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“It is not often that someone comes along who is a true friend and a good writer.”

      —E.B. White, Charlotte’s Web 














	
	
	


	




Introduction


Melissa Mead was a bright soul. Despite challenges, she faced the world with joy, and brought friendship to many who were blessed to make her acquaintance. Her writing brought enjoyment to many more. She wrote many short stories and was working on a novel at the time of her death too young in February 2022. Her stories were published across a variety of publications, so this collection brings some of them under one cover so that her writing is better remembered. 


Melissa—Missy to her friends—had Cerebral Palsy, which left her legs atrophied. She used a wheelchair for mobility. She lived independently in a house Loudonville, NY, near Albany, that was fitted with ramps for wheelchair accessibility. She was especially proud of her garden; I recall her showing off her vegetable plants when I visited. 


Missy loved her job working for New York State as a Disabilities Analyst. She was admired by her colleagues and the many people she helped. She also assisted several charities—a particular favorite of hers was Toys For Tots; she collected toys year round in order to have them ready for the holiday season. Royalties from this collection will go into a fund set up by her sisters to support good works by her favorite charities.


One small example of her positive approach to life was her weekly Grocery Gratitude. Each week she would go shopping, and as she used a wheelchair sometimes had to ask for help getting things from high shelves or other awkward locations. After, she would post on social media Grocery Gratitude thanking the people who had helped her. Sometimes when she knew it she thanked them by name, but often it was anonymous strangers who did a simple good deed—“Thank you to the man who helped me get bread from the top shelf, etc…”—but she made sure they received public recognition for their kindness. She believed in sharing and recognizing kindness to make the world a better place. 


My own relationship with Melissa  started when I ran a small webzine, Parageography, in the early 2000s. I was just getting started and so far had received a bunch of unusable slush. Her submission, ‘Sacrifice’ (included in this volume), thrilled me with its clear language, its sly twist, and the connection I felt with the main character driven by grief into a devastating deal—all packaged in brief tale. It made me feel confident that I would find good stories worth publishing, I just had to look for them. Hers was one of the first stories I bought for the ’zine, and I was one of her first paying publications. 


We remained friends after, mostly online but we did see each other occasionally. I bought two more of her stories for the webzine, ‘The Mighty Quill’ and its sequel ‘Second Judgment’. The later did not see publication before the ’zine shut down, so I am pleased to present them here together at last. Then, when I opened Guardbridge Books with the anthology Myriad Lands, I commissioned a story from her. The result was ‘God Daughter’, and when I read it I immediately knew it would conclude the anthology—ending with a pun like an after dinner mint following some rather dark stories. And I end with the same story here. “Always leave them laughing,” the classic advice goes, and Missy did just that. 


Melissa’s joy and empathy shines through her writing. That’s not to say they are all happy stories—some are filled with heartbreaking sadness, and even the ‘happily ever afters’ often come with a price. But she brings readers to the emotional core of the story and reveals the inner strengths of her protagonists. 


She was a member of the Carpe Libris writers’ group. She was a frequent contributor to Swords & Sorceress and Daily Science Fiction, as well as appearing in the magazines Intergalactic Medicine Show, Bull Spec, and a bunch of anthologies. 


While she explored several genres, her favorite was the fantastic. The clear tropes, especially of classic fairy tales, gave her a starting point where she could develop ideas by how she altered those tropes. She had themes which appear repeatedly in her work, and I’ve used these as the framework for organizing this collection. Of course, many stories could contain elements of multiple themes, and I’ve organized them to highlight some of each of the topics that she wrote frequently. 


Fairy Tales were her favorite form. She wrote a series of stories taking classic fairy tales and retelling, or twisting, or subverting them in various ways. They were a shorthand to communicate with an audience familiar with the traditional story so she could present them with new ideas. Her fairy tale characters are often aware of the tropes of the genre, and she uses this for comic and philosophical effect. 


Many of her stories feature Transformation of some form. Much like Ovid’s Metamorphoses, her characters transform: between human and animals, between gods and humans, and even between mechanical and living. Many of the fairy tales and stories in other categories also feature shape-shifting—it is a common feature of her writing—but these are some showcasing transformation is an essential component.


Humor is an important element in her work. Again, she wrote funny stories in all categories, but here are a few where the joke is prominent. (Even if she makes fun of Editors…) Some of her jokes are silly, others are dark. But her sense of humor was never far away.


Drabbles are a form of short fiction that is exactly 100 words long. They condense a story idea down to its essence, often with a surprise twist. Melissa enjoyed this format and wrote a bunch of these. She often used them to combat writer’s block—when she felt unable to work on a longer work she would write a drabble to keep productive. A sampling is collected here. 


Disability And Accessibility were obviously a major part of her life, and a theme she explored in her fiction. She wrote an essay on how to write about disability which I include here because her insights are important. She found it important to portray people living with disabilities not as objects of pity but  as fully realized characters, and to promote that accessibility for all makes for better societies. 


