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PROLOGUE

BEFORE THE CURSE

Tell me again, Grandmère, the story of how I die.” The girl had waited until twilight to approach her grandmother, when the work of the day was done and the old woman sat close to the warmth of the hearth, her violet eyes half-closed and the valerian tincture bottle propped on the small table beside her, its cork removed.

The girl stepped closer. Clara was a rarity in Grimm’s Hollow to dwell on death instead of life, and all that life could become for her. The other children in the village dreamed of the happiness that awaited them when they came of age at sixteen. But with a fortune such as Clara’s, she doubted she would even live another seven years.

A deep wrinkle puckered the skin between Grandmère’s slender brows. “Ma petite chérie,” she said in a language no one else spoke in their village, not even Clara’s grandfather, though he had long since passed away. “I do not like that story.”

Clara slid the tincture bottle to the edge of the table to make room for a deck of painted fortune-telling cards that she held behind her back. She squared her thin shoulders and stood as tall as her nine-year-old frame would stretch. “Then tell me a new story,” she said, and presented the cards.

Grandmère’s gaze fell to the deck. Embers snapped in the fireplace, reflecting in the old woman’s pupils like startled fireflies. She was the only person Clara knew who had a little magic of her own, though it wasn’t the strongest magic known to Grimm’s Hollow. While the villagers respected Grandmère’s gift to read the future, what they truly revered was a separate magic entirely unrelated—the magic of the Forest Grimm. It held the power to grant wishes and make dreams come true.

That power was bound up in a book, a remarkable gift from the forest, which was said to have appeared in the village over one hundred years ago. In a bordering meadow, the volume arrived fully formed on a bed of red-spotted mushrooms and four-leaf clovers. Wood from the trees formed the paper, leaves dyed the ink, and fine roots threaded the binding. Sortes Fortunae  was engraved on the cover, which in the common tongue meant “Book of Fortunes.”

The book’s magic could be called upon only once in a person’s lifetime, so long as they had come of age. Grandmère had come of age decades ago, but she didn’t live in Grimm’s Hollow when she was sixteen. She came here in her twenty-third year, and two years afterward she claimed her moment. Although she had the ability to foretell the future, that didn’t prevent her from wanting what the book could also offer, as it did for each villager. Grandmère made a wish to change her fate.

Clara never discovered what that wish was. The old woman would never speak of it. Like every wise villager before her, Grandmère kept her wish sacred and secret. If she revealed it, the spell would be reversed.

“Non.” Grandmère shook her head, denying Clara’s request for a card reading. “We have played this game before, and I cannot give you false hope again.”

It wasn’t like her grandmother to call fortune-telling a game, but Clara had wearied her with dozens of requests over the past few months. The five times Grandmère had relented, the reading—or the “story” as she called it—had failed to present Clara with a future that didn’t spell an ill-timed death.

The little girl sucked her lower lip between her teeth. “But what if—?”

“My cards never lie, child.” With a heavy exhale, Grandmère tucked an errant lock of hair back into Clara’s crown braid and patted her cheek. “I am sorry, but fate does not change its mind.”

Until yesterday, Clara might have believed such words. But last night a farmer’s wife had come to their cottage for a reading, and that evening had proved exceptional.

It wasn’t the visit itself that was novel. Villagers often implored Grandmère to reveal their fates. Most had already made their one wish on the Book of Fortunes, and they still yearned to find ways to influence new seasons of their lives—or at the very least, prepare for success or failure in the future.

Would their crops grow or die? Would romantic love flourish or fade? Would a wound heal or fester? Grandmère’s cards revealed the clues.

Last night, the farmer’s wife had come to find out if the babe in her womb would thrive or wither, and, nervous to learn the answer, she delayed Grandmère’s reading by asking about each of her thirty-six cards.

“This is the Red Card,” Grandmère had replied when the clock cuckooed an hour past Clara’s bedtime.

From where she overheard their conversation, out of sight in the narrow hallway, Clara pictured that card. The other fortune-telling cards in the deck bore intricate and mysterious images, but the Red Card was simply painted crimson, and none of its edges were worn.

“Such an ordinary name,” the farmer’s wife remarked. “Such an ordinary card.”

“And yet it is extraordinary,” Grandmère replied. “Its true name is ‘Changer of Fate,’ you see, and I have never drawn it before in a reading.”

Clara didn’t hear any more after that. Her ears started to buzz, and she placed a hand on the wood-paneled wall to steady herself. She’d never known what the Red Card had meant until that moment, and now she understood it was the one card that could save her.

