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CHAPTER 1
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Red wondered if the moon was on fire as she caught a glimpse of it in the midnight horizon. It loomed like a blazing crimson titan, high above the towering treetops of the majestic forest. As impossible as it seemed, she believed that lunar spirits were calling out to her. She could hear their distant voices beckoning her further down the dark dirt path she’d been riding on since earlier that afternoon. 

“Show me the way!” Red shouted at the moon. 

With every mile she traveled further from the city, and the deeper into the woods she ventured, a feeling of hope in her heart grew ever stronger. She felt as if she was waking from a mundane dream she’d been trapped in her entire life. There was no rational reason to believe the direction she was traveling would lead to her grandmother’s house. 

In her heart, she knew it would. 

The giant trees and overgrown brush caused the path to become dangerously narrow. The ground was paved with jagged rocks, unexpected dips, and slippery puddles. Red had to fight tooth and nail to keep the wheels of her little motorcycle upright. She knew that slowing down would be the smart thing to do. One false move could be disastrous, and there was little chance of rescue so far away from the safety of civilization. Ignoring these sensible notions, she squeezed harder on the throttle.

“Playing it safe won’t get me to where I’m going tonight,” she said.

The roar of the motor penetrated deep into her chest, making her feel like a fearless predator on the hunt. Hope for a new life filled with love and adventure was her prey. A great warrior was awakening from deep within her and taking control. The darkness was no longer obstructing the path from her sight. It wasn’t that she could see the giant trees surrounding her like a canyon—she could feel them. 

Her thoughts drifted away as the aroma of wild roses aroused her senses. The wonderful scent spawned a surge of emotions that warmed her heart and soul. Distant memories of a time long forgotten came rushing back in a flash. In her mind’s eye she saw a collage of amazing places that felt somehow familiar. 

There was a cottage hidden deep within the woods... 

A temple that housed supernatural forces of unimaginable power... 

An ivory palace that sat atop a hill... 

And a metropolis with wonders far beyond her wildest dreams... 

For the first time in her fifteen years, Red was free of the cares and concerns of growing up as an orphan in the big city. Then, in the blink of an eye, the moment of bliss escaped her. A furious roar thundered out from behind. It sounded like the engine of another motorcycle, one far more powerful than Red’s. The deep rumbling gave her such a fright that she nearly lost control and crashed into the trunk of a towering oak. Taking a quick glance back, she saw the blinding glare of a single headlight approaching. 

Seconds later, a mysterious rider sped up beside her. He cranked his throttle hard, making his engine roar out like an untamed beast. The rumbling vibrations made Red shudder with both fear and excitement. From what she could make out under the dim moonlight, he wore a black leather jacket, gloves cut off at the fingers, ripped jeans, and knee-high riding boots. Something about him felt oddly familiar to Red, as if she had once met him in a distant dream. 

“Do I know you?” Red asked. 

She tried to get a look at the rider’s face, but the tinted visor of his black helmet masked it. The only feature she could make out was his long, brown hair rippling over his shoulders. Her curiosity turned to angst when she noticed him glancing down at her hip. Her short green skirt flapped around in the wind. She didn’t need to see his face to know that he was checking her out. 

“Peep show’s over!” Red shouted. 

Squeezing down on her throttle, Red accelerated ahead of the mysterious rider. For the next few minutes, she tried with relentless intent to ditch him. 

She cut under low hanging branches...

Shot across slippery puddles...

Sped flat out down a steep hill...

And even made a daring jump over a pile of fallen logs...

It made no difference how hard she tried, the rider stayed right behind her.

Further complicating the situation, Red could smell a hint of danger in the air. She had no doubt that the startling scent was coming from the mysterious rider. It made her blood boil in a way that she’d never known. I just have to know who he is, she thought. 

Red decided that if she couldn’t ditch the rider, then she would do whatever it took to unmask him, even if it meant having to play dirty. She slowed down enough so he could cut alongside her. Once again she could tell that he was checking her out from behind his dark visor. 

“Would you show me your grungy mug already?” Red said. She reached into a wicker basket tied to the back of her motorcycle. When her hand emerged, it held a few wild berries that she had picked earlier that day. 

The rider glanced down at her hand, then back up to her face. Unsure of her intent, he gave a shrug. 

Red flung the berries at the rider, causing them to splatter all over the front of his helmet. He grunted and flipped his visor up so he could again see. Red glanced his way, excited to get a look at his face. Before she got the chance, he accelerated ahead. Adding to the insult, he cut into a puddle and squeezed his throttle, spraying a shower of mud right into Red’s face. 

“Watch it, you stinkin’ jerk!” Red shouted. 

