to visit her in the Emerald City. But it wasn’t the same as that day in, day out, eternal sleepover that they were used to. Gretel yearns for nothing more than a whole summer at the Westphalian castle, all her friends together, all the time. She gazes out over the side of Hook’s ship, watching the fields and mountains and clouds pass by underneath them, and dreams of giggling in the dark with Filomena after they really should be asleep, eating sundaes with Alistair at midnight in the castle kitchen, sparring affectionately with Jack as they butt heads over what their weekend plans should be.
Nothing could be better.

Jack, meanwhile, is geographically closer to Gretel than either of them realize. He’s heading to Westphalia from Avalon, having wrapped up the tasks of spring with Arturo and the heroes. Jack isn’t sure if he’ll ever be able to fully let go of the part of him that’s constantly surveilling for danger, certain something is lurking around the corner. But, when he’s talked to Arturo about it (who happens to suffer from the same problem) they agree that it might just be, for better or worse, the default mindset for heroes.
He’s trying to relax, but as soon as his heroic tasks are finished, he has something else to be nervous about: seeing Filomena. It’s not a bad type of nerves, it’s just that whenever he remembers she’s staying here, in Never After, it feels too good to be true. It excites him so much that he starts getting clammy, heart pounding. It’s been hard being away from everyone while he’s been finalizing the post-Olga transitions around the kingdoms, but it’s been especially hard being away from Filomena. But having her one kingdom over is so, so much better than her being an entire world away, that Jack can’t help but feel thankful even when he’s missing her.
After he’d fully healed from the Final War, the four of them had all remained with Filomena for a while, helping her ease into her queenship. But, since it’s Filomena, and she’s so good at everything she puts her mind to, Jack quickly realized that though she wanted him around, she didn’t strictly need him around. And other places did. Despite his own wishes, Jack the Giant Stalker has never been one to shrug off his responsibilities. He had a meeting with Arturo, Hori, Byron, Princess Jeanne, and Sharif, and they came up with a plan to ensure that all the kingdoms of Never After were doing all right and recuperating in the aftermath of the ogres.
Jack felt he needed to return to Vineland, too, though he prefers to be there as little as possible. Too many bad memories. Arturo sent a few of the heroes from his school in Camelot with him, which Jack, used to being a lone wolf, except for his three best friends, protested. But once he arrived in Vineland, he was glad they were there.
It turned out that the plan he’d come up with was needed. Though almost every ogre had either been run back to their land far, far away, or had perished in the battle, Jack discovered there were a few stragglers trying to kick up trouble in Vineland. He and the heroes spent an entire month scouring the countryside for them, following news stories of odd happenings, talking to villagers who’d spotted or come into contact with them.
The whole time, all he could think about is how much he wished he was back at the Westphalian castle. But duty called.
He received reports from Arturo, Hori, and Sharif that they’d come across a few ogres, too, and had dealt with them. It gave Jack an idea. He’d spent so much of his life fighting alone, feeling like the entire world was on his shoulders. Until he met Alistair those years ago, he had been alone. And it had been awful, to feel like no one out there in the world has your back. He’d brushed Arturo off whenever he’d asked Jack to come teach at his School for Aspiring Heroes in Camelot, confused at what the point of it would be, and what he’d have to offer. But as he spent long days seeking out the last few remaining ogres in Never After, wondering if he’d ever really feel like they were completely safe, he realized something. They had tipped the scales enormously through their efforts, vanquishing the biggest evil that Never After had ever known. But life is long, especially when you’re an immortal. And who is to say that something may not come up again where they’ll need to work together?
Never After will always need heroes. And having a team allows you to not have to take the weight of the world on your shoulders. Suddenly, it made perfect sense what Arturo’s school was for. To share the task, and to keep the kingdoms safe, not through one single person, but with a whole roster of them. Jack decided he would spend time in Avalon from then on, working with Arturo, and training generations of heroes to come. But for the summer, he was going back to Westphalia. He was going to see his beloved Filomena. Oh, and Alistair, too.