Many of her stories deal with Women’s Issues. Most of Melissa’s stories have female protagonists—though not always human. For instance, her fairy tales have princesses, who often rebel against their assigned roles. Here I collect a few stories that specifically feature women dealing with problems of abuse and grief, or grappling with jobs viewed as traditionally male, or with women’s friendships. 


Another theme Melissa wrote about was the Afterlife. She did not try to present a unified metaphysics—rather she sampled from Classical Mythology, Christian/Dantean Heaven and Hell, parapsychology, reincarnation, and invented mythologies of her own. She was fascinated with exploring the ideas of what lies beyond death with her stories. While editing this posthumous collection, I can’t help wondering what she found—I hope it is somewhere happy.


Finally she wrote about Family. It is appropriate to conclude the collection with this theme as family was a major part of her life. She was particularly close to her two sisters. It is only with their help that this collection has been possible. 


Missy left us too soon; I am saddened by the stories that will never be told. She was in the process of writing a novel, the first of a planned series which will never be finished, when she died. But she left us with remarkable stories that brought joy to many readers. I hope this collection will keep her memory alive and allow new readers to discover the wonder of her imagination. 

 

—David Stokes

Guardbridge Books, 2024.



	
	
	


	





Inside Things


Over her years of guarding her unseen Mistress, the she-beast had learned things:

Strangers with swords were dangerous. Strangers with books were even more so.

Books were inside things, Inside things belonged to the Mistress, not to her guard-beast.

The she-beast struggled for years to puzzle out the mystery of books. Intruders who carried them seldom blundered about the way the ones with swords did. It looked as though the paper told strangers the way through the maze, how to avoid the traps, and even about the she-beast herself.

The she-beast could read the clouds overhead and the tracks that smaller creatures left in the sandy earth, but paper and ink refused to speak to her. The she-beast thought about asking the Mistress to unlock the magic symbols for her, but the Mistress had stopped answering her silent questions long ago. The invisible perimeter confining the she-beast had contracted, taking away the slice of grassy meadow and scrap of shady woodland that used to be part of the she-beast’s territory. The grass and trees seemed farther away each day. The she-beast feared she had angered the Mistress somehow.

But she still longed to know how to make paper speak.

Every day the she-beast prowled around the edge of her territory, sniffing for intruders. Intruders left the smell of their wrongness on the dark stones and warm pale sand. Sometimes they got through the beginning of the maze and past the traps, into the she-beast’s territory. They wanted to kill the Mistress and steal her treasures, but the she-beast killed them first. Even the ones with books.


❧


From behind a pile of rocks, the she-beast watched the latest stranger. One of the ones with books, obviously. He’d bypassed the sunny meadow with flowers that absorbed nutrients from human flesh, and ignored the fragrant, toxic fruits that grew all around the edge of the forest. Although he must have been thirsty, he didn’t drink from the spring, with its icy waters that turned humans to stone. He did pause before the petrified shapes ringing it as though guessing what they used to be. He stopped at the edge of the perimeter, as though he could see it, or feel its burning cold touch, and called.

“She-beast! Are you there? See: I’m not on your land. Come out and talk to me.”

Her ears shot erect. An invader, calling to her? Perhaps he’d gone insane from resisting the illusions that surround him.

There were no illusions in the she-beast’s territory. Sand was sand, stone was stone, bones were bones. The she-beast didn’t believe that this stranger had journeyed from the lands of men and struggled through the maze just to talk to her, but this was something new. Something to make this day different from all the others. The she-beast decided to prolong her treat. When the stranger called again she slipped out from behind the rocks, her venomous tail lying flat across her back, her ruff smooth, her teeth hidden. The stranger didn’t see her at first, and when he did, he smiled. His body said No-Fear. Not-Hostile. 

The stranger’s body said something else, too. It was female, and young. The she-beast had never had to deal with a female intruder before. She listened for commands from the Mistress, but heard only silence.

 The newcomer extended her hands toward the she-beast, stopping just short of the invisible barrier. She was dusty and battered from long travel, but a smile lit her dark eyes.

“Hello! I know the rules: Once I cross over I won’t be able to get out alone. May I cross?”

The she-beast growled. The stranger took a step backward.

“No? All right; I suppose that was a bit abrupt of me. My name is Suha.”

The stranger waited. The she-beast had once seen two intruders meet at the edge of the maze, and she knew that Suha was waiting for her to speak her name. But names and speech were both inside things, and the she-beast had neither.

“Well, this is awkward. You see, Levasarion—he was my tutor, way back, and he’s practically immortal and knows everything but common sense, my nurse used to say—he said to seek out the Guardian. According to everything I’ve read, that’s you, but we don’t seem to be hitting it off.”

The she-beast watched while the intruder sat crosslegged on the sparse grass and took out a book—a dusty, crackling, ancient thing. The intruder handled it with the tenderness the Mistress had once shown, stroking her newly-animated guard-beast.

“Nope, nothing in here about your name. I didn’t think so. I’ve got most of the book up here.” Suha tapped her head with a finger. “It’s better not to have to open it too often, but I thought I’d check, just to be certain.”

The she-beast ignored the chatter, all her attention on the book, lying tantalizingly open on the grass.