The rider waved an arm high to let her know he had done it on purpose. Red clenched her teeth and squeezed her throttle to the max, pushing herself beyond all rational limits to keep pace with him. Deep down inside she knew that doing so came with a big risk, but her pride simply refused to let him win the night. 

I’m going to catch him, and nothing can stop me, she thought as she pushed the accelerator as far as it would go and the bike’s vibrations spread throughout her body. 

No sooner had she thought it than Red caught sight of a massive tree a few hundred yards ahead in the road. The trunk was twenty feet around and surrounded by jagged black boulders and thorny brown bushes. The giant branches swayed in a methodical rhythm, like arms dancing in the night breeze. 

The fiery explosion Red expected to see when the rider reached the tree never came. Instead, there was a glaring flash of white light. It took every bit of will Red had to keep her eyes open. When the light finally faded away, the mysterious rider had vanished from sight. 

The instant Red’s hand reached for the brake, a distant voice spoke out in her mind. It was the spirits that inhabited the tree, telling her that they stood as guardians to a world hidden on the other side. If she stopped now, there would never be another chance to find her family, nor would she discover the truth of who she was. It was a fate, Red thought, worse than the ultimate risk of facing the tree head-on. 

With only seconds before it would be too late to stop in time, a fear greater than any she had ever known before overcame Red’s heart. She knew speeding head-on into a tree was pure madness, but stopping sounded worse than the dreadful disappointment of waking from a dream at the best part. 

I can’t go back now, Red thought. 

Red’s life had been exactly the same for as long as she could remember. She was an orphan without a last name or any family to speak of. All she knew of her past was that her father had abandoned her on the steps of a church when she was five years old. 

For ten years, she had lived in every orphanage in the city. Most stays were short-lived and rarely pleasant. The endless moving from place to place left her feeling quite unwanted. She quickly learned to avoid getting close to people, as it always led to disappointment and heartbreak. 

This all changed when a letter arrived by messenger late on a mid-summer’s night. It was from a woman called Grenda Riding, who claimed to be Red’s grandmother. She insisted it was time for Red to return to her hometown of Wayward on a matter of great urgency. The directions given stated that Red would find the way if she had the courage to trust her heart. 

After days of agonizing over the letter, Red came to believe it was merely a cruel prank. She couldn’t find any public record of a woman called Riding, nor did Wayward appear on the maps in the city library. Red did her best to forget about the whole thing, but this proved to be impossible as her mind became clouded from dreadful dreams. 

It wasn’t long before Red couldn’t sleep a wink. Whenever she closed her eyes, she saw a burning red moon in the sky and vicious wolves chasing her into the forest. It always ended with a faceless young man who stood engulfed in flames, demanding that she set him free or he would haunt her till the end of her days. 

The headmistress of the orphanage would never allow Red to return if she went off in search of her family. Fully aware of the risk of ending up homeless, Red snuck out the back window during the night. With no direction in mind, she hopped on her trusty little motorcycle and sped off into the darkness, taking along only a small basket of food and a bag of coins she had been saving to buy a new dress. 

For a full day, Red sped around the countryside beyond the borders of the city. She traveled for miles through the scenic hills overlooking the suburbs. By late afternoon, she even risked venturing along the isolated back roads used by merchant drivers and shady travelers who opted to avoid the main highways. 

As the warm day faded into a chilling night, Red feared the chances of finding Wayward had escaped her. Just when she was ready to give up the search and return to her life of loneliness, she came upon a desolate wooded path. On it was a sign that appeared to point toward Wayward Woods, though it was far too faded to say for sure one way or the other. 

Red was certain that if she dared venture down the road very far, there would not be enough fuel in her tank for a return trip. It took little debate for her to decide that the potential reward outweighed the risk. With renewed hope in her heart, she buried her fears and headed off into the unknown realm of the forest. 

No more than an hour later, she was speeding toward the great tree that blocked the path. 

The instant before she would have crashed to her demise, the spirits of the forest spoke in her mind. 

Only one brave enough to risk everything will gain anything on the path ahead. 

A startling chill overtook her body as the spirits peered deep into her heart and soul. They exposed her every last hope and dream ... deepest desire ... closely guarded secrets ... and even a few dark deeds. They were judging Red. If they didn’t deem her worthy to pass, this would be the last thing she would ever do. 

I’m not afraid, she answered them. 

Blaring white light blasted into Red’s eyes as a mystical portal opened in the great tree’s massive trunk. She had survived the perilous trial of the forest. The spirits would now reward her bravery. As her motorcycle sped into the light, Red looked down and saw the tree’s roots, stemming deeper into the ground than anybody could ever dig. All around her were glowing gold rings that revealed the tree was as old as the Earth itself. 