Although the Red Card couldn’t tell her how to change her fate, like the Book of Fortunes did in magic ink when a person made a wish, it did something even more reassuring: it foretold that she would change fate.

If Grandmère drew the Red Card for Clara, could Clara’s story finally end differently?

That night Clara dreamed in red, and when she tended to her chores the next day, all she saw was red. The wattle under the rooster’s neck. The whortleberries in the thicket past the sheep pasture. The ladybugs climbing the fennel in the herb garden.

Now standing by the hearth at twilight, Clara set her small hand on top of her grandmother’s and whispered, “S’il te plaît.” She only knew a few words in Grandmère’s native tongue, and these were the ones that meant “please.”

Perhaps it was hearing the language of her faraway home beyond the forested mountain range that moved Grandmère. Perhaps it was gazing into her granddaughter’s large and earnest emerald eyes. Perhaps it was a shared secret wish that one more reading might indeed change Clara’s terrible fate. Whatever the reason, Grandmère nodded and fanned the deck of cards facedown on the table.

In haste, Clara retrieved the fortune-telling veil, and when the old woman drew it over her eyes, Clara rested her hand over hers once more. With painstaking care, Grandmère blindly drew the cards.

Clara had witnessed readings that revealed as many as seven cards for a person, although three was much more common. Clara’s readings, however, had always been stunted to two cards. With any luck, this time would be different.

Grandmère turned over the first card: the Midnight Forest. It represented that which was forbidden.

She drew the second card: the Fanged Creature.

Clara’s heart sank. The Fanged Creature was the worst and most dreaded card, the card that foretold an untimely death.

It was hopeless. Her story had remained unchanged. A forbidden choice would cut her life short. Unless …

Grandmère’s hand stilled over the only card on the table with crisp, unworn edges. Clara’s breath caught deep in her chest. Ever so gently, she nudged her grandmother’s weathered fingers toward that hiding red paint.

But Grandmère never turned the Red Card over. Indeed, she never touched it. She unveiled her face, looked down at the two cards drawn, and hung her head low. “That is all,” she said. “Your blood has stopped singing to me.”

Clara blinked back tears and managed a fleeting smile. “That’s all right. Don’t feel bad, Mémère.” She called Grandmère by the name she had used when she was a much smaller child. “It isn’t your fault.”

The front door swung open. In walked a full-grown copy of Clara with near-black hair, a milky complexion, and radiant green eyes. The woman set down a pail of well water and placed her hand on her hip. “What’s all this?” she asked, taking in the two somber faces of her mother and daughter, and though her question was pointed, it wasn’t sharp. Rosamund Thurn was a frank woman, but rarely enraged.

Neither Grandmère nor Clara answered, for the answer was as plain as a sheep in need of shearing. All Rosamund had to do was glance at the two upturned cards.

She lifted a brow, removed her apron, and hung it on a peg by the door. Walking to a high shelf in the corner, she removed something from a canister and slipped it into her dress pocket. Turning to her daughter, the only child she had ever been able to conceive, she extended a hand. “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

Without question, Clara laced her fingers through her mother’s, and they walked outside past the garden, the sheep pasture, the fence woven with twigs and reeds, and finally the stream that divided their farmland from the Forest Grimm.

“Did you know I once had my cards read by Grandmère?” her mother said as they approached a large oak tree. The moon brightened and chased away the twilight, gilding the scalloped leaves with shimmering silver.

“Truly?” Clara stared up at her. Her mother had never seemed interested in Grandmère’s fortune-telling, though that didn’t mean she wasn’t curious about her own fate. Clara knew as much since her mother had already used her one wish on Sortes Fortunae to make her secret desire come true. Clara’s father had done the same.

“I was a year younger than you are now.”

Clara tried to guess which cards Grandmère had drawn for her mother. The Lady with the Lily for untarnished beauty. The Stone Castle for a long life. The Nine-Strand Knot for an unbreakable family bond. “What story did the cards tell you?” she asked as they walked beneath the tree.

Under the dark of the oak, her mother’s face and form dimmed and blurred, looking more shadowy than solid. “I was told your story.”

Clara didn’t understand. “Did Grandmère draw the Dappled Fawn for you?” That card foretold birth and children.

“No.” Her mother’s voice hitched like she either held back a laugh or stifled a sob. Perhaps she did both. “You and I share the same story. We were given the same reading. Grandmère also drew the Midnight Forest and the Fanged Creature for me.”