Alistair hadn’t been sure where he wanted to set off to when the time came that Jack and Gretel were ready to leave Filomena to rule. He would admit he was more than a little nervous to be on his own. It was hard to even imagine a time when he hadn’t woken up to and fallen asleep in proximity to Jack, hadn’t traveled side by side with him. Jack offered to bring Alistair to Vineland, but Alistair just couldn’t stomach it. Jack has a natural proclivity for heroics, and Alistair realized that he doesn’t. Not that he hasn’t been serving as a hero for years, but Jack is drawn to it, it’s what feeds him. Alistair did it because he felt there was no other option.
But now? The world is his oyster. Or cheeseburger. Now that’s something he’s drawn to.
Like Gretel, he was intrigued about things in the other timeline. The Bed-and-Breakfast for Questing Heroes, for example, he was particularly curious about. Filomena had gushed about Lance and Gwen’s vegetable garden, their simple but stunning meals. She’d said that Alistair had gotten along with them so well, it was a shame he didn’t remember. So it all seemed natural: He hitched a ride with Jack and Arturo to Camelot, and they dropped him off at the B&B before continuing on to Avalon. Arturo, besties with Lance and Gwen, made the introduction (again) and explained everything. Which is how Alistair ended up becoming the B&B’s head chef.
A few months into the cottagecore fantasy he was living, Alistair started to itch for something new. It’s funny, all that time they were questing he’d longed to stay in one place, but as it turns out, he still longs for adventure. It must be in his blood, by this point. Plus, he was starting to create wilder and wilder concoctions, and though Lance and Gwen were fans, some of what he was making was a bit too intense for heroes looking for a simple bowl of stew after a long journey.
One night, while Alistair and Gwen were up late in the kitchen chatting, Gwen asked him what his ultimate dream was. The answer came out so quickly, it surprised him: to have his own restaurant. Gwen was very encouraging, but Alistair had no idea where to start. Gwen said getting an investor would probably be the first step, since even in Never After, property, ingredients, and sous-chefs don’t grow on trees. Well, okay, some ingredients do.
That night, lying awake in bed thrumming with excitement, Alistair had an idea. Did he know anyone cunning, interested in luxury, and with cash to spare? The very next week, he rode off to Eastphalia to ask Princess Jeanne to invest in his restaurant. She agreed after extensive grilling; she has very high standards, of course. She demanded Alistair cook her a sample meal, and after three bites, they were shaking hands.
So Alistair didn’t have to travel very far to get to Filomena. He decided to set up the restaurant in Westphalia, the place that felt the most like home.

After Jack, Gretel, and Alistair had gone their separate ways last winter, Filomena had called upon a different contingent of friends: Rosie and Marlon. Those two are typically hard to get hold of. Filomena knew by now that when left alone, Rosie and Marlon could fall down a rabbit hole of experimental thought that would have them literally holed up in Marlon’s treehouse for days on end, never seeing the light of day, as they work their way through problems of the universe. Rosie’s never seemed so happy in her life.
But Filomena needed them for counsel, to get a different perspective on how she should rule as queen, so they spent the winter with her. She gave them a whole wing of the castle to conduct their experiments in. Only once did Mary Contrary get annoyed at this, and to be fair, it was because the two of them accidentally set a thousand-year-old tapestry on fire. Thankfully, they’d just invented a new amulet that could jump back five minutes in time, so they were able to reverse that.
Ira’s story really made an impact on Filomena, especially hearing about Alice. It made her realize that there were potentially thousands of stories just like hers occurring all around, and she wanted to learn more of them. In the early spring, she’d traveled to the Wonderland castle to ask Alice, the Queen of Hearts, her advice on being a ruler. Byron couldn’t believe that Fil wanted his mom’s advice, but after Filomena told her the story from Ira’s perspective, she could see a new respect for his mother forming on his face. Alice was a wonderful mentor, and Filomena felt so lucky to be surrounded by women to help guide her, even if she can’t count her own mother, or the fairies, among them.