“Welcome home, Red Riding!” 

In a flash, her passage through the portal was over. The moon now loomed directly overhead like a great lunar spirit watching over the forest. It sat on a backdrop of a million twinkling stars. A glowing blue comet soared across the horizon, so close that Red felt as if she could reach out and snatch it from the sky. 

The sight was so majestic that she needed to stop to get a better look. Her wheels skidded on the wet, moss-covered ground until she came to a halt in the middle of a small meadow. It was hard to make out all the details of her surroundings under the pale moonlight, but clearly nothing about this world was like the concrete city she had left behind. It felt as if enchanted with the sort of magic she knew so well from her favorite storybooks.

The crisp air smelled of wild flowers, savory berries, and countless other wonders Red looked forward to discovering. For a moment, she sat with her eyes closed, taking in all the sounds of the night. Countless creatures were stirring all around her, chirping, croaking, grunting, and growling. There was no doubt Red was far, far away from the grasp of those that would try to pull her back to the world she had so eagerly fled. She just knew that her grandmother’s house had to be nearby. 

As long as I trust my heart, somehow I’ll find the way. 

Just then, in the near distance, a howling erupted. In any other place, it would have been safe to assume it was the ravings of a wild animal. Red would have even believed that now if not for a distinctive scent lingering in the night breeze. She had smelled it while racing through the woods alongside the mysterious rider. It didn’t make a bit of sense to her why he would be howling like a wolf, but on that night in the enchanted woods, Red knew anything was possible. 
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Once again, the howling of the mysterious rider echoed through the trees. This time it was much closer than before. Red’s heart fluttered in nervous anticipation as she listened to his melodic song. On the surface it sounded sad and lonely, but she could also sense undertones of anger that could not be ignored. If she stayed around any longer he would find her, an idea she found both startling and exciting. 

Red rubbed an affectionate hand down the side of her little motorcycle. The vibrations of the still rumbling warm engine gave her a feeling of comfort. “If there’s danger to face tonight, I’m glad I have you to carry me away to safety.” 

The forest went deathly silent. The creatures that had been merrily enjoying the night fled the meadow. Red knew that she ought to do the same. If not for having already decided that it was a night for risks, she certainly would have. 

The deep roar of an approaching motorcycle erupted, the thundering of its powerful engine making even the trees shudder. Before Red could ponder fleeing again, the mysterious rider was upon her. Her heart skipped a beat as he rolled to a stop at the far end of the meadow. He sat for a tense moment, staring at her through his dark visor. Red took a nervous gulp as she tried to find the courage to speak. 

“Hey there.” Red said with a crack in her voice. 

The rider cranked his throttle. It was more than loud enough to drown out her voice. Red was sure he had done it with the intent of silencing her. This might have intimidated her under normal circumstances, but on that night, it consumed her with an unexpected rush of irritation. 

“No need to get all rude about it,” Red said.

The rider again cranked the throttle, making his engine roar out. “Fine, if you don’t want to talk to 
me, then get lost.”
The rider slowly shook his head as if he found her words amusing.

Red gritted her teeth. He’d only been there for a few minutes and was already getting on her nerves. “Are you just going to sit there giving me the creepy stare-down, or say something?” 

He yet again let his engine roar. Red gave him a hard glare and squeezed her throttle, making her motorcycle’s little engine roar as well. He didn’t hesitate to meet her challenge by letting his engine roar right back. 

That was all Red could take. The rider had ignited a fire in her heart that she had never before known. “If that’s how you want it, why don’t you show me what you got, Wolf Boy?” she shouted. 

Without hesitation, the rider hit the throttle hard and began speeding straight at Red. She wasn’t about to let him intimidate her now, so she squeezed her throttle and sped right toward him. As the distance rapidly closed between them, Red realized she’d made a huge mistake. The rider wasn’t going to be the first to flinch. 

As much as she hated to admit it, there was a big difference between courage and stupidity. A mere second before impact, Red made a hard turn. She let out a yelp as her tires lost traction on the wet grass. Her motorcycle fell on its side and slid a dozen yards before coming to a stop. 

“That stupid crazy jerk is so going to get it,” she said. 

In a whirlwind of anger, Red stumbled to her feet. The sight of her favorite dress caked in mud was enough to make her growl. She’d saved up for six months to buy the outfit, and now it was ruined. She wanted to give the rider what she considered a well-deserved kick in the butt, but figured a guy unhinged enough to pull such a crazy stunt wasn’t somebody to scuffle with. 

Red watched with a mix of nervousness and irritation as the rider rolled to a stop nearby. He turned off his engine and shoved down the kickstand with his boot. She tried to get a look at his face as he pulled off his helmet and used his black shirt to wipe the mess of berries away from his visor, but he had an innate ability to keep his identity concealed in the shadows. 

