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Apples

WE had heard about the golden apples from an older faerie.

The three of us guys had been walking down the road between realms, talking about nothing and tussling, when the older faerie had rounded a bend out of the fog. Squidge and Jack Robin stopped him at once, asking for stories and rumors. Gossip being one of the main currencies of Faerie, of course he’d stopped to trade tales. We told him about the giant spider lurking on the road with a web strung across to catch unsuspecting travelers. He told us about the realm where the golden apples grew.

“They’re the sweetest, freshest, most perfect apples you ever tasted in your life. But the fae whose realm they grow in is jealous of them, he won’t let you have any.”

“So how do you get them?” Squidge asked.

“You have to sneak in and steal them is how,” the old faerie told us.

Jack Robin’s thin face lit up with sly glee. I could tell where this was going even before the old faerie bid us farewell and went on his way.

“You want those apples, don’t you?” I asked.

“Of course I do,” Jack Robin said. “Think about it – what could we do with the sweetest, freshest apples you ever tasted?”

Squidge shrugged. “Eat them?”

“Summon an apple-loving demon?” I suggested.

Jack rolled his eyes. “No, you dipshits. We could give them to Zinnia. Then what do you think would happen?”

“She’ll eat them?” Squidge tried.

“Or summon an apple-loving demon,” I added.

“You two have zero imagination. What do you think would happen if you gave a beautiful girl the most wonderful apples that ever existed?”

I exchanged a short glance with Squidge. We looked back at Jack Robin and shrugged together.

He slapped his own forehead. “Wouldn’t she fall madly in love with whoever brought her such an amazing gift? And wouldn’t she want to have mad, passionate sex with whoever she was madly in love with?”

Squidge put a meaty fist on one hip and frowned. “I can see where you’re trying to go with this. But I don’t think it’s going to work like you think it’s going to.”

I shook my head. “I mean, I wouldn’t fall madly in love with anyone who brought me apples, no matter how great they were.”

“You’re not a girl,” Jack Robin said to me. “Girls think different than boys. And don’t you think it’s at least worth a try?”

I looked back at Squidge. Squidge looked at me. We looked back at Jack Robin and shrugged again.

“I still don’t think it’ll work,” Squidge said. “But if Malthiar goes, I’ll go, I guess.”

“I’m in,” I said. “Stealing forbidden apples sounds like fun anyway, and if one of us gets laid, cool.”

Jack Robin clapped his hands together. “Awesome. Let’s go.”

“Today?” Squidge said. “Right now?”

“Do you have a convincing reason to wait?” Jack Robin demanded.

Squidge admitted he did not. I couldn’t think of one, either, so off we went.

When we slipped into the realm with the golden apples, everything went dark. It took several moments of blinking away the light from the road before we could make out our new surroundings.

We found ourselves in a forest, not just dark, but also silent. No stars or moon, no birds or insects. Just a black sky and a skinny dirt track leading off into the darkness of the woods. With barely a glance back at us, Jack started off along the path. Squidge and I glanced at each other, his face a vague light patch in the blackness. I adjusted my eyes to see better in the dark. It hardly helped. Before Jack Robin could get too far away, we set out after him through the eery woods.

After all, as Jack had pointed out, it wasn’t like we were doing anything else today.

“This had better be worth it,” Squidge muttered, shoving branches and leaves out of his way.

“Hush,” Jack Robin hissed back. “It will be.”

I wasn’t so sure, but I followed along the dark path through the forest in silence.

Jack Robin’s footsteps and movement through the brush rattled loud to my ears. He was trying to sneak and not doing a very good job. Squidge’s thick frame somehow made less noise than skinny Jack Robin. I made myself lighter, hoping to glide along the narrow path in total silence, but my own movements crashed back at me as loud as my friends’. I wondered if they had also adjusted their weight to try to creep along unheard and it wasn’t working for any of us.

“Do we have any idea where we’re going?” I whispered.

Jack Robin waved a hand to silence me.

Squidge turned to give me a long-suffering expression, barely visible in the moonless dark. “My guess is we’ll know them when we see them.”

“Precisely,” Jack Robin said over his shoulder. “Now hush.” 

Still following along, Squidge and I hushed.

With Jack pushing his way through the brush ahead of us, Squidge and I had an easier time of it than he must have. It was still hard going. The path was barely a deer-track, the growth beneath the trees was thick – and there were thorns. Jack Robin stopped periodically to curse and pick them out of his skin. Squidge and I did likewise, though less often.