“You want to see? Here.” 

She held up the book. The she-beast strained forward, bringing her muzzle as close to the barrier as she dared, and yelped in surprise. The meaningless tracks of words covered one page, but the other had a picture of the she-beast herself.

How wonderfully fierce she looked! Her teeth and claws shone bright, even on the yellowed page. Her ruff bristled, and her eyes glowed green as the venom dripping from her tail. The Mistress would be so pleased with this picture of her servant, so brave and loyal.

The girl, Suha, laughed. “Look at you! All proud of yourself, are you? You’re wiggling like a happy dog.”

The she-beast froze, and the girl turned solemn. “But you’re not a dog, and I won’t forget that. You’re a Guardian. I know. Don’t worry. I’m not here to hurt the Lady of Promises. I’m here to help her.”

Lady of Promises. The she-beast hadn’t heard that name since long ago, before the maze, when the Mistress had a face, and a voice heard with the ears, not in the head, and gentle hands. The she-beast studied the girl more closely. She remembered the Mistress as tall and golden. Suha was small and dark. Behind her quick smile lay the gravity of someone who has traveled for a long, long time in hard places and seen things that shatter less resilient hearts.

“They’re calling her the Lady of Broken Promises now, because of the storms,” said Suha. The girl’s cheerful face turned solemn. “There’s been flooding and sickness. People are saying it’s because the Lady has abandoned the land, but Levasarion said it’s a sign that the Lady herself is in danger.”

The she-beast’s hackles rose. The Mistress couldn’t be in danger, not with her Guardian always here to protect her.

“She’s not in danger from me.” Suha’s voice was gentle, reassuring, the way the she-beast remembered the Mistress’ being. “But maybe she’s in danger from something like an illness. Something you can’t see or fight. The book  says she’ll need a… well, ‘helper’ was the best translation we could come up with.”

Inside things again. The she-beast stood trembling. Her duty was to keep the Mistress safe by killing intruders who made it this far, and she had never failed in it. This intruder had no black-glass sword. She wore no copper ring to protect her neck from the she-beast’s teeth. The she-beast could kill her as soon as she crossed the barrier. But if she did, if the Mistress was truly in danger from some inside thing, the she-beast would have killed the only one who might have saved her.

And she was carrying a book with the image of the she-beast in it.

Suha packed up the book and studied the she-beast. She took a deep breath and stepped over the boundary. The she-beast stilled her teeth and claws, but her tail lashed out in instinctive defense. The tip just grazed Suha’s arm.

“Ow!” Suha looked down at the green-coated scratch, then at the penitent she-beast.

“You didn’t mean to do that, did you? If you wanted to kill me I’d be dead now instead of later. Maybe it’s not deep enough to kill me after all, then.”

The she-beast knew better. There were no illusions in her territory. She licked Suha’s wounded arm in apology. The poison burned her tongue. She didn’t care, as long as it kept Suha alive long enough to save the Mistress.


❧


Suha seemed unchanged at first. Eyes wide, she followed the she-beast along the unseen path among the stones and bones. Her eyes got even wider when she rounded an outcropping and noticed the she-beast’s secret treasure.

“A pile of books? What’s a pile of books doing here?”

The she-beast meant to growl, but only whimpered.

“Are they yours? Can you read?” Suha didn’t touch the pile the she-beast had so carefully collected, but she shook her head. “Nobody could read those. They’re all crumbling and moldy.”

The she-beast moaned. She’d killed the books. Books were inside things, and she just didn’t know how to guard them properly.

“Don’t look so sad, she… oh, this is ridiculous! I have to call you something more than “she-beast”. Haven’t you got a name?”

The she-beast shook her head.

“Let’s think of one. Something you can say. Something growly. Can you say “Ru?”

She tried. “Rooh.”

“Close enough! Where I come from, that means Scholar. Someone who learns from books. Do you like it?”

The she-beast squirmed. She’d tried to learn from the books, but now they were dead. She’d killed them. She didn’t deserve this name.

“If you don’t like it, that’s all right. I can keep calling you she-beast.”

A name. An inside thing, freely given, just for her. No one would ever offer her such a thing again. Not even the Mistress.

“Rooh!”

“All right then. Let’s go, Ru. No, wait.” A mischievous smile crossed Suha’s face. She picked up a stick and carved lines in the sand.

“Can you copy that?”

The she-beast had clever paws, but the toes were too broad to make thin lines. She brought her tail forward.  Suha only flinched a little. The venomous stinger traced shaky lines in the dirt. Two straight, one slanting across them. The she-beast looked at Suha, expectant. The girl broke into a grin that almost hid her pallor.

“Very good! That’s the symbol for Ru. You just wrote your name.”

The world spun. She, the Mistress’ she-beast, had written her name. She had spoken it. These inside things were hers now.


❧


Ru blinked. With her head still full of the sound of her newborn name, she didn’t remember walking the last few yards to the center of the maze: a pale, polished stone dome like an egg half-sunk into the earth, with the dark arch of a doorway facing them. Ru had never come this close to Inside before. She didn’t realize she was trembling until she felt Suha’s hand on her shoulder.