“Would you just drop the mysterious man routine already?” Red shouted. 

The rider slammed down his helmet on the seat of his motor-cycle. He stood looking at the ground for a tense moment, likely trying to calm himself. As he strutted over toward Red, he cracked his neck from one side to the other. Red stood up straight and did her best to look fearless. When his face finally came into the light, she was surprised to find he was just about the same age as her. 

“Oh my!” 

Red felt a bit lightheaded as she fought the urge to swoon. The rider’s long brown hair waved in the wind over his handsome face. A scar ran from below his left eye, all the way down the length of his cheek, giving him a rough and tough edge. His eyes appeared to be copper-colored, though it was hard to tell for sure in the pale moonlight. 

“You okay there, Little Red?” The rider had a deep, scratchy tone. 

Red gave him a suspicious glare. “How do you know my name?” 

The rider cracked a grin and pointed to her long red hair. “I didn’t, until you just told me.” 

Red grabbed a lock of her hair. “Oh, you called me ‘red’ because ...” She stopped herself short, both annoyed and embarrassed. 

He took a step closer. “So tell me, Little Red, where are you headed so late in the night?” 

“Not your business, Wolf Boy.” 

The rider gave Red an odd look. “Why do you keep calling me that?” 

“I don’t know.” The way the rider glared at Red made her feel oddly uneasy. “Maybe because of the way you were howling earlier, Wolf Boy.” 

“Did it frighten you, Little Red?” 

“Bored now.”

“Are you?”

“Fully. So why don’t you get back on your big, bad bike and get lost already.”

Red turned her back on the rider and walked over to her fallen motorcycle. As she strained to pull it up onto its wheels, she could feel him watching her every move. It took all her willpower to resist the urge to look at him. There was no denying that she was smitten by him and she didn’t like it one bit. 

“So you got anything yummy in your goody basket, Little Red?” the rider asked. 

Red grumbled in irritation. “What are you going on about, Wolf Boy?” 

The rider reached down and tried to open the basket tied to the back of Red’s motorcycle, but she smacked his hand away. 

“Never without my permission, Wolf Boy.” 

“Whatever you say, Little Red.” The rider gave Red a smug grin as he backed away. 

“Look, buddy, if you’re going to hang around acting all creepy stalker-like, the least you could do is help me get my poor little man out of the dirt,” Red said. 

“You don’t need my help. You should be plenty strong enough to pick up that tiny trike.” 

“Don’t push me, Wolf Boy.” Red pulled and pulled on her motorcycle with all her might, but she just couldn’t lift it more than a foot or two off the ground. 

“Pathetic. I know you can do better than that, Little Red.” 

“Stop saying my name like that.” Red stomped over and stood inches from the rider’s face. “You hear me, Wolf Boy?” 

“You’re cute when you’re angry, Little Red. But you need to calm down.” 

“Calm Down!” Red’s fist flew wild, pummeling him in the arm. The rider groaned. “Ouch. That hurt a lot.”

“You had it coming, Wolf Boy.”

The rider’s face tightened and twitched. He was clearly fighting the urge to lash out. This was enough to make Red shudder in fear. She figured that if he had any dangerous intentions in mind, this would be enough to set him off. 

“Listen, I’m sorry,” Red said. “I’ve never in all my life done a thing like that.” 

The rider rubbed his sore arm. “For a first hit, it sure had a lot of wham behind it.” 

“I don’t know how that could be. I’m totally weak.” 

“I’m thinking you’re a lot stronger than you realize, Little Red. That hit is going to leave a serious mark.” 

“If I’m so strong, why can’t I even pick up my own bike out of the mud?” 

“Because you’re trying instead of doing, Little Red.”

“Now where have I heard that one before, Wolf Boy?”

“Stop calling me that.” The rider stomped over and grabbed the handlebars of Red’s motorcycle. With one hand and an effortless heave, he pulled it up onto its wheels. 

“Why Wolf Boy! What big muscles you have.” Red was so embarrassed by the girly tone of her reaction that she smacked herself in the head. 

The rider flexed his muscles. “Think nothing of it.” 

“Already forgotten.” Red hopped onto her motorcycle. “Now, if you’re done with this creepy little game, it’s time for me to go anywhere away from here.” 

“Leaving so soon? Don’t you want to stay around and pick flowers or something, Little Red?” 

“Whatever that means.” Red stomped her boot down on her motorcycle’s kickstarter, but the engine didn’t start. 

“You’re wasting your time. That bike ain’t going anywhere unless you plan on pushing.” 