Alice’s guidance helped her decide to set up a formal council between the rulers of each kingdom and have them agree to meet once a month to discuss the goings-on. Since so many of the rulers are all friends of Filomena’s, it does admittedly get a little out of hand at times, devolving into more of a chat session than a council, but Filomena is learning to put her foot down and keep them on track. Ruling is important business, after all.

Filomena sits out on the balcony of the Westphalian castle, writing. The same balcony where in another timeline, she was crowned queen and kissed Jack. The same balcony as in yet another timeline, she wept from defeat when she thought Jack had died. But now, things are calmer. Now, she sits peacefully, looking out over the grounds of her castle, the fantastically shaped shrubs, the overflowing flower beds, the river, and the village in the distance. She started keeping a journal, because there’s too much to say not to! She doesn’t think of it necessarily as the same as writing the Never After books. She doesn’t only write from her own perspective; she writes down the stories of the villagers she talks to, the talking animals, the magical beings, the creatures from all over who all have had their own heartaches, their own difficulties, their own loves, their own adventures.
Anytime someone is willing to share a story with their queen, she is thrilled to listen, and hear more about this mysterious land, Never After, a land that she knows so well now, but one that still seems to possess so many more mysteries she’s yet to discover. The writing is perhaps less high stakes than Carabosse’s Never After books. But now that she’s started, she doesn’t think she can ever stop. There are just so many stories to tell.
In the distance, in the sky, she sees a ship. On a hill, past the river, she sees two boys on horseback. It’s summer in Westphalia, and Filomena’s best friends are coming home.
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WONDERLAND
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While Filomena was writing the last of the Never After books, there was one story she realized had so far gone untold. And it was more than untold to the general public; she didn’t even know about it herself! Though, to be fair, she had never really considered the fact that there was more to the story than what she knew. It hadn’t occurred to her to ask Ira about it until one day during those first few weeks after they vanquished Olga. During those strange, terrifying, lovely, long-stretching days at the Westphalian castle, while she and Jack were physically recuperating—and everyone else was emotionally and mentally recuperating—there was a lot of time between meals and chats with her friends for Filomena to write. And she knew by that point, of course, that she had to write the story of Never After.
She had always written it from her own perspective. After all, that’s what she knew, and she’d heard the advice given to writers: Write what you know. But one day, as she sat in bed with her notebook propped on her lap, pen in hand, Ira sighed next to her. He didn’t do it to get her attention. He seemed to be deep in thought, or perhaps deep in memory.
“What’s wrong, Ira?” Filomena asked, setting down her pen and picking up the handheld mirror that held her friend.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to come out,” Ira said, looking slightly distraught.
“Are you okay? Is something the matter?”
“Well, Fil, have you ever remembered something you didn’t even realize you’d forgotten?”
Filomena has to stifle a laugh.
“Uh, yeah, I know the feeling. That’s pretty much been my whole life as of late.”
“Right, of course,” Ira says, a smile trying to urge its way onto his face. But something in his mind was preventing it from developing fully.
“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, Ira,” Filomena adds. “But if you do, I’m here to listen.”
Ira sighs again. “I think that with everything that’s happened, with Olga being slain, it’s shaken some things up in Never After. In a good way. Right now, we can’t even know all the repercussions this will have throughout the kingdoms, what the ripple effect will be. Olga cast so many curses in her centuries terrorizing Never After, that she’s had even more of a grip on us than we realized. Like me, for example…”
“What do you mean, she’s had a grip on you?” Filomena inquires.
“Fil, I think that you and Rosie didn’t just discover me, per se. I think that you freed me.”
Fil looks into Ira’s usually mischievous, glinting eyes, puzzled.
“Freed you from what?”
“It’s what I’m remembering now, since Olga’s gone. I had a life before you animated me as a mirror. I was a person. I lived in the world, out there, outside the mirror world, in Never After, just like you do now.”