We were so focused on the ground directly ahead of us that when Jack Robin stopped, Squidge and I piled up behind him.

“Fuck.” It wasn’t the muttered curse he used when plucking thorns out of his hands.

Squidge and I leaned around him to look.

In front of us stood a tall, uneven rock wall. Way above our heads a few small branches hung out over the top. A handful of tiny glowing golden dots peeked out among the leaves, well out of reach.

“Well, shit,” Squidge said.

I nodded.

Jack Robin slapped his hands to his sides. “That’s it then. We’re done. We might just as well see if we can get out of here before the resident of this realm decides to murder us.”

I looked back at Jack Robin. “You mean we came all this way for nothing?”

“Bullshit,” Squidge agreed.

Jack Robin gestured at the wall between us and the apples. “We can’t fly over. Do you propose we climb?”

I looked up at it. While its height was a bit dizzying, the wall was rough stone, firm, with lots of hand- and footholds.

“Why not?” I asked.

“How are we going to get back with the apples once we get over?” Jack Robin asked. “Forget it, this was a bad idea. Let’s get out of here.”

Squidge held up a hand. “Now hold on, this was your bad idea. And Malthiar thinks we can do it. I know he’s the best climber of the three of us, but if he thinks we can, I believe him. As for getting the apples back, we can tie them up in a shirt or something. This isn’t undoable.”

Jack Robin looked at Squidge, then me, then the wall. “If you think we can do it . . .”

“We’ll have to adjust our weight,” I said. “It’s gonna take some effort to stay light for so long, but we can do it. We’ve come this far. We might as well keep going.”

Jack Robin huffed. “Fine.”

Before he could change his mind again, I turned to the wall. I have a head for heights, so it wasn’t overwhelming for me, just a little intimidating. And going down the other side would be a pain, too. Though if we were lucky, there would be plenty of branches that reached the top of the wall, and we could simply pick the apples we wanted once we made it all the way up. I made myself as light as possible, made sure my sword was secure in its sheath, then grabbed a handhold. Below me, I heard first Squidge, then Jack Robin scrabble up after me.

The climb was intense. By the time we reached the top, I was breathing hard and sweating. I could shift my lungs to get the most out of the air and not have to pant so hard, but changing my skin so it wouldn’t sweat took more effort than it was worth and always left me feeling claustrophobic. I didn’t do it.

Squidge and Jack Robin pulled themselves up beside me. Squidge was a little red-faced, both were breathing hard, but neither of them was unfit to go on.

I scanned the top of the wall and the trees within, trying to take in as much light as I could.

Our luck wasn’t good.

The branches that did reach over the top of the wall reached way over the top, making it impossible to reach them from where we sat. The top of the wall itself peaked into a narrow point that was difficult to sit or stand on, making roaming around up here a bad idea – or at least a precarious one.

“Now all we have to do is climb down the other side,” Jack Robin complained. Quietly.

“If you want to go home, go home,” Squidge told him.

Jack Robin scowled, but he followed along when Squidge and I lowered ourselves down the other side of the wall.

The climb down wasn’t better.

The effort of making myself light was starting to outweigh the effort of climbing at full weight. I normally didn’t do it for this long. I was starting to wish we’d let Jack Robin throw his fit and talk us into going home instead of convincing him to go on.

At long last, we dropped into the enclosed garden where the apple trees grew.

I was breathing hard, sweating hard, thirsty, hungry, tired, and ready to go home. Dad would have supper ready for me, and that sounded like the most amazing thing in the world right that moment. The gently glowing apples dangling from the branches didn’t seem all that great.

“There’s your damn apples,” I said. “They’d better be worth it.”

Jack Robin, his skinny frame bent over while he tried to catch his breath, gave the apples a wicked grin. He tried to stand up, then bent over again.

“Yes,” he said. “Hell yes. Oof.”

We stood, huffing, until we could mostly breathe without gasping. Jack Robin recovered first – or at least acted like he had. He grabbed an apple, tugged it, and frowned. He tugged harder.

“It won’t come loose.”

“Maybe they’re not ripe yet,” Squidge said.

I stood and unsheathed my little dagger from my boot. Wearily, I lifted a finger and nicked the tip with the needle-sharp point of the blade. It stung, and I hissed between my teeth. A drop of blood welled up from the small cut. I pinched my finger, squeezing four drops onto the ground. My offering made, I reached up, chose an apple, and gave it a tug. The stem resisted, then gave. The small apple dropped into my hand.