Red clenched her teeth. “Look, I get it. You think you’re all that and know everything there is to know. This time you’re totally wrong. My boy will start for me.” She again kicked the starter, with the same frustrating result. 

“Your bike is a boy?” 

“A little one, but it’s definitely a male. Not like your little missus over there.” Red again kicked the starter. Still nothing. 

The rider looked at his motorcycle with a curious eye. “You’re saying that great big machine is a girl?” 

“Does the idea of that threaten your manliness, Wolf Boy?” 

“No. It just explains why she gets all temperamental once a month.” 

“Oh, you are a laugh-riot.” Red kicked the starter, this time unleashing all of her angst. The motor just would not start. 

“You can kick that thing all night. It’s just not going to happen.” 

“What makes you so sure, Wolf Boy?” 

“Your fuel line is busted.” With a smug grin, the rider strutted away to his motorcycle. 

Red glanced down to the underside of the gas tank. The fuel line was indeed snapped in half. “This is all your fault, you know?” 

“Whatever you say, Little Red.” The rider mounted his motorcycle and kicked the starter. The engine fired up with a roar. “There’s a repair shop in town, but it won’t be open till morning, and it’s a long walk.”

Red looked around at the dark forest, debating if it would be worse to deal with being stuck alone in the middle of nowhere all night, or to ask for help from the stranger she believed was responsible for her predicament. 

“So do you want a ride or not, Little Red?” 

Red had to fight the urge to tell him where she thought he should go. “You’re not going to try to make a move on me, are you?” 

“I make no promises.” 

Red had never felt so conflicted. Going with the rider could be dangerous, but staying in the forest alone felt just as risky. “Fine. I just need to do something real quick.” 

“Make it quick.” The rider revved his motor. “I ain’t got all night.” 

“Just chill out for a second.” As much as Red wanted to argue with him some more, she felt it best not to push the fates any further. She knelt down by her motorcycle and rubbed an affectionate hand over the seat. “I’ll be back for you just as soon as I can, my little man.” 

The rider revved his motor. This time it had a clear tone of impatience behind it. 

“Okay, okay, I’m coming.” Red took a deep breath to dismiss her fears as she walked over to join the rider. 

“Put this on so I don’t have to look at you.” The rider shoved his helmet onto her head. 

“What about you, Wolf Boy?”

“What about me, Little Red?”

As Red climbed onto the back of the rider’s motorcycle, she did her best to hide her attraction to him. The seat was small, forcing her to press her chest up against his back. She was startled to find his body temperature was far hotter than hers—or anyone she had ever touched. 

“So where we going, Little Red?”

“I was on my way to a place called Wayward. Ever heard of it?” The rider grinned. “Heard of it. You’re right in the middle of it.” Red’s face lit up with a smile. “Finally, some good news for a change. I’m looking for somebody called Grenda Riding. I have no idea where she lives.” 

“Then it’s a good thing I do,” said the Rider. 

Red took a nervous gulp. “If it’s not too far, would you please take me there?” 

“I can do that. First you gotta answer me one thing.” The rider looked back to Red with narrowed eyes. “Who is she to you?” 

“From what I understand, she’s my grandmother.” 

“Is that so? And for what reason are you going to see the old girl?” 

“How about we file that one under none of your business,Wolf Boy.” 

“How about I just leave you out here and whatever happens will also be none of my business.” 

Red bit down on her lip to hold back another snarky remark. “If you must know, I got a letter from her asking me to come live with her.” 

The rider let out a belting laugh. “I should have known.” 

“Is there something odd about that?” Red couldn’t tell if he found this humorous or upsetting. 

“Nothing odd about it at all.” The rider revved the engine hard. “But you better hang on tight, Little Red. It’s going to get bumpy from here.” 
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As the mysterious rider raced at top speed through the dark woods, Red tried to keep track of the direction they were traveling. They passed a field of wild berries ... a hillside covered from top to bottom in sunflowers ... and a small river with a rickety old bridge. Even with these landmarks committed to memory, she knew the chances of finding the way back to her motorcycle on her own were not good. 

“I have a feeling my little man is totally doomed,” Red mumbled. 

“What are you complaining about?” the rider asked.

Red hadn’t noticed how tight her arms were wrapped around the rider until she felt the muscles in his chest tense up. “Is there something wrong with you, Wolf Boy?” 

“Want me to make a list, Little Red?” 

The rider shut off his headlight and cut the motor. They coasted for about fifty yards before he hit the brakes and skidded to a stop. Red could again hear the creatures of the night stirring all around. The dark woods were alive with a symphony of peculiar sounds that felt like music. 

“End of the line.” The rider spoke not much louder than a whisper. “Your granny’s house is about a mile ahead.” 