Clara shifted backward, unnerved by her mother’s newly ghostly appearance. “But … you’re still alive.”

“Yes.” Her mother walked around the trunk of the tree and traced its girth with her hand. “Oh, how I begged Mother to read the cards for me, but once she did, I cried for days. Father finally consoled me by helping me plant this oak. It was just a sapling back then, and look at it now. This is no short-lived tree.”

Clara tipped her head back and gazed at the branches above her. The highest ones had to be even taller than the pitched roof of their cottage. “Can’t oaks live hundreds of years?”

“That’s exactly my meaning,” her mother replied. “They’re almost eternal.”

But Clara had thought of a different meaning: this oak, as large as it was, had only lived a tiny measure of the years it still deserved.

A flood of hot emotions swelled within her, and she flung her arms around her mother’s waist. She no longer had a care for her own life. She only worried for her mother’s. She couldn’t bear the thought of her dying before her time.

Startled, her mother fell silent. With the backs of her fingers, she combed the loose hair at Clara’s nape, which had fallen from her crown braid. “Do not fret, dear heart.” Her voice was soft as lambswool. “Look in my pocket. I’ve brought something special.”

Clara unfurled herself from her mother and did as she bid her, withdrawing a small, round object. She couldn’t see it in the darkness, but her thumb brushed its smooth shell and rough cup hat. An acorn.

“I collected it last autumn,” her mother said. “Did you know Grimm oaks take twenty years to produce acorns? This is the first one I found growing on this tree.” Pressing a kiss to Clara’s brow, she added, “I want you to have it.”

“Why?” Clara frowned. She didn’t want to own something that represented her mother’s life. What if she mishandled it or lost it? “Shouldn’t you keep it?”

“Whatever for?” Her mother gave a gentle laugh. “This autumn I’ll have barrels full.”

But how many autumns after that?

As soon as Clara had the thought, another struck her, jarring her mind like a wagon wheel against a stone.

I don’t need to fear for my mother. I can save her.

She didn’t need the Red Card to change her fate. All she needed was a wish.

A wish Clara could claim from the Book of Fortunes when she came of age at sixteen.

She squeezed the acorn tightly. She would live another seven years to see her mother’s story changed. After that, it didn’t matter how Clara’s own story ended. She would gladly die so her mother could live.

“Thank you, Mama.” She tucked herself into her mother’s warm embrace. “I’ll keep it.”
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CHAPTER 1

SEVEN YEARS LATER

I am haunted by my mother. I hear her voice ringing on the wind that chases the ravens from our sheep pasture, her stifled cries in the creaking of the pulley over our dry well. Her laughter glances off jagged flickers of dry lightning. Her rage gathers in low peals of rolling thunder.

The storms are only mockery. Their rainfall scarcely touches the earth anymore, and when it does, all I hear in its patter are my mother’s footsteps treading away from me, beckoning me to follow.

I am haunted by my mother … if hauntings weren’t a mystery of the dead, but rather an echo of the living. And she must be living. I will her to be. She isn’t dead, only missing—lost within the Forest Grimm. Three years have passed since she embarked on a journey there, soon after the magic of the forest had turned on our village, and she never returned.

Strips of fabric and ribbon in every color dangle from a large hazel at the edge of the forest. The Tree of the Lost. Mother wasn’t the only villager to go missing. Sixty-six others—the Lost Ones, as we call them—were also never seen nor heard from again after venturing into the forest. Each had their own reasons for wandering away since the onset of the curse, though most of those motives remain a mystery. The only known link between them is the state of despair they were in before leaving Grimm’s Hollow.

As for Mother, she should have known she wouldn’t return home. The Midnight Forest card had warned her long ago not to make a forbidden choice. But she left in search of Father, and she didn’t know he wasn’t Lost, not in that way. She entered the Forest Grimm soon after his disappearance, and she became the first Lost One.

The tokens on the hazel quiver in the summer breeze, stirring the ends of my sable hair. Mother’s hair is the same warm shade of darkest brown, but her cloth strip has been dyed rose red. Grandmère chose that color because it’s Mother’s favorite, and I spun the yarn myself from our flock’s finest wool.

I lift my hand to touch it, squinting against the morning sunlight that pierces the tight weave. Three years have passed since I first knotted it to this tree, and in that time the elements have frayed its edges and worn the cloth threadbare.

