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The Fairytale Kingdom had never seen such a
snowy winter. A blanket of white covered the ground from the Silver
Mountains to the Lollipop Forest.

And on the edge of that very Lollipop Forest,
a thatch-roofed cottage stood half-buried in the snow. A woman
lived inside: recently divorced; young but wiser than her years
would indicate. Not wise in practical matters, but Wise in the ways
of Faerie.

Her husband had left her what she considered
a gift; a child stirred inside her. As she worked at her spindle,
she looked out the window—framed in black—and marveled at the
whiteness of the landscape. Distracted, she cut herself; and a few
drops of blood fell onto the wooden floor of the cottage.

One of her fairy attendants flew in through
the window to care for her; a young, inexperienced fairy named
Honeysuckle. He had two bright yellow wings and a face as luminous
as a paper lantern. “What can I do to repair your injury?” he
asked.

The woman looked at her surroundings. “Let my
daughter have a complexion white as the snow outside; cheeks as red
as the blood I lost; and hair as black as this window frame.”

Honeysuckle weaved his Faerpowers; but being
forgetful, “blessed” the child in the wrong way. “Let her have
bones as white as snow; eyes as red as blood; and a heart as black
as that window frame.”

And a month later, Skull White was born.

 


~

 


Seven difficult years passed.

“The Fairytale Kingdom has never been a place
for the different,” a physician said as he and Skull White’s mother
watched the skeleton-girl chewing a dog’s bone.

When the dog, Rufus, first entered the house
and met Skull White, he had yelped and ran out the door, never to
be seen again. But the toys remained. The girl was just as
Honeysuckle made her: bright red eyes, a body of brilliant white
bones, and a shriveled, still black heart inside her ribcage.

“I suggest you take her into the woods and
leave her,” the physician said. “There is a saying I am fond of:
‘You must look out for Number One.’ You must serve yourself, first
and foremost; that is what will make you happy.”

“You’re right,” said Skull White’s mother.
“I’m unhappy with her.” She grimaced. “May Honeysuckle perish in
flame for what he did to me!”

 


And so, the next day, Skull White’s mother
blindfolded her daughter and led her out in the middle of the
lollipop forest. She left her and, as she went away, consoled
herself with the fact that it was spring, now, and the snow had
long since melted; and as long as Skull White found food she would
survive.

 


~

 


Some few days later, Dario—king of the
Fairytale Kingdom—married Griselda, a princess of the Warlock
Kingdom beyond the Silver Mountains. Griselda wore an elaborate,
black-and-purple dress to her wedding. She was tall, somber-faced,
and white as death. As the first few days of her marriage passed,
the court began to mimic her; applying powder to their skin, the
Fairytale Queen’s inner circle tried to mimic her whiteness. And
soon it became a widespread fashion throughout the kingdom. Far
away, on the edge of the Lollipop Forest, Skull White’s mother also
applied powder according to this latest fad.

One of Queen Griselda’s wedding gifts was a
fairy-glass that could answer any questions she had. She set it in
her room and asked:

 


“Tell me, glass, tell me true!

Of all the ladies of the land,

Who is whitest, tell me, who?”

 


The glass took the shape of a face; and it
answered her:

 


“Thou, queen, art white, and blinding to
see,

But Skull White is starker far than
thee!”

 


Queen Griselda gasped and staggered back in
shock.

 


But once the shock subsided, she sent out
messages to the Grand Princes of all the Fairytale Cities. Then, in
her throne room of alabaster, she summoned all her huntsmen: the
men of the woods who spent their lives as expert trackers and
survivalists.

“Search for Skull White. She will be easy to
find, for the fairy-glass says she is whiter than me and there is
no one else that meets that profile! Bring me her heart and
tongue!”

She sent one tracker to the Sandy Desert; one
tracker to the Wicked Wood; and one tracker—a tall,
broad-shouldered man named Helm—to the Lollipop Forest.

 


I.

 


Skull White found the Lollipop Forest
beautiful during the day; the sun sparkled against the sugar, and
even though it was impossible to reach the great lollipops, it
seemed like a place of plenty. She had no idea why her mother had
left her here. Maybe it was a mistake. But on the outermost edges
of the Lollipop Forest, there were white-furred squirrels; and she
had managed to catch one. Now she gnawed at it, though it wasn’t as
good as her mother’s roast venison. There weren’t many things in
the world better than venison, especially raw.

She took the last bite of the squirrel and
threw the little scraps of flesh and bone that remained on the
ground. She needed to go back to her mother. A wild place like the
Lollipop Forest was no good for a seven-year-old girl. And surely
her mother wanted to see her… Surely!

As the sun grew lower in the sky, an acid
tear fell down her bony cheek. She just wanted to be at home.

“Skull White?” a voice said.

It was low and deep. Was it the
physician?

She turned around. A huge hulk of a man stood
there; he had a thick set of brown hair and was dressed all in
green, with a feathered cap. In a giant, hairy hand he held a bow;
in the other, an arrow.

“I am Skull White,” she answered.

The man’s eyes bulged and he dropped the
arrow. “What are you?”

“I am Skull White,” she repeated. “Have you
seen my mother?”

“No, I haven’t seen your mother!” he sneered.
“Good God! I was expecting a pale, beautiful princess. Boy, was I
wrong!”

“What do you mean?” She took a few steps
toward him.

With a shaking hand, he fit an arrow to the
string of his bow and pulled it back.

“I mean, my job is going to be easier… in
some ways, at least.”

And the bowstring twanged. Skull White’s eyes
flared up and ached in pain; the arrow, in midflight, burst into
flame and crumpled to ash before crumbling on her ribcage. “Why do
you want to hurt me?” Skull White said, and kept walking toward
him.

He dropped his bow and arrow, and bolted
through the lollipop-fields, screaming all the way.

Another acid tear fell down Skull White’s
cheek.

 


~

 


Like a veil pulled from the eyes, Skull White
realized that no one wanted her. Not her mother and not the
huntsman, and not anyone in the entire land. She thought of going
to the Sugarplum Kingdom; the border was just south of the Lollipop
Forest. But the Sugarplum Fairies didn’t let in visitors because
they didn’t want anyone eating from their jellygums or
sugarspice-trees, or shaving the candy floss from their sheep.

She wandered through the sugary dirt in the
shadow of the pointy Unicorn Pops and round, red-white Swirly Pops.
The Gum Pops, with their dark centers, reminded her of
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