A sound, like something large and alive, shuffled among the trees across the orchard.

I tossed the apple to Jack Robin, then plucked another. The shuffling grew louder, and a low growl rumbled in the silent garden. The three of us stopped and looked into the black-on-black tree trunks. The rumbling growl came again, louder. It sounded like whatever made that noise was on the other side of the orchard. It did not sound like it meant to stay there.

“C’mon,” Jack Robin said, waving a hand at me.

I pulled down two more apples in quick succession. One for each of us, plus one to present to Zinnia.

With the last apple, the wind picked up to throw fallen leaves in our faces. The growling became more menacing.

“Move,” said Squidge, and move we did.

Rather than try to run to the wall and find a handhold to pull myself up, I jumped and caught a branch above my head, scurrying up into a tree. Squidge and Jack Robin followed close behind me. I didn’t stop to look down until I’d gone a good ways up.

Below us, something very large circled the tree. It was too dark to make the creature out, the glow from the apples creating only the faintest light, but it looked like the creature was on all fours, furry, and from the snuffling sounds, it was sniffing the ground where we’d been only a minute ago. It almost reminded me of a wolf. Or a lion. Or a bear.

Another rumble shook the quiet orchard. For a moment, I thought the sound was another creature growling, until I realized it was thunder. Up in the black sky I could barely make out dark clouds gathering. The wind tugged at my long black hair.

In the branches below me, Jack Robin wiggled out of his vest and shirt, then used his shirt to tie up the apples and secured the bundle to his belt. Bare-chested, he gestured us to keep climbing. Neither Squidge nor I needed much encouragement. We clambered up the branches of the apple tree, passing more of the golden fruits. We made a racket through the branches, but the creature below us didn’t look up.

Until Squidge’s foot slipped and sent a small branch tumbling down.

The branch landed directly on the monster’s head. It looked up. Its amber eyes glowed in the blackness. Its snarl shook the tree branches. To my dismay, it reared up onto two legs and started to climb up after us.

“Go go go!” Jack shouted.

Somehow, I found the strength to move faster.

Where the branches reached out over the top of the wall, we had no choice but to jump from branch to wall. I held my breath as I did, making myself as light and nimble as I possibly could. I wasn’t at all certain of the distance, but I was very certain of the wolf-lion-bear shaking the tree as it clambered up behind us.

A blast of wind tried to blow me off course. Somehow I managed to gauge the jump okay and landed in a balanced crouch at the top of the narrow apex. Jack Robin landed beside me a moment later, and Squidge dropped with an “oof” onto his belly.

Down the face of the stone wall we clambered, Squidge lagging behind. Jack Robin reached the bottom and started running through the underbrush. I dropped the last several feet and waited for Squidge, shouting at him to move his fat ass. The monster roared above us. I could just make out its shadowy form in the branches above the wall, its amber eyes focused down on us. I hoped it wouldn’t try to jump.

Squidge hit the ground beside me. We tore off after Jack Robin while the beast howled after us. The wind blew even harder, and thunder rumbled.

“He’s pissed,” Jack Robin said.

“Fucking run!” I yelled at him.

We ran.

The tree branches whipped at us, leaves rattling in the gale. Lightning tore open the sky and illuminated the landscape in stunning blue for a second. The heavens opened and buckets of rain poured down on us. The thunder was nearly deafening. Tripping and stumbling, we ran.

“It’s gotta be here somewhere!” Jack Robin shouted. I almost couldn’t hear him over the pounding of the storm. Mud slipped under my feet and sent me splaying. Squidge grabbed me by one arm and hauled me up.

“It’s gotta be here!” Jack Robin yelled again. “It can’t be this far!”

“Keep going!” Squidge bellowed at him.

A tree slammed down across the path, nearly smashing all three of us to the ground with it. Squidge had to clamber over it to rejoin us.

“Here!” Jack Robin finally hollered. “Here, here!” He pointed wildly to a random spot off the path.

I didn’t stop to question. I flung myself where he pointed. I could hear Squidge’s large body crashing after me, and finally, Jack Robin.

All three of us fell across the road, in a quiet spring wood, silent saplings and drifting fog in all directions around us.