What if Mother is also this ragged and bone-thin?

I will come for you, I promise. Soon.

And by soon I mean today.

“Ten minutes until the lottery!” the village clockmaker calls.

My heart lurches like a cuckoo bird springing on the hour. I hitch my skirt to my calves and dart through the gathering crowd in the meadow. Monthly Devotion Day always draws out villagers like myself who haven’t given up hope that our Lost Ones are still alive. It also attracts those who enjoy the spectacle of the lottery and the danger that follows it. The focus of Devotion Day has always been the lottery and its culmination.

I reach the lottery table, where two glass-blown goblets perch side by side, one amber and the other moss green. Each holds scraps of folded paper with names of villagers scrawled upon them.

Today is the day I’ll be chosen—finally permitted—to enter the forest to search for the Lost Ones. Again. Again, because my name is in the moss-green goblet, discarded with others that were already chosen this year, plucked from the amber goblet on previous Devotion Days. My turn came several months ago, when I was finally old enough to take part in the lottery after coming of age at sixteen.

Claiming my chance to enter the forest through the sanction of the lottery was all I could do to save Mother from her foretold early death. It still remains my only hope. Despite the resolution I made seven years ago to make a wish on the Book of Fortunes, that choice has been taken from me.

Two years before I turned sixteen, the Forest Grimm cursed the village, and the book went missing. And soon we discovered why: someone had committed murder, and to complicate matters, they’d used their one wish on Sortes Fortunae to make it happen.

The murderer’s identity still remains unknown. All we can be sure of is that on the day the victim’s body was discovered, the Book of Fortunes vanished.

Just as mysteriously as it had first appeared in Grimm’s Hollow, the book disappeared from the pavilion where the villagers kept it in this very meadow. Many believe that a large willow uprooted itself and stole the book away with weeping branches. However it happened, the willow also went missing, and a trail of root-like footprints remained, leading to and from the pavilion.

Without the book—without a wish that so many others were able to obtain before me—I hoped the forest would compensate with kindness when my name was drawn in the lottery. But it didn’t grant me any favors. To be fair, it never welcomes anyone chosen from the amber goblet. None of us make it more than a few yards inside the forest before we’re spit back out again. I certainly didn’t.

So far this ritual is just as cursed as our village.

But today will be different. Today I’m determined to succeed. I’ve made a detailed map of the forest, gleaned from the knowledge of what the villagers remember from days before the curse when they could come and go freely. And I won’t wait another month for the lottery year to end, when the names will be reshuffled, to test my luck with it.

All I have to do is be chosen again. And for that I have a strategy.

I’m alone at the table, but I glance over my shoulder to make sure no villagers are watching. Those who are missing Lost Ones like I am are busy presenting gifts at the carved altar, just shy of the trailhead. One foot beyond it is the stark line of ashes that marks the forest border, and no one so much as lets a bootlace slip past it.

The forest doesn’t allow anyone to enter anymore, not unless they’re destined to become Lost—and no one willfully chooses that. Our offerings are given in hopes to pacify the forest to yield to our attempt on every Devotion Day.

Ingrid Struppin, who lost her husband, drags her patched skirt away from the line and sets a bowl of porridge on the altar. Gretchen Ottel, who lost her brother, bends her willowy frame to rest a bouquet of wildflowers beside it, then sneezes. She claps a hand over her mouth and stares ahead wide-eyed. That sneeze surely crossed the line, but thankfully the forest doesn’t stir.

“Gesundheit,” Hans Muller tells her, steadying a cup of ale by Gretchen’s wildflowers—weak ale if it’s anything like the jug I bartered a skein of yarn for five days ago. Once the cup is placed, he scampers back from the line of ashes. As he removes his straw hat and bows his head, he murmurs something. I think it’s the name of his Lost mother, Rilla.

The villagers’ offerings are more meager than they once were, but they’re the best anyone can afford nowadays. The curse that fell upon us three years ago takes a harder toll with every passing month. This meadow is proof. No flowers bloom here anymore. The parched wild grass is too choked by thorny drought-tolerant weeds.

As futile as Devotion Day always is, our desperation to save the Lost Ones drives us to play out this ritual month after month. No one, including me, knows what else to do to regain the forest’s good graces, cross its border, and be permitted to make the dangerous journey to recover the Lost.

And finding the Lost is only half the task. The lottery winner is also expected to obtain the Book of Fortunes, wherever it’s hidden in the Forest Grimm. If the woods allow it to be retrieved, we believe the curse will be lifted. The land will be healed, and the Lost will find their way back home.