Of all the things Filomena’s had to be shocked about in recent days, this definitely sits at the top of the list.
“You were a person? I mean, you weren’t always in the mirror world?”
“That’s right. Gosh, I can’t believe it!” Ira begins to laugh. “It’s all coming back to me now, all my memories.”
“Will you tell me about it?”
“Do you have the time?” Ira asks.
“Ira, I’m convalescing. I have nothing but time.”
“Well then, here it goes…”
And then, Ira told Filomena his tale, which she wrote down in his voice. After all, she did have a complete history of Never After to record!

The memories have been coming in jolts over the past few days here at the Westphalian castle. I’ve gotten little flashes of scenes that feel so familiar, but also distant. Like echoes from dreams, coming to the surface. It wasn’t until we were in here that I started piecing these flashes together.
You see, Filomena, as I said, I had another life before the one I lead now. A very different kind of life—in some ways, I am still remembering all this in the telling because I can’t seem to recall everything properly. But I guess I should start at the beginning, what I can remember, and hope that as I tell you about everything, more memories flow back to me.
I was a bit older than you when I first met her. Who? We’ll get to that, don’t worry, Fil. All in due time—you must trust my storytelling abilities, yes? As I was saying, I was a bit older than you, around seventeen. Same age as Arturo, though a lot less muscular, I must admit. Would you believe that I grew up in Wonderland? I know, it’s so odd, remembering that after all this time, but yes, I grew up in Wonderland. Though I doubt you’ve ever been to the part I was raised in: the ocean, the ports. My father was a fisherman, and for my whole life until I was seventeen, I had never been outside of the little portside community where my father lived and sold his fish.
You might not really understand this, Fil, but you will if you decide to act as queen: Your experience of Never After has been very atypical. Well, of course you know that. But do you realize, most of Never After’s citizens don’t travel nearly as much as you do. They don’t go on quests, they don’t have adventures in the same way. They simply live, go about their business. Of course, that business may seem whimsical and wild to you in the mortal world, and yes, there are magical beings all around, but there are also non-magical beings. I didn’t have any magic in me growing up; I was just a regular citizen. Son of a fisherman.
At night by the ocean, I had dreams of other things, but I didn’t know how to go toward them. I’d never set foot anywhere near the Wonderland castle—how could I! Didn’t even know what it looked like, really. Until one day.
I was down by the wharf, cleaning the silver and gold fish we caught, which were especially beloved and sold well. My father was excited that we’d had a good day fishing, and he’d raced to tell the buyers about our catch. That’s when, sitting alone on the pier, I encountered a voice. It was a kind of voice I’d never heard before, spirited and lively. And saucy! I looked over the docks, and saw a girl surrounded by the chattering seabirds. You probably haven’t encountered them yet—they’re specific to Wonderland’s ocean. The most talkative birds you’ll ever meet in your life! And they can be a bit mean, too, gossipy. They were taunting this poor girl! She didn’t look too fazed by it, but I hated to see the nasty seabirds gang up on someone. I bribed them with one of our golden fish to leave her alone, and in her relief to have them gone, she came and sat by me. And that was the first time I met Alice.
She’d just escaped from Westphalia, she told me, and this was her first day in Wonderland. I was amazed by her—I’d never met someone who’d traveled from one kingdom to another before. I know it sounds simple to you, but that’s how it was. Not all of us have a brazen Jack the Giant Stalker and comforting Alistair to introduce us to the craft of the quest. But from then on, I did have Alice. She amazed me—she told me stories of kind trolls and testy innkeepers she’d met on her travels. She wouldn’t tell me what she was running away from, but I figured we’d get to that later. Already I could tell we were going to be friends.