“It’s all right, Ru. You don’t have to come with me.”

Her voice was weary. The stung arm was swollen and mottled. The other hand, on Ru’s shoulder, felt warm and comforting. The Mistress once had gentle hands like that, long, long ago.

Of course Ru would go with her.


❧


The hallways glowed pale blue from something growing on the walls. Ru hoped that was the only reason Suha looked so sickly. The girl’s hand was getting heavier on her shoulder.

“The book says the Lady of Promises possesses knowledge greater than any library.” Suha’s breathing was heavy in the near-dark. “They say so many people came to her for help that her heart broke from pity, and she hid herself away at the ends of the earth.”

They took a few more heavy, dragging steps. “I hope her knowledge includes healing,” said Suha in a whisper.

The air got colder, pressing down like a weight. Ru didn’t realize she’d been walking with her eyes closed until Suha’s gasp made her open them.

They were Inside. They were at the very heart of Inside. The round, domed room glowed with warm light, illuminating books and bottles, scrolls and skeletons. Dust danced around their feet. Even in this light, Suha looked wan and shadowed.

“My Guardian,” said a voice as warm as the light. “You’ve brought me a Holder.”

The Mistress! Ru’s ears perked up, and she looked around the room. Suha was looking around too, but Ru couldn’t tell if she’d heard the voice or not.

“But it’s too late.” The voice laughed—a sad, brittle laugh. “Oh, I got what I wanted! I wanted them all to leave me in peace, and they did. So completely. I’m not certain I have the strength to make the transfer now.”

Ru knew outside things, like bones. She found the Mistress first. No kind smile now, no gentle hands, just bones and a voice.

Bones were bones. They should not have a voice. Ru whined. Suha came to her side, holding on to furniture and shelves for balance.

“Oh my.” Suha looked at things other than the bones—sparkling jewels and scraps of moldered cloth lay mixed in. “This was the Lady, wasn’t it? Your Lady of Promises. Oh Ru, I’m so sorry.”

“Ru?”  said the Mistress’ voice. She sounded puzzled and amused, not angry.

Ru longed to tell her everything—about her name, about writing, about Suha. “Rooh!” she said, wishing that she had more words. She wished that the Mistress was the way she was supposed to be. She wished that she hadn’t stung Suha, who was now sitting on the floor with her eyes closed.

“My she-beast,” said the voice of the Mistress.

Didn’t she understand? Names were inside things. The Mistress had to understand about them. Ru tried again, louder. “Rooh!”

“Yes, my good Guardian, I know. You brought the Holder to me. But she’s dying. I doubt you meant to harm her, but if she can’t hold onto her own spirit, how could she hold mine?”

Ru struggled to understand. “Spirit” must be the thing that made the bones speak to her with the Mistress’ voice. The thing that left intruders when Ru killed them. The thing that was leaving Suha now.

The Mistress sighed; a faint wisp of sound. “I suppose there’s only one alternative. Come here, my she-beast.”

Ru left off nosing Suha and crouched before the bones. The golden light wrapped around her like a memory of caressing hands. It flowed inside of Ru and showed her new things.

Words. Thousands of words, like leaves on trees. The Mistress would share all these words with her. Ru would know everything the Mistress had learned from books: how to study the stars, how to work miracles on the most secret parts of the body, how to make the wind and rain dance to her pattern. All she had to do was let this remnant of the Mistress inside her. It would have a body again. Ru’s body. Ru would sit inside and watch, and learn more inside things than she could ever imagine.

The light flowed through Ru, illuminated her, left her feeling transparent, empty, like a cup waiting to be filled. The Mistress was straining to fill her. All it would take was a touch. Ru’s body trembled. Her tail stabbed into a table, holding her like an anchor.

There were no illusions for Ru. Bones were bones. Bones were dead. Suha was alive, however little. Because of Suha, the she-beast had become Ru. Ru was not hollow inside.

One last time, Ru killed. She didn’t touch the bones that had held her Mistress. Instead, she yanked her tail free, turned away, and went to Suha.

“My she-beast!” the Mistress’ voice wailed, and faded away. The bones were just bones now. A last trace of the golden light lingered within Ru. Ru lay next to Suha, pressing against her, letting the golden light embrace her.

“Ru?” said Suha’s voice inside her. Ru felt a moment’s violent shock, and then a busy whirring as Suha took in her situation. Ru caught glimpses of the girl’s thoughts as they picked up scraps of ideas the Mistress had left behind.

Oh, but Suha was clever! Ru tingled with joy as she felt the last golden motes blend with Suha’s mind and everything that Suha had read from the book. Suha was thinking of a way to revive that cooling body on the floor. A way that might even work. One paw lifted, flexed like a human hand. Ru startled.

“Sorry, Ru. I suppose that was a bit abrupt of me,” said Suha’s voice inside her. “Levasarion was right. I do need the Guardian’s help. Will you work with me? Please?”