This much we’ve learned from a riddle that the book left behind. Not all of Sortes Fortunae went missing. A single page remained in the pavilion on a pedestal, and on that page were the following green-inked, magicked words:


A murderous wish

An end of peace

The curse is wrought

My blessings cease.

Falling water

Lost words found

A selfless wish

The curse unbound.



The first half of the riddle explained what set the curse in motion—a wish on the book that resulted in murder—and the last half revealed how to break the curse. The riddle also gave the only clue to how to find the book: near “falling water.” A waterfall seems the obvious conclusion, but if it were that simple, the Lost Ones would have already found the book and returned home. None have.

No matter the difficulty, I vow to find Sortes Fortunae. It feels just as much my destiny as the one Grandmère foretold for me. The Fanged Creature card may have spelled my untimely death, but I won’t let it happen before I save my mother from her death. Ending the curse and saving her—they’re both intertwined. I need the book to make a wish to rescue her from the forest, as well as her fate.

When I’m sure no one has eyes on me, I refocus on my task. Quick as a falcon, I pluck a handful of folded papers from my apron pocket, cast them into the amber goblet, and rush away.

Seconds later, a youthful baritone voice calls from a few yards behind me, “Where are you running off to, Clara?” I know he’s smiling from the teasing lilt of his tone. “I can’t remember a time you missed the lottery, even when you weren’t old enough to enter.”

I fight an eye roll as I slowly spin to face Axel. Of course he had to rub in our age difference, as if the two years between us mean he’s gleaned that much more experience in the lottery. He’s only ever had his name drawn once, same as me.

Every year more than thirty villagers place their names in the amber goblet, of their own free will, but only one name is drawn monthly, when the dark of the moon has passed and then waxed to a crescent. A sign of good luck for travelers. The people of Grimm’s Hollow cling to any superstition that might help bring back the Lost Ones and break the curse on our village.

I haven’t answered Axel yet. I’m still scavenging my brain for an excuse as he walks toward me with that easy swagger of his, confident yet unaffected. Like everything else about him, it exudes a natural charm he’s oblivious to, which makes the village girls bat their lashes in such a flutter you’d think they’d developed tics.

They’d need to bat him over the head with a cudgel to get him to notice. He’s only ever had eyes for one girl, and she’s Lost just like my mother.

“Well?” He leans his weight on one leg, hands stuffed in his homespun trouser pockets. His casual air carries over to the rest of his appearance. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled back to reveal corded tawny arms, and his spruce-blue vest is unbuttoned, flapping in the breeze like bed linens on a clothesline. He chews on the end of a long piece of straw that glints as golden as his perfectly imperfect tousled hair. “What’s the rush?”

I fold my arms at his smirk. “I forgot my hat. If I’m chosen today, I’ll need it.”

“You never wear a hat. Not here, not anywhere.” His river-blue eyes lower to my nose. “All those freckles say the same.”

I shrug. “Today they begged for shade.”

Silent laughter ripples across his broad shoulders. “C’mon, Clara. I saw you throw something into the amber goblet just now.”

Heat surges into my cheeks. “It was only clover for good luck.”

“Clover isn’t white.”

“It is when it’s in bloom.”

His smile deepens, and he nods, humoring me. He pulls the straw from his mouth, dips his head nearer, and whispers conspiratorially, “How many papers were in your hand, hmm? How many times did you enter your name?”

I whirl to bolt, but he catches my arm and turns me back around. He’s a full head taller than I am, and standing this close, I have to tilt up my face to meet his gaze. I do so begrudgingly.

“Do you really think I’ll snitch on you?” He gives my arm a playful rattle. “You know me better than that.”

I suppose I do. When my father was alive, Axel used to help him during the lambing season. I helped Father too, as often as Mother and Grandmère could spare me.

One night, when I was thirteen and Axel was fifteen, two ewes went into labor. Father assisted the first one, and Axel and I worked together to deliver twins from the second—a nerve-racking endeavor. Neither of us had ever helped a ewe give birth without Father at our side.

Matters grew precarious when the second lamb was born and not breathing. Axel and I did our best to rouse him. We shook him by his hind legs and rubbed his body down with straw. When the lamb’s tiny lungs finally released a strong bleat, I burst into tears. Axel pulled me close and let me sob against his shoulder.

“How many papers were in your hand?” he prods again.