I loved my father, but I was growing more bored every day by the piers. Fishing wasn’t my calling, even if it was my family’s. My father was generous though, and he let Alice stay with us for a few days. But soon, she grew restless, and I couldn’t blame her—she wanted more than the port life, lazing by the ocean, and I let myself really understand for the first time that I wanted more, too. She didn’t know where she was going next, but she asked me to come with her. She actually wanted me to come! I’d never had a friend like her before, and I couldn’t refuse.
The next few months we spent wandering around Wonderland. She’d been to Eastphalia already, and Snow Country, and she didn’t want to return to Westphalia—she was running away from something back there. But she loved Wonderland. She taught me to love it anew, took me to places I’d never imagined. We met the Mad Hatter—have you heard of him? I really should introduce Gretel to him, actually—and we met artists and card makers. Alice became enamored of this one card maker who created beautiful motifs out of a set of playing cards. It was a blissful, exhilarating few months, working here and there at inns or taverns for room and board, meeting new people. I thought, this will be my life forever, this is my grand adventure I’ve been waiting for! But I had no idea what was to come. That was only the precursor to the real adventure. The windup.
One day, we were working in a cozy little tavern in a village by the Cheshire Cat’s favored forest, apparently the one he spent most of his time in. We were always tasked as front-of-house waitstaff, as Alice and I were both extremely talkative and enjoyed chatting to the customers. Sometimes, we’d get distracted and end up sitting at a table with the patrons of the tavern, hearing about their lives in other kingdoms. It was fascinating. But then we’d get in trouble, forget to run dishes, and inevitably get fired and have to move on, which suited us fine. We liked to travel. But that week, we were trying to be better. However, I noticed that despite our resolution to be more focused, Alice was intrigued by two figures who sat in a booth at the back of the tavern. One of them was a large white rabbit, and the other one was a huge menacing figure, in a cloak that obscured his features.
“Seems like an odd pair, doesn’t it?” Alice asked me.
I told her to ignore them. But the hooded figure waved Alice over for more to drink, and she couldn’t help herself, she was curious. When she came back from the table, her eyes were filled with fright.
“I think that rabbit is in trouble,” she said to me. “And I’ve never seen a creature like the one with the cloak before.”
Would you believe it, Filomena, if I told you that was the first time I saw an ogre?
It turns out Alice, as always, had very good instincts. Not only was that a rabbit, it was the White Rabbit. We’d been hearing bits and pieces about him as we traveled Wonderland. He was a very powerful creature, and well loved. He seemed to act as Wonderland’s guide, keeping tabs on things around the kingdom, using his powers where necessary. And yet here he was, cowering in front of what I later found out was an ogre.
I told Alice I was sure the White Rabbit could handle things himself, if he was so powerful, but she wasn’t so sure. She kept going over to their table under the guise of refilling their glasses, making sure they had everything they needed, but really, she was eavesdropping, trying to figure out what was going on. After her fifth trip over, she put together the snippets of their conversation enough to realize what was happening: This ogre had kidnapped the White Rabbit, and had his feet tied up under the table. They were stopping for a meal, and then the ogre planned to take the White Rabbit to its leader! Of course, you can guess who that is.
Alice was irate and decided we had to do something. Me, I was not as bold as her. What could we do against an ogre? We didn’t have any powers, and if the White Rabbit couldn’t get out of his bindings with his own powers, I doubted we’d have better luck. But Alice wasn’t deterred. And that’s what I loved about her. We devised a plan. She would distract the ogre by telling another patron at the tavern, a burly half giant, that the ogre’s horses were up for grabs, left there by some other patron. And as soon as the giant started untying the horses to take them for himself, the ogre, just as Alice planned, sped from the tavern to confront him, assuming that the White Rabbit would be unable to run away, given his feet were tied.
That’s where I came in. I rushed over to the White Rabbit, cut his ties, and tore him away up the stairs at the back of the tavern, to the little room in the attic that the tavern owner was letting Alice and me stay in, in exchange for work. I told him to stay there and hide, and we’d get rid of the ogre. The ogre began to rage when he re-entered the tavern and the White Rabbit was gone. We told him we’d seen him run away, into the forest. We had the other patrons corroborate the story, patrons who knew us by then and were happy to deceive an ogre.