Please. The old Mistress had never said ‘Please’ to her she-beast. Suha had given Ru another gift. Together, they walked to a nearby table. Suha opened a book, and they began their work.












Fairy Tales









Charming


Only a few turns into the dance, Ella could tell how the prince had earned his nickname. Those sapphire eyes met hers with such warmth. His smile kindled as though he’d been waiting for her all evening. His touch, while perfectly respectful, felt like a caress. His steps matched hers as though they’d danced together at a thousand balls, even though Ella hadn’t danced since her father’s remarriage. And his voice, after her stepsisters’ scorn and taunts and Stepmother’s cold commands, felt like a warm blanket enfolding her.

He brought her sparkling drinks and dainty treats from the loaded tables. She did her best to savor them slowly rather than gobbling them down, marveling at their flavor and freshness after months of crusts and scraps. If her bliss over a simple hot croquette puzzled Charming, he didn’t show it.

She savored all these things, the attention and kindness as much as the food. The closer midnight came, the more she allowed her imagination to wander. Everyone knew that the Queen had thrown this ball in hopes of finding her son a wife. Why shouldn’t she be the one? After all, he’d picked her out of the swirl of silk-clad ladies. He’d danced three dances in a row with her, and Ella was fairly certain, seeing Her Majesty’s thoughtful frown as she surveyed the dancers, that this was neither usual nor polite.

Perhaps it didn’t all have to end at midnight. Perhaps, despite her godmother’s warning, there was something—a kiss, maybe, or some sort of Royal proclamation—that could keep her here in this bright, dreamlike castle forever, with that strong hand on hers, that intent gaze, those brilliant smiles for her alone. Perhaps…

Behind her, a servant dropped a tray, the crash making a cacophony out of the music. The Prince dropped Ella’s arm and stormed over to where a young girl cowered amid a wreckage of shattered china and splattered cream.

“Stupid girl! What are you even doing in this room? Clean up this mess and get back to the scullery where you belong.”

He slapped the girl, and both she and Ella cried out.

“Don’t, please! It was just an accident. There’s no need to hit her.”

Charming frowned.

“You’re too kind, my tender-hearted beauty.” He glared at the girl’s back as she scurried away, and gestured for the music to resume. “Once they know you’ll tolerate laxness, you’ll never get an honest day’s work out of them.”

Ella was still staring toward the door where the girl had vanished. She turned back to the Prince. He was scowling now, displeased with what he saw in her face. His grip on her hand as he whirled her back into the dance felt tight, impatient. Ella reminded herself that this was a prince, a man who could have her executed with a word, and only said “I’ve heard my stepmother say the same thing, Your Highness.”

“A wise woman, your stepmother. Is she here tonight?”

“I haven’t seen her, Your Highness,” said Ella. Truthfully, since she’d been careful to avoid her stepmother and stepsisters since arriving.

“And your father?” That dazzling smile was back, holding Ella in the center of a world where nothing existed but herself and the Prince. “I’d like to speak to him before the night’s out.”

Ella missed a dance step, and the Prince frowned again.

“My father? He… I’m afraid he passed away shortly after marrying my stepmother, Your Highness.

“My condolences,” he said, looking as though she’d presented him with a thorny problem. “To whom would I speak about asking for your hand?”

Now that the dream was possible, Ella found herself trembling. “My… my stepmother would be more than happy to speak with you, Your Highness.”

“Very well. Take me to her.”

Ella tried to imagine which would be worse: his reaction if she refused, or her stepmother’s, once she realized that Ella had gone to the ball against her wishes and captured the Prince’s attention. The clock struck.

“Midnight! Oh, your Highness, let me go, please. I have to get home.”

“Nonsense. I’ll speak to anyone who objects if you arrive home later than expected. Or perhaps it would be better for you to simply stay at the palace. One moment.”

He released her hand and went to talk to an official-looking man in livery.

She ran.

Halfway down the stairs she stumbled, losing one glass shoe. People were shouting behind her. She picked herself up and ran on, leaving the shoe behind.

The last chime faded. She stood by the side of the path, wearing the stained apron she’d had on when her fairy godmother showed up. One bare foot felt bruised from the pebbled path. The other foot still wore a glittering shoe. She took it off and turned it slowly, watching the moonlight swirl over the glass. Created just for her, her fairy godmother had said.

And she realized the real gift that her godmother had given her. Clarity. And a choice. She hid the shoe deep in an apron pocket, and joined the babbling throng outside the palace doors.

It was like another sort of dance, winging her way through the silken crowd, not too directly, as though she’d just happened to stumble through the doorway. And of course, Charming was at its head, shouting orders, pointing, sending servants in all directions, searching for her.

So she came to him, barefoot, ragged, with the other shoe hidden deep in her pocket, and curtsied, the same as she had in the ballroom.

“What are you doing, girl? Get out of here.”

“Beg pardon, Your Highness. Might they be giving away the bits of the feast down to the scullery?”

“Who let her inside the gates? Out! I’ll have no beggars on the palace grounds.”

She looked him straight in the eye and saw frustration bordering on fury. No recognition at all. The last of her sweet illusions shattered like glass.