We were soaked to the bone. I realized that I’d twisted my ankle and scraped my hand, and I was mud from the soles of my boots almost up to my chin. I rolled onto my back, heaving breath. After a second, I turned my head to give my friends a once over.

Jack Robin lay splayed on his belly, face flat on the dirt road, panting hard. He was soaked through, mud all over, one boot unlaced and almost hanging off his foot. The bundle of apples was still secured to his belt.

Squidge lay on his back, like me, breathing hard, staring up at nothing. He too was splattered in mud, a red gash across one cheek.

I set my head back on the road and lay there, my entire body burning.

One by one, we caught our breath and sat up. Jack Robin untied the bundle at his belt and held out the apples for us to see.

They shone like candle flames. Their smell filled the quiet spring air, sweet and fragrant and perfectly apple. They almost seemed to sing, or hum, or vibrate with some sort of . . . life.

Squidge reached into the little bundle and plucked a golden, glowing, humming apple. With no ceremony whatsoever, he bit into it. It crunched exactly as an apple should. I could see the juice run down his chin the moment his teeth broke the skin. The smell of apple burst even stronger from the broken skin, almost making me drool.

Squidge chewed thoughtfully, then shrugged and took another bite.

“Not bad,” he said.

Jack Robin and I didn’t have the energy to beat him like he deserved.

* * *

We took the apples straight to Zinnia.

Jack Robin insisted that we go at once, and even though Squidge and I were exhausted and hungry and thirsty, we agreed that we might as well get this over with. Jack Robin said that the mud and scrapes from our adventure made us look more dashing, thus increasing our odds of having mad, passionate love made to us.

I didn’t know about that. I also didn’t know that I actually wanted mad, passionate love made to me until I’d had a bath and some dinner. A nap, too, if the lady could be expected to wait. I supposed that if mad, passionate love-making were about to commence, I would somehow find the extra energy. At least, I hoped that might be the case.

I wanted to eat an apple, but Jack Robin said we had better let Zinnia pick out which one she wanted before we gobbled them down willy-nilly.

“I don’t know, I ate one, and I didn’t have any sort of sexual urges towards you guys,” Squidge said.

“You’re not a girl,” Jack Robin reminded him.

“For now,” Squidge muttered.

Jack smirked, and I wanted to ask what that meant, but then the door to Zinnia’s appeared in front of us. Jack Robin pushed Squidge through ahead of him before jumping in after, and I had other things to think about.

I still wasn’t sure about all this, but those apples did smell amazing. Surely there were worse ways to try to convince a girl to fall madly in love with you.

We tumbled into Zinnia’s realm, all three of us a total mess, the three remaining apples humming and glowing in Jack Robin’s shirt. We found Zinnia kneeling among her rose bushes, humming and guiding the roses into bigger, more impressive blooms. They stretched and extended after her fingers, and I couldn’t help imagining something else growing after her delicate touch. My cheeks warmed and I tugged my tunic down a bit.

Zinnia looked up and smiled when she saw the three of us. Her eyes were a vibrant, gem-like green, much like all of ours. It somehow made her more mysterious like it never had the other boys. Her long golden hair flowed loose along her shoulders, curling and flouncing around her heart-shaped face. I had always assumed Zinnia was a princess, and I suppose she was. Princess of giant roses and tame dragons.

One of her dragons looked at us, too, a lazy trail of smoke curling from its nostrils. The dragons were tame, but not exactly friendly, and while I’d never seen one breathe fire, I was sure they could. I kept my distance while this one gave me a once-over with its slit-pupil eyes.

“Hello, boys,” Zinnia said in her clear, liquid voice. “What a nice surprise. What brings you here?”

“Um,” Jack Robin said intelligently.

Squidge elbowed him. I noticed Squidge didn’t say a word himself.

Jack Robin stumbled a bit and almost dropped the shirt full of apples. My heart jumped into my throat as he caught them. After everything we’d been through to get the damn things, bruising them to hell before we could even give them to Zinnia would have raked my sensibilities raw.

“We brought you,” Jack Robin went on, fumbling with the shirt. Untying the knot seemed a stupefying task. He didn’t say more while he fidgeted with it.

Squidge plucked the shirt-sack from Jack Robin and started messing with it too. He didn’t have any better luck.

“Brought me?” Zinnia stood from her flower bed, slender and golden in her long white dress. “Brought me what?”

“Just a sec,” Jack Robin hemmed.