So the ogre took off into the forest, and the White Rabbit was freed.
He was so immensely thankful to us that the next day he insisted we come with him to the Wonderland castle. This was more than Alice or I had ever expected would be possible on our adventures. Neither of us was royalty of any kind. We were just … kids. I never imagined I’d get to step foot in a castle in my life. But then, there we were, clutching hands as we followed the White Rabbit through the overflowing wildflower gardens of the Wonderland castle, bursting with excitement. We expected a little tour, perhaps, as a thank-you for rescuing him. We did not expect what happened instead.
The castle was in a tizzy when we arrived. The front hall, with its grand black-and-white checkered floor and its winding staircase, was filled with workers in a frenzy. Even the White Rabbit seemed confused by the bustle. And then, the most serene, dazzling creature I’d ever seen walked into the room and took the White Rabbit by the hands. Her very presence seemed to still the atmosphere, rendering it calm and relaxed.
“Scheherazade,” the White Rabbit said to the glowing, willowy woman who clutched his hands. “What’s happening here?”
The woman whispered to him softly. Alice and I looked at each other. We could hear what she said, even if she didn’t mean us to. We’d gotten very good at eavesdropping during these last few months. What she said was that the queen of Wonderland had just passed away from an unexpected illness. Alice and I tried not to gasp.
The queen had been in office all my seventeen years on this land. As the queen had no children, it did beg the question: Who would be queen next?
“And who are these two young things?” the glowing woman said then, directing her attention to me and Alice.
“I am very glad you’re here for this, Zera,” the White Rabbit said. “I was hoping to introduce you.”
The woman, Zera, led all of us to a chamber where we were properly introduced. Alice couldn’t stop grinning at the castle, squeezing my hand. Neither of us had ever seen anything so gorgeous in our lives. The White Rabbit explained to Zera what had happened, how we’d helped him escape, risking our own lives to do so, and having no battle skills and no magic, having done it with only our own cunning.
“It was really all Alice,” I admitted, for it was true.
“But you were there by my side,” she said. “I couldn’t have done it if you weren’t there.”
Zera had gotten a dreamy look on her face, as if she was in another world. She appeared to be seeing something that we could not—either that or she was not as charmed by us as the White Rabbit expected. But as I joked to myself about that, she snapped out of it. A grin spread across her face.
“I believe I have a wonderful idea,” she said.
And that was how Alice became the queen of Wonderland.

“The Alice in your story is the queen?” Filomena suddenly interjects. Ira laughs. He’s been waiting for her to put this together.
“As in, the Queen of Hearts, like, Byron’s mother?” she continues, gasping.
“The one and the same. Alice Prickett. My closest friend,” Ira responds.
Filomena notices tears brimming his eyes as his head floats in the mirror.
“But Ira, how did you end up in here, then? What happened?”

There’s still more to the story. Yes, Alice became the queen of Wonderland. Zera had a vision that if this were to happen, she would be one of the most beloved queens in all of Never After. And, as a real thank-you for her act of bravery, Zera placed her hands on Alice’s chest and dripped a bit of magic into her. For a girl with so much heart, who was so willing to risk everything for others, Zera gave Alice a few extra hearts. This magic, combined with Alice’s love of the playing-card makers, gave Alice the nickname, the Queen of Hearts. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
Our lives completely changed after that. Alice of course invited me to be a part of her court, and we moved into Wonderland Castle. She began learning all about the duties of being queen, and Zera was correct, she had a natural talent for it. She was big-hearted, but practically minded. Having come from nowhere, being no one, she saw no reason not to take a meeting with any citizen of Wonderland who had something to discuss. This was highly unusual at the time, for just any old person to gain an audience with the queen. But remember, mere weeks ago she’d been a tavern server! And so began our new life, as queen and courtier of Wonderland.