I stand taller and lock my knees. “Seven.”

“Seven!” He buckles with laughter. I smack his arm and bite down on a smile of my own. When he laughs, he wheezes, and it’s infuriatingly infectious.

I peek at the villagers. Several of them, including Herr Oswald, chairman of the village’s governing council, stare at us with eyebrows so angled they rival the slanted tufts of great horned owls. Eventually the villagers lose interest, and once they look away, Axel nudges me with his elbow.

“Hurry. If we’re quick, we can fix this.”

“Fix what?”

“All those extra names. They have to come out of the goblet.”

I dig my heels into the dead wild grass. “No.”

“People will realize you’ve fiddled with the order of things. Your name has already been drawn this year.”

“Who’s counting back as far as eleven months? I’m seventeen now and—”

“Clara—”

“The hour has come!” the village clockmaker calls. His voice rings loudly, but holds the weight of a death knell. “Gather round for the lottery.”

Any chatter on the air hushes in an instant. The only sound now is the whisper of the grass as the villagers pad through it, silent like mourners at a funeral. For many, hope that this month’s ritual will produce a favorable result hangs upon a thread spun thinner than spider silk.

Axel’s easygoing manner falters. He rubs the back of his neck and bends close to my ear. “You could still talk to Herr Oswald,” he says quietly. “It isn’t too late to tell him what you’ve done.”

I pull away and cross my arms. Why doesn’t Axel want me to be chosen? “Do you doubt my capability?” I keep my voice as low as his.

“It isn’t that.”

“You’ve seen my map. I’m more prepared than anyone.”

“I believe you, but the forest …” His eyes slide to the towering trees past the meadow, and his shoulders twitch. “You shouldn’t tempt fate.”

I cock a brow. “Isn’t it about time someone did?” I chance a smile. Hopefully it will spark one of his own. I’d rather be teased than worried over.

He shakes his head and finally cracks a small grin. “Fair enough.”

Satisfaction flits through me, but then my chest tightens. I got the smile I wanted, but I see past it to the ache Axel’s so good at hiding behind his mask of effortless charm.

He peeks around us at the other villagers. We’re still out of earshot, if that’s what he’s worried about. “If you’re chosen—”

“I’ll find her for you. I promise.”

His throat contracts with a hard swallow. “Then you’ll be the first lottery winner to be welcomed by the forest.”

“I will be.” I lift my chin. I’ve already placed my offering on the altar, the acorn Mother gave me seven years ago. If the Forest Grimm doesn’t accept it as the most precious thing I can sacrifice to gain its good graces, I don’t know what it ever will.

Axel searches my face for a long moment, like he’s going to say something more, but he doesn’t. He only nods, turns away abruptly, and meanders over to the parents of Ella, the girl he Lost last summer.

Her mother clasps Axel’s hand, and her father squeezes his shoulder. The Dantzers have taken him in like the son they never had but always wanted.

Herr Oswald steps up to the lottery table and clears his throat, slicking back his thinning hair with spindly fingers. He meets the eyes of everyone present, maybe thirty people, and when his gaze settles on me, I school my features, trying not to rouse any suspicion. I can’t appear overconfident at my odds.

“Never was a people more blessed by magic than we simple folk of Grimm’s Hollow,” he says, addressing the crowd as I slip in at the back of them. “Never was magic of this kind ever heard of among the forested mountain lands, or indeed anywhere that traveling merchants could bring tale of. But our ancestors sensed it. It’s what drew them to this place and helped them thrive here, favored with bountiful crops and healing well water.”

I know this story by heart. It’s the same one Herr Oswald shares every Devotion Day. If only I could be the one to tell it. His tone is reverent, but it’s lost all its fervor and hope.

“Our people respected the forest and lived in harmony among each other, ever generous, gentle, and kind. The Forest Grimm loved us in return—a love so strong that its magic culminated over a century ago to create Sortes Fortunae.”

I remember seeing the Book of Fortunes from a distance. The pedestal it was kept on still remains in this meadow, as well as the small pavilion that sheltered it. I wasn’t allowed to touch the book. No one was, not unless they had decided to use their one wish.

“When the villagers whispered their deepest desires to Sortes Fortunae, the book revealed how to obtain them,” Herr Oswald continues. “Each villager was given that chance when they came of age, and one chance was all. The book never answered a second wish.”