Squidge grunted over the knot in the shirt. His hands were simply fumbling now. I watched him, looking between him and Zinnia. Zinnia’s delicate eyebrows rose.

“You boys look a fright,” she said. “Maybe you’d better go clean up and come back.”

“We’ve come a long way,” I said. I realized I sounded a little petulant. “And braved perils,” I added. It didn’t sound as brave as I wanted.

Squidge still wasn’t having luck. Zinnia was getting a little impatient and confused.

“Perils?” she repeated.

I snatched the bundle from Squidge. My hands almost refused to work better than his, what with Zinnia standing there staring at us. I thought again of her delicate fingers reaching and caressing, and nearly dropped the shirt of apples myself. I took a short breath and yanked the knot. It came loose all in one sudden flop. I fumbled trying to keep hold of the mess of them.

Apple smell filled the air, sweet and crisp and fruity.

Zinnia made a small noise of surprise.

Jack Robin reached to grab the apples from me, but I’d almost fumbled them myself and I’d done better than he had with the knot, so I jerked them out of his reach. He did set one hand on my arm as I stepped toward Zinnia, as if helping me present the apples to her. Squidge squeezed in on my other side and did likewise.

“We brought you these,” I said. That sounded lame, so I added, “We’ve been told that there are no finer apples anywhere. We went at once to bring you one, and braved terrible perils to do it.”

Zinnia’s smile grew at that, her eyes sparkling with delight.

I had a sudden inkling that Jack Robin’s plan might work. I felt myself flush with heat.

Damn, what if she did want to make mad, passionate love with one of us for doing this? I’d never made love with anyone, I didn’t have the first idea what to do. I knew the basics, of course, I wasn’t an idiot, but somehow knowing the mechanics of the deed seemed deeply inadequate at that moment. I’d never even kissed a girl. My heart began to thud.

Zinnia reached a long hand out and took an apple. I watched her movement, transfixed.

“You are the most thoughtful boys I know,” she said. Like a kiss, she touched it to her mouth. When she bit into it, juice dribbled down her chin. My face heated even more.

Zinnia closed her eyes, a smile playing on her lips while she savored the bite. I heard Squidge whimper next to me. Jack Robin swallowed. I kept his shirt well over my groin. Neither of them took their hands off mine. They were both sweaty.

Zinnia opened her eyes. One by one, she met our eyes and smiled at each of us. First Jack Robin, who made a small gasp, then Squidge, who whimpered again, and finally me. When her eyes met mine, I heard a small noise come out of my throat and wished it hadn’t. My face heated more, embarrassed this time.

Then she leaned towards me, bright eyes holding mine, her face coming towards me, and all I could do was freeze.

She was going to kiss me. Oh, shit, she was going to fall madly in love with me, and want to make mad, passionate love right now, and I was going to have to pretend like I knew what I was doing.

Shit.

Shit.

Her lips touched my cheek, pressed there, warm and incredibly soft.

Then she withdrew.

Withdrew, and that was it. She smiled again and took another bite of the apple.

“This is good,” she said. “You should eat the other ones.”

All of us stared at her. She took another bite and started back to her roses.

We stood like that, a hot, sweaty, groaning statue, for several seconds. Then Squidge reluctantly dropped his hand from mine. Jack Robin did too after a moment.

“I had one,” Squidge said lamely.

“They’re good, aren’t they?” Zinnia said with that enigmatic smile that made me want to kiss her and kiss her and kiss her and also run away as fast as I could.

“Yeah,” Squidge said.

“Did you save the rest for me to pick first?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Jack Robin said.

Her smile grew.

“Think of me when you eat them,” she said.

“Yeah,” I said.

Then she turned back to her roses. One hand holding the golden apple, she reached to coax a rose bloom larger and give it a golden hue. The dragon on the ground beside her sighed as if satisfied with her choice.

After a moment, we left.

As we stepped back out onto the road, Jack Robin hmphed. 

“Well, it was worth a try,” he said, in a tone that said he didn’t think this whole adventure had been a failure at all.

Squidge slammed him in the chest with his elbow. Jack Robin “oofed” and looked ready to retaliate, then deflated. I knew how he felt. I wanted to smack Jack upside the head for his fabulous idea about buying Zinnia’s love with a stupid apple, but I didn’t have the energy after all that. I settled for rolling my eyes at him.

“What?” he demanded.