I adjusted to my new normal with a surprising amount of ease, as if I were made to spend my days tending to the lavish Wonderland gardens, having tea parties, and assisting Alice—or, as I now had to refer to her when we weren’t alone, the Queen of Hearts. The thing you must realize, Filomena, is that Never After has not always been the way that you know it. Yes, there was surely trouble brewing somewhere during that era, but we weren’t always living in fear or danger as you have seen. Things were not always so dire. During that time, the land was at peace. Or, as far as we knew, it was.
And during that peace, Alice and I, to be quite frank, had a grand old time! We established the tone of Wonderland’s court. It was one of levity, and joy. Alice put on the wildest, most jovial parties, packing the ballroom with chatter, laughter, movement. We’d have massive card game tournaments each weekend with guests from the Wonderland court, and any other interesting people we met were invited, too. There was dancing, game playing, many feasts. Alice was an excellent cook and took a real interest in food, after spending so much time having to cook for herself or in taverns. She surprised the castle cooks by partaking in the preparations for feasts, and she even put out cookbooks!
Wonderland became known as the most exciting court in Never After, and even the fairies would drop in occasionally for some fun. Alice eventually fell in love and had a child, a lovely young boy who I adored. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was, to have journeyed from my little life as a fisherman, to hosting a spades-themed ball with the Queen of Hearts, my most beloved friend.
Word began to spread about the Queen of Hearts, and people began to wonder where Alice really came from. Her past wasn’t something she was intentionally hiding, but she was sort of a private person. That’s when the Palace Inquirer sent a reporter to the castle, to write a profile on the new Queen of Wonderland, who had captured the hearts of so many.
His name was Alejandro, and he was a journalist. The first day I met him was the first day he arrived. He was pacing the gardens, which I’d taken to tending as part of my duty. They had been full of wildflowers, but with Alice’s affection for red, white, and black, I decided that roses were more fitting for Wonderland, and spent much time in the massive, sprawling grounds around the castle, tending the flowers. Alejandro was sniffing one such flower when I walked up to him. I wasn’t unused to coming across strangers on the castle grounds—there were always new people coming and going, as Alice had such an open-door policy, and liked visitors to drop by. But this stranger was particularly striking to me.
“I’ve never seen a black rose before,” the boy said.
“That’s because these are the first of their kind,” I replied proudly.
“Who created them?” Alejandro asked, already giving away his inquisitive nature.
“Well, me.”
We wandered the gardens together that afternoon, and that’s when he told me about his mission, to write a profile of Alice. The editors at the Palace Inquirer were curious about her story, wondered where she came from. He told me their theories: She was the daughter of a foreign king or she’d staged a coup. I assured him that her real story was much, much better and more interesting than either of those speculations.
Alejandro and Alice got along immediately, and whether it was really for his profile, or whether we all just enjoyed spending time together, we began to have nightly dinners in the dining room. After Alice would leave to attend to royal duties, Alejandro and I would walk the grounds late at night, under the moonlight. I realized on one such night, that I was falling in love with him.
Everything about him was exciting to me: his curiosity, his interest in telling stories, the ease with which he could tease out secrets from anyone, his amazing conversational ability. I’d never been in love before, and those months were the happiest of my life. They felt too good to be true. And soon I’d find out they were.
Alejandro preferred profiles on beings, creatures, and people around the kingdoms to reporting on politics. But he was catching wind from his peers at the newspaper about a dark current that was sweeping through Never After. Instances like that ogre capturing the White Rabbit were cropping up everywhere. Attempted kidnappings, hostile takeovers. It all seemed so far away from our perfect palace full of life and happiness, but it wasn’t as far away as I thought.
Alejandro stayed for a few more weeks, but eventually his editors figured he must have enough material to have finished the profile and asked him to return to Westphalia so they could edit and publish. During our last night together roaming the gardens, I finally confessed my feelings, pushed by the fear of never seeing him again and him leaving without knowing how I felt.