Sortes Fortunae doesn’t reward greedy hearts. Over the years, the people of Grimm’s Hollow came to realize that. Not only did the Book of Fortunes never grant anyone an additional wish, it also reversed the wishes of those who revealed them.

Gilly Himmel wished for beauty, but when she boasted of how Sortes Fortunae taught her how to achieve the most flawless skin in the mountain regions, she caught a pox that scarred her face with deep gouges.

Friedrich Brandt wished for wealth. But when the Book of Fortunes instructed him to mine his farmland and he struck a vein of silver, he celebrated with one too many cups of tavern ale. Tongue loosened, he spilled the secret of how he came by his riches. The next day, the tunnel with the silver vein collapsed, and every tunnel he dug afterward also caved in.

In time, the villagers came to appreciate the limitations of the Book of Fortunes, which helped keep Sortes Fortunae a secret unto itself. After all, if knowledge of its existence ever became widespread, people from all corners of the world would flock here, overrun this place, and abuse its resources. Grimm’s Hollow would no longer be the small haven that it is. Or once was.

“All was well for a time,” Herr Oswald continues, bringing my thoughts back to life before the curse, “until someone used Sortes Fortunae for an evil purpose—to kill another person.”

Shifty gazes turn on each other in the crowd. No one knows who it was that murdered Bren Zimmer, and if they did, what good would it do now? The blacksmith would still be in his grave. Even the magic of the forest doesn’t have the power to bring the dead back to life. If it did, the villagers would have tested it. They would have used their wishes to resurrect loved ones.

“Afterward, the Forest Grimm took the book away,” Herr Oswald says. “The well water turned rancid, and our crops died from disease.”

The villagers bow their heads. Sortes Fortunae vanished the day Bren Zimmer’s body was discovered, lying facedown in a stream with a kitchen knife stuck in his back.

“Many of us have tried to make amends with the forest to restore the book to our village, but every time someone crossed its border to find it, they never returned.”

That was back before monthly Devotion Days were held, back when people could still enter the forest without immediately being rejected. Over time, the forest started to cast out anyone who made an attempt. Devotion Days remain our last hope to regain the forest’s good will. If these woods can sense how much we still hold them in honor, even in the depths of our humbled circumstances, will they finally let us enter, find the book, break the curse, and bring back our Lost Ones?

I glance at the Tree of the Lost and the fluttering strip of rose-red wool. My chest pinches in the center of my rib cage, a spot that never loosens.

Mother was the first villager to venture into the forest after Sortes Fortunae was taken. Father had been missing for four days, and she was wrought with worry. I tried to placate her. Father had to be searching for a lost lamb, I had said. He’d been absent this long before. But she had insisted this time was different.

It was only when Grandmère explained on the fourth night that I finally understood why. Relaxed by her valerian tincture, she confessed that Father had asked her to read his fortune a few days prior, and she’d drawn for him three cards: the Moonless Night, Love Lost, and Water Wild.

The Moonless Night represented the night of the new moon—which was when Father disappeared.

Love Lost foretold lovers parted by a tragedy—anything from a heated argument to a grievous death. Mother feared death, as no harsh words had come between them.

And Water Wild symbolized an eventful circumstance in or around a moving body of water, such as a stormy sea or a turbulent river. As Grimm’s Hollow was a month’s travel from the sea, Mother feared Water Wild meant an occurrence in one of the raging rivers in the Forest Grimm.

On the morning of the fifth day, she refused to wait any longer for Father’s return. She set off after him, heading for the stream that divides our sheep farm from the forest.

“Don’t go!” I’d cried, clutching her sleeve. I couldn’t lose two parents. Father may have had a formidable card reading, but Mother’s fortune was more direct, more bleak. The Fanged Creature meant her untimely death, and the Midnight Forest her forbidden choice. I knew deep in my bones that she was making that choice right then. The choice that would ultimately kill her. “Grandmère needs you! I need you!”

She tugged her arm away, which only made me sob harder, but then she stooped to cup my chin with her hand. “Never doubt your own strength, Clara. You were made to weather fiercer trials than this.”

“But you promised me you would live a long life.” I let my tears fall unchecked. “You said you were like the Grimm oak. You gave me its acorn so I’d never forget.”

“Oh, dear heart.” She smiled sadly at me. “I promised you nothing. The acorn was about your life, not mine.”

Before I could argue, she swiftly kissed my brow, her eyes wet, and crossed the stream. I might have followed her—the forest didn’t cast people out then—but my legs wilted like reeds. I collapsed, my heart in my throat, my chest overflowing with anguish.