Red could see his eyes surveying the area. It was certain that he was nervous about being there. She considered asking him why, but wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“I guess I should thank you.” Feeling a bit nervous, Red stepped off the motorcycle. She returned the helmet to the rider. “Don’t make a thing of it. And don’t make a habit of it either,” the rider said.

“Will I ever see you again? Or should I just kiss my little man goodbye?” Red tried to keep her tone civil, but it came out more like an accusation. 

“Little man?”

Red rolled her eyes in irritation. “You know, my motorcycle.” The rider gave Red a sarcastic grin. “I guess you’ll just have to wait and wonder.”

“I’ll be sure not to hold my breath,” Red muttered.

They locked eyes for a tense moment. Red would never admit to it, but she wanted him to say something snarky or annoying that would get her blood boiling again. 

The rider finally looked away. “As long as you stay on the path you’ll be safe. Don’t think about straying even a little bit.” 

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Red gazed down the dark path. The way the shadowed trees swayed in the wind made it look dreadfully creepy. 

“Hope you mean that, because you wouldn’t be around for me to tell you again.” 

Red wrapped her arms around herself as a nervous chill ran down her spine. “I didn’t get your name.” 

“You already know it, Red Riding.” The rider fired up his motor and revved the engine hard. He squeezed the throttle and sped away. 

“See you around, Wolf Boy.” Red bit down on her lip as she watched him fade away into the darkness. Part of her was glad to see him go, and part of her wanted him to stay. It wasn’t until he was gone from sight that she realized what he had called her. “Wait. Why did you just call me Red Riding?”

The name Riding echoed out in Red’s mind. Whoever had abandoned her at the church as a child didn’t mention her last name. They had pinned a note to her dress that only said Please take good care of my Little Red. Making it even more confusing, the rider said that she already knew his name. It sent her mind spinning into a wild frenzy of hopeless speculation. 

Doing her best to dismiss these confusing thoughts, Red turned her attention to the dark path she hoped would lead to her grandmother’s house. It took all the courage she had to stand up straight and begin walking. 

The strange cackling and gurgling of creatures scurrying about in the near distance were enough to keep her on the straight and narrow. She even opted to wade through an ankle deep mud puddle rather than stepping around it, because the edges extended beyond the safety of the path. 

After a couple of minutes of walking, Red spotted a light glowing through the window of a small cottage. She took a careless step off the path to see around a tree that blocked her view. An ear-piercing shriek screeched out in the nearby bushes. 

To contain a startled yelp, she pressed a hand over her mouth, standing as still as possible. Another piercing shriek wailed out, followed by a vicious roar, and then the sound of flesh being chomped and shredded. It was so terrible that it made Red shudder with fear. 

In a whirlwind of panic, Red dashed as fast as her feet would carry her. The path was so dark that she could only hope not to slip or step into a hole and end up with a twisted ankle—or something far worse. 

After a lingering moment of terror she feared would never end, she reached a forest clearing outside the little cottage. A quick glance back at the path behind her revealed there wasn’t a sign of anything sinister chasing after her. 

As Red caught her breath, she took in the sight of the stone cottage residing in the clearing. It was hard to make out all the details in the night, but something about it seemed almost unreal, as if it could only exist in a fantastic dream. Judging by the cracked and crumbling walls, it had been there for hundreds of years. Still, something about it was also safe and inviting, as if she had finally arrived home from a long journey. 

It took a bit of coaxing to get her feet moving again. With each step closer to the porch, Red was astonished to find that the air felt warmer and warmer. The cold breeze that had been blowing on her faded away. 

Standing at a safe distance from the door, Red peered through the front window, hoping to catch a glimpse of somebody inside. From what she could tell, the furnishings were about what one would expect to find in the home of an old lady. 

It took one more deep breath for Red to find the courage to step up onto the porch. For a tense moment she stood with a fist raised, trying to persuade herself to knock on the door. It suddenly occurred to her that it could be quite dangerous to call on a stranger in middle of the night. In a place that was so far from any sign of civilization, something bad could happen to her and nobody would ever know about it. 

“Sure hope I don’t end up in some creepy old witch’s oven,” she muttered. 

Red knew that her fears, however sensible, were trying to hold her back. The idea of turning away now was just ridiculous, so without further hesitation she knocked two times on the wooden door. She waited no more than a brief instant without response before knocking again. A moment after that, she knocked again, and still again. The lack of a response was just maddening, although in truth only a brief instant had passed. 

As the seconds dragged on, Red paced around, considering her options. She pondered trying the doorknob to see if it was unlocked. That was just a little more risk than she was willing to take, at least at this point. 