To my utmost delight, he returned my feelings. And we clutched hands next to the very same roses we had met by. But even our feelings didn’t change the fact that he had to leave the next day. He promised to come back once the piece was published—of course it would be a very flattering profile of our beloved Alice. He told me that I should come visit him in Westphalia, too. He loved it there and spoke often about the wonderful rulers, your parents, Filomena. They were very beloved, perhaps the only rulers besides Alice to inspire real feelings in their citizens. I longed to visit this land of his, and we made many plans.
The article came out soon after he left, and it was thrilling to read and have the world know Alice’s story. It was inspirational, too. With a clear heart and a kind thought for others, in Never After you could transform your life, go from being a runaway to a queen. But not everyone was so happy about that narrative of possibility.
The rumblings that Alejandro had warned us about seemed to be getting louder, more incidents plaguing Never After getting closer and closer to the borders of Wonderland. Until one day, the most terrible thing happened.
Olga descended upon the Wonderland castle.
With her army of ogres, she took over. And since we had never had any real enemies, the castle was not prepared to defend. The ogres rushed in easily, and I ran to Alice’s chambers, where her eyes were pricked with terror. We knew that Olga had come for her. And, having no powerful magic of her own, we could do nothing about it.
We heard a clamoring, and Alice forced me to hide behind a curtain. I refused, but she told me that if I hid, maybe we could have the element of surprise on our side. So I acquiesced. Olga burst into the room, screaming, full of fury, ready to destroy the girl who gave Never After the hope that anyone could be anything in this land.
Alice stood with her head held high, and the only reason I could tell she was even fearful was the slight tremble of her hands. I peered from behind the curtain, hidden.
“You will not kill me,” she said boldly, in the face of the heaving, dripping, rageful ogre queen.
“And why is that?” Olga sneered.
“I have even more power than you know. I have been blessed by the fairies. To attempt to kill me would only cause you to die in the process.”
I knew this wasn’t true. Zera had given Alice the protection of extra hearts, but they weren’t unlimited. She would continue to live after a blow that would be deadly to another, but there was only so much she could take. And it certainly wouldn’t kill the ogre queen in the process. Alice was betting on her wit, and I hoped that playing so many card games had given her a strong poker face.
“How convenient for you,” Olga replied, pacing the room, trying to decide if what Alice was saying could be true.
In the end, the wit worked, and it didn’t. Olga’s mission was to rid Wonderland of Alice, and, as you found out when you rescued Wonderland all that time ago, to take over the kingdom for herself. She didn’t end up killing Alice, but in that terrifying bedroom standoff, she did curse her. She turned her into something completely other, a whole different person. Or perhaps the person she might have been if she’d never left Westphalia.
Alice was banished to another castle, unable to leave, and many years later, when Olga found out about Byron being Alice’s son, she cursed him, too. And what about me? Impulsively, I tried to jump in front of Alice to save her from the curse, forgetting about her extra hearts. And so Olga’s curse hit me and, Alice must have thought, killed me.
And it did, in a way. But somehow, some small part of me cracked off from the rest and threw itself into Alice’s hand mirror. The very hand mirror you’re holding now. The runoff from a curse gone awry.
All that time between then and when you met Rosie, I wasn’t alive, exactly, but not dead either. I was sleeping, I suppose, in the mirror world. And then you called upon me, I rose back to the surface, back into life. Not fully, but so much more than I was before. Though I didn’t know who I was, my past. While Olga was alive, I couldn’t remember any of that. But now, I remember. And though I can never return to the world, I feel that remembering who I was is enough. Although one day I would love for Alejandro to look into the mirror, maybe?

Filomena is at a loss for words. Ira had a whole life outside of the mirror. Alice, Byron’s mother did, too, before the curse! There are so many stories in Never After besides her own. Now, all Filomena wants is to hear them. And she promises to track down Alejandro for Ira, so that one day they can gaze into each other’s eyes again.
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