“Great plan, asshole,” I muttered, and shoved one of the remaining apples at him.

Jack Robin’s eyebrows knit momentarily, then his expression soured. “Oh, I see, you were being sarcastic. Well, thank you for the apple, asshole.”

“Was that supposed to be sarcasm?”

Jack Robin hesitated, then ignored me and plowed on. “Tell me, Mal, how many of your ideas have led to passionate lovemaking?”

“None. But I never said they would.”

“That’s true,” Squidge said. “Malthiar’s led us on a wild chase or two, but he’s never promised how any of them would turn out.”

“I never promised nothin’,” Jack Robin grumbled. “It was a theory.” 

“Hmph,” Squidge said, while I crossed my arms and gave Jack Robin a dark look.

Jack Robin waved a hand dismissing both of us. "What do you wanna do now?"

“Fuck all,” Squidge said. “I’m heading home. You can keep your hair-brain ideas til tomorrow.”

Jack Robin looked at me hopefully. He had a smear of mud up the side of his face into his red hair, making it stand on end, and a bleeding scrape on his chin. I knew I looked at least as bad.

“No way, man, I’m cooked.”

His mouth twisted in disappointment. Then he glanced down at the apple I’d shoved at him. With a shrug, he took a bite.

After chewing thoughtfully a moment, he nodded at Squidge. “Yeah,” he said. “Not bad.”

I rolled my eyes again, waved him off, and turned to head home. I wanted nothing so much as a soak in the tub, a meal, and my bed.

After a few steps, I took a bite of my own apple.

For all the delicious smell and wondrous color of it, for all the sweet juice that burst into my mouth when my teeth crunched into the flesh, I had to admit: as an apple, it was absolutely perfect. It was, however, just an apple.

I waved it over my head at Jack Robin and Squidge behind me.

“Not bad,” I called back to them.


Bored

I could tell my friends were getting antsy.

I couldn’t tell what there was to be antsy about. We’d been hiking, swimming, catching frogs, and wrestling. We had perfect weather, and I’d been thoroughly enjoying lying on the stream bank outside my father’s house. Nobody spoke, but it was the kind of silence I’d always thought of as companionable.

Then Squidge sat up and sighed.

I glanced over at him, hands behind my head. “What’s up?”

But he shrugged, so I went back to gazing at the emerald oak leaves dancing in the breeze above me. I had just started working up a really good daydream about Zinnia without her clothes on when Jack Robin started kicking rocks into the stream. As they splooshed noisily into the water, Squidge sighed again.

The foggy but pleasant image of Zinnia vanished from my mind’s eye. I sat up and raised my eyebrows at my friends. Squidge looked away from me, but Jack Robin met my eyes.

“We’re bored, Mal,” he said.

Something in his tone made it sound like he thought that was my fault.

“What do you want to do?” I asked. This had never come up before among the three of us. If one had some sort of idea, he suggested it and we other fellows either agreed or suggested our own idea for fun. I’d not heard either one of them ever mention being bored. And certainly not in that accusing tone.

“I dunno, Mal. Being a kid is starting to get stifling, you know?” Jack said.

I frowned a little. “Sure, I know.”

“It was okay when we were younger, but this is ridiculous. I don’t know about you guys, but I want to make my own decisions, I want to get out and do more things, and I’m so horny all the damn time.”

“Me too,” I sighed. My daydream of Zinnia started to drift back.

Squidge stood up. “That’s that, then. Let’s get out of here. I either need to get laid or get out of this stupid, horny body.”

Jack Robin stood with him. They both turned as if to leave together.

“Wait, what?” I scrambled to my feet. “Where are you going?”

It seemed like Squidge had said something about where he wanted to go, but it hadn’t made any sense. He wanted to get laid or – something. I had no idea how he planned to do either one. We had flirted with Zinnia for a while, but she hadn’t agreed to go with any of us. Where was he going to get laid? Or whatever else he’d said?

“We’re done,” Jack said. “Being a little kid was fun, but this teenage bullshit is tedious. You coming?”

That confused me even more. “Coming where?”

They both looked thoughtful.

“All these hormones are giving me half a mind to set up a dungeon of some kind. Get it out of my system, like,” Squidge said.

“Dungeon?” I repeated.

“Sure, something dark and full of whips and manacles. Not sure if I’d want to run it or let someone else do the dirty work.”