Glancing down, she noticed a rather large doormat with the word WELCOME embroidered on it. Something about the gothic style lettering was familiar. She wasn’t sure if she had seen it in a dream or a distant memory, but the thought felt all too real to deny. 

Could it possibly be? 

It only took a single calming breath to find the courage to raise a fist and knock three times. After a second of pause, she knocked twice, and finally three times more. There was the sound of a lock clicking, and then the door creaked open by way of unseen forces. 

Topping the oddity of the situation, Red was bewildered to see the doormat now read ENTER. It was nearly more than her nerves could endure. Part of her wanted to dash away in haste, but she had come too far. There was just no way she wouldn’t see this through. 

“Hello?” 

Red took a cautious step over the threshold into the dimly lit house. She stood breathless, waiting to hear a response, or at least a sound that would imply somebody was home. The room was so abnormally silent that even the warm fire burning in the stone fireplace didn’t make a crackle or snap. 

“I got a letter from Grenda Riding.” 

The sound of her voice didn’t pass any further than her lips. If it weren’t for the sights of the room feeling so comfortably familiar, the strange phenomena might have been enough to make her dash right back out the door. It took every bit of courage she had to take another step or two into the room, and she was careful not to venture too far inside. 

Her reluctance vanished in an instant upon catching a glimpse of an old photo on the fireplace mantel. She dashed over and snapped it up, gazing for a lingering moment at what could have been her mirror image. 

Red noticed several other photographs of the same girl on the mantel. They showed her life, spanning from the age of a small child and all the way up to a young adult. 

The final photo at the end of the mantel was the most startling of all. The woman was in her early twenties, holding a red-haired infant. 

Red’s face lit up with a smile warmer than any that had ever graced her face. She was fairly certain that she was the little girl and the woman was probably her mother. 

The front door slammed shut with a bang. 

Deathly startled, Red dropped the photo as she spun around. The normal sounds one would expect to hear came rushing in. The fire that had burned in silence was now crackling away. Even more startling, she could hear tiny footsteps scampering around in the shadows. 

“Is someone there?” Red asked. 

Hands trembling beyond her control, Red picked up the photo from the floor and placed it back on the mantel. The footsteps again scampered around, though there still wasn’t a sign of anything or anybody that could be making them. 

“I was invited here by Grenda Riding.” 

Red began a cautious search of the room, first peering behind the sofa, then under the coffee table, and finally behind an old bookcase. Though she did not find anybody hiding in these places, the mysterious scampering sound continued. This led Red to the troubling thought that whatever was in the room with her had to be either too small to see, or was invisible. 

“My name is Red.” 

A bong erupted, that sounded like somebody slamming a fist down onto the keys of a piano. Red spun around and looked to an old upright piano sitting in front of the picture window. She dashed over to get a look behind it, certain she would catch somebody hiding there. All she found was a tiny, white mouse nibbling at an old crumb of bread. 

“Are you the one making all that noise?” Red asked. 

The mouse looked up at Red in such a way that she wondered if it might actually speak. Its peculiar expression was enough to give Red a chill. After a tense moment, the mouse turned away and fled through a small crack in the wall. 

“That was quite strange,” Red said. 

“You don’t know the half of it.” A woman said from behind Red. 

Red spun around and was startled to find a strange creature standing there. It was three feet in height, covered from head to toe in puffy white and grey fur. 

“Booo.” The furry creature said. 

Red screeched at the top of her lungs. She somersaulted backward, high into the air, and landed in a crouch on top of the piano. Through clenched teeth she let out a dangerous growl. 

“That was quite a feat you just pulled off there,” the furry creature said. 

“What are you?” Red asked. 

“Oh, dear. I hope my winter coat didn’t startle you.” The furry creature proceeded to take off a bulky fur coat and nightcap, revealing the body and face of a kindly looking old woman with thick glasses and her grey hair tied up into a bun. 

“I see.” Red grimaced, feeling a little embarrassed. 

“Why don’t you come down off the piano so we can have a n hot cup of cocoa? You still like extra marshmallows, right?” 

Red snapped back to her senses, startled to find she was crouched on top of the piano. “How did I get up here?” 

“The how isn’t as important as the fact that you could.” The little old woman scampered into the next room. 

Red tried to recall how she had gotten on top of the piano. She was quite certain it couldn’t have been the result of a leaping somersault. Even as the image of executing the move replayed in her mind, over and over again, she just couldn’t believe it was possible. 

Carefully sitting down on the top of the piano, Red then slid down to the floor. Her mind was abuzz with a thousand questions as she approached what she somehow knew to be the kitchen entryway. A wonderful aroma was coming from inside that awoke her senses. 