“Out!” He didn’t strike her, just turned on his heel and strode away to direct the search for “That stunning beauty I intend to wed.”

A footman ran up, breathless, holding Ella’s dropped shoe. “Your Highness! We found this on the steps.”

He turned. “So find me the girl that goes with it! Try it on every female in the kingdom, if you have to!”

Ella didn’t wait to see if the footman would offer to try it on her. She scurried down the steps like the miserable wretch he supposed her to be, and rounded the side of the palace.

“Miss!”

Ella turned, her heart hammering in her chest. But the person beckoning to her wore an apron, not a uniform. Ella recognized her as the girl from the ballroom, holding the scullery door open. Ella lost no time in darting through, ignoring the damp cold of the stone floor on her bare feet.

“I thought it was you. Though how you changed your dress so fast, I’ll never know.”

“It’s… Well, it’s a long story.”

“And none of my business, I’m sure. But you’re the first who’s spoke up for me, and one good turn deserves another, they say.”

“The first?”

“Why do you think Her Majesty had to resort to this fancy ball to find a bride for her son, when most princes—and an only son, yet!—have young ladies lined up after them near from the moment they’re born? Anyone who’s spent time with him knows what he’s like. Her Majesty’s been sending ambassadors, holding parties, anything to get him properly wed. To invite every girl in the kingdom? Even commoners? She must really be scraping the barrel.”

“He really is that bad?”

“Oh, you just got a taste of it. Some of us girls try to warn off the strangers. But none of them ever spoke up for one of us before. I’m Coral, by the way.”

“Ella. Thank you. I never would have guessed. He seemed so, well, charming!”

“He does. Charms any girl he wants to, until the dross shows through. Which doesn’t take long. But it sounds like things are quieting down. You should be getting home.”

“Oh. Yes. Yes I should. Thank you again, Coral. Unless… Unless there’s a place open for more kitchen staff? I’m a fairly good cook.”

“Let me see your hands.”

Ella held them up.

“Calluses! On a girl who talks like a lady. You are a puzzle! If you really can cook, and if it were up to me, I’d hire you on the spot, but you can’t stay around here. Her Majesty will do everything in her power to track down this mystery girl. Otherwise she’ll lose face. And not everyone’s as blind as His Highness. There’ll be a reward, and plenty of folks willing to turn you in. But if you head east a few miles to Stonebridge, across the river, they might have a spot for you in the kitchen of The Flying Fox. Ask for Louisa.”


❧


Ella thanked her and headed out into the dark. A full moon made light dance on the nearby river. The shoe made a weight in her pocket. The hand the Prince had gripped started to throb.

He really would try that shoe on every girl in the kingdom, rather than “lose face.” And dozens, even hundreds would try to make it fit. Her stepsisters, for instance.

Ella considered leaving the shoe on the front steps. She chuckled for a moment, imagining her stepsisters fighting over the shoe like it was the last breakfast muffin.

But it wouldn’t fit, because her fairy godmother had said the shoes were “just for her.” And when a fairy made something for one person, no one else would do.

They might try to make it fit. They’d crammed their feet into “fashionable” shoes before. Ella shuddered to think what it might take to make a magical shoe stay on someone it wasn’t meant for.

And now that she knew what Charming was really like, she couldn’t knowingly send anyone into his arms. Not even them.

She flung the shoe into the river, and watched the moonlight on the rings it made as it sank. Then she turned east. With luck, she’d reach Stonebridge by morning.











Changelings


Part 1


The woodcutter and his wife didn’t recognize the changelings, at first. The creatures looked just like their own children, down to the freckles across Gretel's nose and the tiny scar on Hansel's forehead.

“Only… Hansel’s fingers were never so long and crooked,” said the mother. “His nails were never so sharp. And Gretel’s teeth never looked so pointed.”

The woodcutter studied the children, sleeping curled together on the bed. 

“They’ve been sick for a long time, Marta,” he said at last. “They’ve gotten thin—but now that the fever’s broken they’ll get their appetites back, and be their old lively selves in no time.”

❧

He was right about one thing. The creatures woke ravenous, greedy for anything that could be remotely called food. All the cakes and fruit that the neighbors had brought vanished within an hour. Within a day, they’d eaten all the bread, meat and milk in the house. The next day they’d found the cellar and devoured all the store of cheeses. By the end of the week the wretched things were still pale and scrawny, but they’d managed to scramble onto the roof and find the eggs in the dove’s nest under the eves. These they sucked dry, then crunched on the shells. Marta, frantic, called up to them from below.

“Don’t be afraid! I’ll get you down. Just sit still.”

❧

Hours later the woodcutter came home to find his wife sobbing hysterically and the wretched wraiths still scrabbling about on the roof, pausing to chew on bits of thatch and spit them out again.

“They’re just children, Conrad. I don’t know how they got up there… it's impossible!” She clung to her incredulous husband’s arm, while two fierce tiny faces grinned down from the roof.

“Unnatural, more like,” croaked a voice from behind them. They turned to see an old woman sitting on the rain barrel, watching the ravenous creatures with interest. Beneath her hood, dark eyes glittered in a shadowed face.