I wasn’t sure what the hell Squidge meant. It sounded filthy and disturbing and exciting – which worried me. Squidge was the thinker of our group, methodical, a planner. None of what he’d just said sounded like him.

What happened next left me shocked speechless.

Squidge turned to me and licked his lips. It was decidedly more dirty than any of the gentle flirting Zinnia had ever offered. It was horrifying.

Even worse, as he turned to me, he changed. I stared, watching him shed girth, watching it shift to his hips, into breasts, watched his lips as he licked them fill out and turn red, until it wasn’t Squidge standing in front of me.

A woman stood there instead. A mature, sexy woman. Not just sexy. Sexual. Long red hair, curves like I’d never seen, laced up in some sort of leather corset so tight that I expected her breasts to push right up and out of it.

But that had been Squidge a second ago.

Hadn’t it?

I should have been turned on, and I was, a little, helplessly, but I was more confused and getting scared. I took a step back as she took a step forward. She looked me up and down like she was appraising a piece of meat.

“What do you say, Mal?” she asked. Her voice was husky and deep, and wrapped around my brain. “You’re the handsome one. Think you can handle a whip?”

My mouth flapped. I took another step back. When she stepped with me, I fumbled my dagger out of my boot.

She laughed at me. My dagger was shaking.

“Some lover boy you are.” She turned to Jack Robin, who stood watching the whole thing thoughtfully. “How about you, Red Robin?” she purred. “Want to get some of those teenage boy hormones out of your system?”

Jack waved a hand way more casually than I could believe. “I think I’d rather be rid of them. Maybe go vegetable for a while.”

The curvaceous woman pouted at him. “Suit yourself. I’m sure I can find someone to play with.” She gave me a look over her shoulder. My knees almost knocked together. “Last chance, cutie. Sure you don’t want to lose your virginity in style?”

Now I felt myself heat up unpleasantly, embarrassed and shaking and trying not to picture that in my head but failing miserably. I raised my dagger at her, certain she could see me blushing, which only made me blush harder. Sure enough, she gave me an amused smile that was somehow flirtier and dirtier than any coy look Zinnia had ever given me. I kept my dagger between us and swallowed. Hard.

Then she blew a kiss to Jack Robin and slunk away. I couldn’t take my eyes off the swell and roll of her hips as she as she left, even though I wanted to.

“Hey, Mal,” Jack said.

I looked at him so suddenly I ended up pointing my dagger at him. My face tight and hot, I quickly lowered it. He didn’t seem to notice.

“You could come with me,” he offered. “I think I might go be a nice meadow for a while. Birds. Butterflies. Gentle rains.”

I blinked. Swallowed again.

“What?” I said again. Then all the words came gushing out. “What just happened? Who was that? What do you mean, go be a meadow? Was that Squidge? What is going on?”

Jack still seemed unaffected. “We just got bored, you know? If you’re still having fun with it, that’s cool, but you can come along with one of us if you like.” He looked after the red-haired woman. “I’m sure you could go find her if you wanted. She wouldn’t turn away a friend.”

I shook my head emphatically.

Jack didn’t look like he had an opinion one way or another. That only made this weirdness worse. Jack was the impulsive one of our group. It was always up to Squidge and me to hold him back, temper his mad ideas with our own logic. But Squidge had turned into a sex bomb and left, and now Jack had gone all zen and wanted to be a meadow.

Maybe I was losing my mind, but I thought I saw green threading through his carrot-red hair.

“See you,” he said, and turned to leave. “I’m gonna go put down roots. Come visit sometime.”

And without answering any of my questions, Jack Robin left. Small flowers began to blossom across his shoulders as he let himself out of my father’s realm.

I stared after my friends. After a minute, I put my dagger away. After another minute, I went into the house.

* * *

I didn’t say anything to Dad at first. I was too stunned.

Squidge and Jack Robin didn’t come back. I waited a few days before I gave up. I thought about going to look for them, check their realms. I was too scared of what I’d find. More so what I’d find in Squidge’s home, though still uneasy about Jack.

I spent days wandering the path between realms, practicing with my dagger and sword, wondering if I was crazy. I didn’t even go visit Zinnia. I was too worried what she’d think of my story. Too worried about what she might turn into.

At first, Dad didn’t seem to notice. Then one morning at breakfast, he set down his fork and gave me a serious look.

“What happened?”

I meant to put him off, but the whole story tumbled out before I could stop it. I realized I’d wanted to tell someone ever since it
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