She smiled and stepped through the doorway into the tiny kitchen. Every little thing about the room felt so familiar that a tear escaped her eye. She slid a hand over the surface of the dining table and somehow knew that it had been fashioned from the trunk of a large oak tree. 

“My father made this,” Red said. 

She then approached a tiny cabinet near the stove. Inside, the shelves were crammed with glass jars and other oddly shaped containers. 

“My granny used these to create all sorts of strange concoctions,” Red said. 

A porcelain teapot began to whistle on an old black iron stove. The pantry door swung open and the little old woman scampered out. Red watched as she dashed over and took the teapot off the fire. The little woman filled two teacups with steaming hot milk, then scooped in a generous portion of melted chocolate. She topped it off with plenty of puffy marshmallows. The smell was so wonderful that it made Red’s stomach rumble with anticipation. 

“Don’t just stand there with your jaw to the floor,” the little old woman said. “If you’ve got something to say, you might as well just say it.” 

Red clenched her trembling hands as she sat at the table. “Well, it’s just that I’m not entirely sure you are who I think you are.” 

“Not to worry, my dear. I’m going to help you remember everything.” The little old woman put a cup of cocoa in front of Red. “Not that it’s all going to come back in one night. Honestly, you were so young, you might not ever remember all of it.” 

“I see.” Red strained to ask the question she was agonizing over. “Are you my grandmother?” 

The little old woman sipped her cocoa. “You used to call me granny, but it’s been so long I’ll take what I can get.” 

“So that would be a ‘yes?’” 

“That is a great big yes. I am your granny, Grenda Riding. So with that, your next question has to be ...” She gestured to Red. 

“Why did you wait so long to call me here? And why now?” 

“Jumping right to the big questions first. I was hoping we could work our way up to that one.” 

“I don’t mean to be pushy, but I’ve come a long way. You were the one that called me here.” 

Grenda downed her entire cup of cocoa in a single gulp. “I just figured you would want to know what happened to your parents. Or how you ended up living in all those orphanages. Or what the story is with that giant tree you had to pass through. I can’t wait to hear the tale of how you pulled that on off.” 

Red gave Grenda an odd look. “You know about that?” 

“Of course. The tree’s purpose is to make sure not just anybody can cross the borders of Wayward,” Grenda said. 

Red considered this and nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.” 

“I know you’re confused, Red. I guarantee this is all going to be a lot more confusing before it starts to make any sense at all.” 

Red was about to ask what that meant, but she felt like it might be best left for a later conversation. “What did happen to my parents?” 

“Why not take a sip of your cocoa before we get to that one.” 

“Oh, I had nearly forgotten.” With a fond smile, Red picked up the cup and inhaled its wonderful aroma. Growing up in orphanages, it was rare to be able to enjoy even the simplest of luxuries. “I know this smell.” 

“You should. I used to make it for you nearly every night.” 

“I wish I could remember that.” With her eyes closed, Red took a sip of the cocoa. The instant the marvelous flavor touched her lips, a flood of memories filled her mind. 

She saw herself as a child of age two, sitting in the same spot she sat now, sipping cocoa from the cup she now held. Her mother was cooking breakfast at the stove with her back turned away. Across the table sat her granny, ten years younger, mashing up herbs with a stone mortar and pestle. 

Red then heard the sound of the front living room door swinging open, followed by heavy footsteps clunking across the wood floor. 

The voice of a burly Irishman called out. “Little Red, come see what I brought home for you.” 

Red leaped up in a thrill of excitement. She was sure that the voice could only belong to one person. 

“Papa.” 
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CHAPTER 4
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“Papa? Where are you?”

Red dashed into the living room expecting to see her father, though without a single memory of him she couldn’t even guess what he might look like. Her heart sank when she discovered nobody around. Not ready to give up, she shot over to the front door and pulled it open. 

“Papa, are you out there?” 

“Your father is not here,” Grenda said as she stepped out from the kitchen. 

“That can’t be. I heard his vo call out my name so clearly.” Red slumped in disappointment as she closed the door. “How can that be?” 

Grenda placed a comforting hand on Red’s shoulder. “You’ve had quite an adventure just getting here. Why not get some sleep and we can talk more in the morning?” 

Red was more exhausted than she had ever been. The idea of going to sleep was tempting, but there were so many questions that she needed answered. “I just can’t wait, Granny. Please tell me what happened to my parents.” 

“My dear, you’re home now. I’m not going anywhere.” 

Red nearly broke into tears. Her granny calling this place her home was the most comforting thing she had ever heard. For the first time in her life, all of her cares and concerns faded away. She cracked a little smile and nodded in agreement. 

“That’s a good girl.” Grenda gestured toward the stairs. “Your room is all ready for you.” 

“My room?” The
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