“My children are not unnatural!” 

“No doubt. But these aren’t your children.”

“They look like our children,” the woodcutter protested.

“They’re changelings,” the old woman pronounced. She creaked to a standing position, leaning on her cane, and hobbled to stare up at the roof. The children shied away from her, and hissed. When she poked at them, Hansel sank his teeth into the end of the stick.

“Changelings, all right.” The old woman nodded sagely. “Older ones, too. And two at once… that’s a first for me, and I’ve seen a lot of ’em.”

“You’ve seen this before?” Marta looked pleadingly at the stranger. “Can you tell us what’s happened to our children?”

“First of all, I told you, these aren’t your children. They’re Faerie wights, or maybe even logs, enchanted to look and act alive. Your own children will be in Faerie by now.”

“But why? What will happen to them?”

The old woman shrugged. “Some are pampered and cosseted, I hear. Others are made servants of. I suspect they’re well fed, at least. Others…” She shook her head. “Well, if you’re going to do anything, you’d best do it quickly. The Faerie hold on mortal children gets stronger by the minute. If you ever want to see yours again, you have to get rid of these monsters first.”

“What should we do?”

“I’m no Mother of Charity,” the old woman grumbled. “I know more about changelings than anyone living, and I don’t give away my secrets for free.” She began to stump off into the woods.

“But…” the woodcutter protested.

“What could we give you?” Marta interrupted.

The hooded figure paused.

“Sugar.” Wet smacking sounds came from the depths of the hood. “Sugar, honey, molasses… enough to fill a house, and some over. All the sweets you can find. If this turns out as difficult as I expect it will, we’ll need every grain.”

“But the childr… changelings… have eaten everything in the house!” Marta looked ready to cry.

The hag shrugged. “That’s your affair.” 

“We could call the wight-hunters,” Conrad remarked. “They’d have silver arrows, or whatever they use on unseelie monsters.”

The old woman froze, turned, and looked toward the roof, where the changelings growled and wrestled like a pair of puppies. 

“I never could resist a challenge,” she said. “Send your man to town, to get whatever sweets he can. Meanwhile, I’ll show you some of the simpler tricks.”

“Oh, thank you!”

“First off, try the basics.” The old woman turned to Conrad. “Take them both with you, on your way to town, and leave them in the woods. I doubt you could just lose them, but it can’t hurt to try.”

“We’d have to get them down first…” Conrad began, but at one look from the strange visitor, the changelings scrabbled to the ground and huddled at her feet.

“How did you do that? Are you sure you can’t just take them yourself?”

The old woman, busy weaving a rope of vines and what looked like strands of her own hair, didn’t reply. When she was finished, she went to each changeling and knotted a loop of cord around one skinny wrist. The creatures never moved. When she handed the rope to Conrad, however, the changelings circled him, sniffing and baring their teeth. Conrad edged backward.

“Afraid of the little tykes?” the old woman cackled. “They won’t harm anyone while the cord’s on them. Get along, now—your children can’t wait forever.”


Part 2


Conrad kissed his wife and left, with the leashed changelings pulling and tugging behind him. “Hansel” watched a white pigeon fly back to its ruined nest and smacked his lips. Marta shuddered. 

“Eggs,” said the old woman. “And beer.”

“What?”

“Eggs. And beer,” the crone repeated slowly, as though to a stupid child. “Borrow some from your neighbors. We’ll need both come morning, I’m sure.”

Sure enough, at first light the changelings came scrabbling at the cottage door. Each one still had a loop of vine around one scrawny wrist, and gnawing on it had stained their teeth green.

“Now what do we do?” Marta looked up from a mat by the hearth. The crone, lounging in the depths of Marta and Conrad’s featherbed, snorted and sat up.

“What? Oh… back already, are they? Do like I told you—break the eggs and boil beer in the shells. They’ll declare they’ve never seen such a thing in a hundred years, and vanish. Don’t waste those eggs! I like them fried, and mind you don’t break the yolks.”

Swallowing her protests, Marta cracked two eggs into an earthenware bowl. She poured beer into the shells, propped each shell in a framework of twigs, and lit the twigs. When the precariously balanced eggshells began to steam, she opened the door and hurried to stir the eggs from behind the safety of the table.

The changelings rushed toward the hearth, and then stopped, sniffing. Marta and the wisewoman froze. Each changeling seized a beer-filled eggshell…

… swallowed down the whole thing, belched, and came sniffing toward Marta. Marta flattened herself against the wall, holding the bowl above her head. The changelings clawed at her stockings.

“Well,” rasped the crone, “that didn’t work. You could try… You devils! Those are MY eggs!”

Hansel stopped trying to climb Marta’s leg, and kicked her in the shin instead. Marta dropped the bowl, splattering both changelings with egg. They lapped it up before a drop had time to hit the floor. Next, the creatures drained the rest of the beer bottles, staggered about for a few moments, and collapsed in a snoring heap.

❧

They were still snoring when Conrad came home—aching, exhausted, and laden with jugs of honey and bags of dried fruit and other sweets.

“Oh. They’re back.” He began piling sacks on the table. “Stuff’s a little old, but there’s plenty of it. Fair’s just ending, and when folks heard what was happening, they gave me their leavings.”

The old woman nibbled a dry cake. Her nose wrinkled. “It’ll have to do,” she said. 

Under her direction, the woodcutter and his wife found an abandoned charcoal-burner’s hut and set about transforming it. Slices of dried apple dangled from the roof. Day-old gingerbread men danced along the walls. Daubs of honey caught the last rays of sunlight, bathing the rickety structure in a sugary golden glow. Inside, they set up a plank table and piled it with slightly stale cakes, raisins, and crumbling barley sugar. Their benefactor sniffed each item, nibbled, tasted, and sighed.

“Now,” she said, “we wait outside.” 

❧

They waited for hours, joints stiffening, fingers chilled. Marta dozed on Conrad’s shoulder, and jerked awake when the old woman whispered, “There!”

The changelings came lurching along the path to the hut, sniffing like underfed hounds. They caught sight of the dangling fruit and rushed forward, ignoring the humans in the underbrush. They gnawed their way along the walls until they reached the door, and then rushed inside.

“Now!” Faster than Marta would have thought possible, the old woman bolted forward and slammed the door.

“Give me the torch!” In the flickering light, her gnarled face looked nothing short of demonic.

“What?” Conrad and Marta recoiled in horror.

“Burn the hut! Now, while the changelings are distracted.” When the pair still hesitated, she wrenched the torch from Conrad’s grip and flung it into the thatch. It kindled at once, filling the clearing with red light and the stink of burnt sugar.

“But they’re children!” Marta shrieked.

“Your own children will be waiting for you at home,” the old woman snapped. “The Fair Folk will abandon them there and come to rescue their young. Get out of here before they arrive!”

❧

The woodcutter and his wife stumbled blindly along the path toward home. Predawn light began to filter through the trees. Exhausted, Marta fell behind. A shriek tore through the forest.

“Gretel!” Marta called. “Conrad, our baby…” But Conrad was too far ahead. Marta turned and rushed back to the clearing.


Part 3


The hut was a pile of glowing embers. Three bulky shapes skulked away from it, lumbering toward the forest. As Marta watched, one reached out a scrawny arm and pinched its companion. Someone screamed, high and piercing. 

“Gretel?”  Marta ran forward. All three specters turned and flung themselves on her, alarmingly solid and heavy. Something bit her arm. Something else clawed her leg. Marta wrapped her arms around a wriggling, kicking body, and held on.

“Let go!” bellowed a deep voice.  “Curse you, Peg Powler—you said the humans would be gone!”

“If you two hadn’t been drunk…” The voice stopped short. Marta stared. The creature in her arms looked like Hansel—but he was swearing like a demon in a tub of holy water. And he was swearing at the “wisewoman.” Sacks lay at their feet, spilling cakes and candies. “Gretel” shrieked and wailed. Only the old woman’s grip on her arm kept her from bolting into the forest. The crone turned to Marta with a contorted attempt at a smile.

“Marta, my dear. If you could just let go of my boy, there? We were just on our way to your house when…”

“Your boy?” Marta gripped the male changeling until it yelped. “What about my children? Where are Hansel and Gretel?”

“Your children. Ah. Yes. We were just cleaning up this mess before bringing them back to you. Sugar attracts ants, you see, and…”

 “Where are my children?” Marta shook the changeling until its pointed teeth clicked together. It had Hansel’s cherubic face, but an ogre’s voice.

“Cave…” it grunted. “Not hurt… we swore off Human—ask Peg. Go fetch ’em, Fionn.”

The female changeling looked to the old woman for confirmation, then scrabbled off. Marta bound her captive’s wrist to hers with the silver chain Conrad had given her at their wedding. Changeling and old woman both groaned.

“You’ll go free when I have both my babies back safe, not before,” Marta snapped. “Now, what did the other one mean about ‘Swore off human’?”

“We’re Drowners.” A grin spread over Peg’ green-tinged face at Marta’s involuntary start. “Or were. Got tired of living in swamps, waiting for careless travelers.”

“Thought we’d join the Seelie,” the changeling growled. “Arrogant sons of…”

“They wanted nothing to do with us,” Peg Powler interrupted. “But they laid a geas on us all the same. We can’t eat human flesh now. Makes us sick.”

“But nothing else is that sweet,” the changeling groaned. “Except the fine sugar you humans make. That’s all we wanted. Peg would’ve brought your younglings back, once we were safe away.”

“See?” The old woman pointed. “There they are, safe and sound.”

Marta looked. The female changeling crept through the woods, holding a toddler by each hand. 

“Gretel! Hansel! Are you hurt?” Marta dropped the chain and scooped the children in her arms. The male changeling bolted for the woods, but the female—Fionn—lingered, watching the scene with a look that, on a less sinister little face, Marta would have called wistful.

“They ain’t hurt,” she rasped. “Near fell in the river, but I put the
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