Grandmère found me then—she’d raced after me after I’d bolted after Mother—and she knelt beside me in the grass. She didn’t say anything. She just rested a heavy hand on my back.

I already believed in fate by then. I’d lived fourteen years watching the comings and goings of villagers whose card readings had proven to be true. But in that minute after my mother left, I stopped believing in fate. What I felt was stronger. I knew it to be true. And so did Mother, despite always pretending otherwise. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have feared so deeply for Father. She would have promised me she’d return. She would have said the acorn represented all of our lives.

“We have never given up on making peace,” Herr Oswald says, and I tear my gaze from the Tree of the Lost and Mother’s rose-red strip of wool, though I can’t blink away my last memory with her so easily. “And so we return to this place every month and present our offerings. We try once more to see if the forest will yield to us.” He raises his voice a notch louder. “Who will finally be the victor? Shall we see who will be given the chance?”

Three years ago, the villagers would have roared with enthusiasm. Two years ago, they would have at least produced a few shouts. This year, their embers burn low. All they can summon is a smattering of small nods and weak claps. I’m the anomaly. Inside, I’ve channeled my heartache into hope. I’m ignited, blazing, ready to burst.

All my desires hinge on being chosen in the lottery—the only way I can enter the forest. Until I do, I won’t be able to find the Book of Fortunes and accomplish the one thing that can reverse Mother’s terrible fate—make my one wish to save her.

Herr Oswald’s bony hand reaches into the amber goblet. My heart stampedes. Axel catches my eye and winks.

The chairman stirs the papers three times. Digs his fingers into the bowl. Retrieves a folded slip.

Feign genuine surprise, I instruct myself. Remember what you’ve rehearsed. When he reads “Clara Thurn,” I’m going to place a hand on my chest and gasp. I’ll take a steeling breath and square my shoulders. I’ll show everyone I’m ready to cross the line of ashes.

Herr Oswald unfolds the paper. The corner of his mouth lifts. Approval? I stand taller. My nerves tingle from head to foot.

He holds the paper aloft for the crowd to see. I can’t make out the words. I shift two steps closer, squinting. He calls in a resounding voice, “Axel Furst!”
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CHAPTER 2

I stumble. Blood rushes to my head. My hand flies to my heart. I gasp, head spinning. Unwittingly, I’ve done what I rehearsed. Only it’s wrong. Because the name is wrong. It has to be, with such odds in my favor.

“No!” I blurt, heaving all my pent-up breath.

Heads turn. People shuffle backward. I stand exposed. My temples throb. The paper Herr Oswald holds pulses in each flash of my vision.

“No?” he repeats, his face elongating as he frowns.

I trip forward two more steps. I finally make out the words on the paper. They truly read “Axel Furst.”

I turn a sharp glance on my friend. What trick has he been playing?

His eyes are wide, clapped on mine. His tawny skin has turned bone pale. He gives a small shake of his head. He hasn’t played any trick. Of course not. He would never deceive me in anything. Besides, his name hasn’t been drawn this year. It was in the amber goblet, just like it had every right to be. He won, and he won fairly.

The stares of the villagers tunnel in on me. My cheeks burn, and I wrap my arms across my stomach. I meet Herr Oswald’s appalled eyes and clear my throat. “What I meant to say is …” My voice thins, and I swallow. “No, Axel can’t enter the forest without my map.” I pull the folded parchment from my pocket. “It will give him the best chance to succeed.”

Herr Oswald raises a brow, but he nods, accepting my answer. “Congratulations, Axel,” he declares. “Save our village. Save our Lost.”

“Save our village. Save our Lost,” I repeat with everyone, the mantra we tell every lottery winner.

Several people walk to Axel and shake his hand. Others wander closer to the forest border, taking up positions to watch his attempt. A few drift away from the meadow, their eyes dull and their shoulders drooping.

I trudge to the altar and pocket my acorn. No, it should stay. I place it back on the carved wooden bench. Axel will do his best to find Mother for me, just like I promised him I’d find Ella if my name had been drawn.

Herr Oswald is shaking Axel’s hand now. The color has returned to my friend’s face. He’s excited, and he should be. He has the opportunity to save the person he loves.

My chest aches. I squirm to nudge away the sensation. I can’t pretend my grief is worse than anyone else’s in Grimm’s Hollow, even if it’s hard to imagine them missing someone more than I miss my mother.

Ella’s father stands beside Axel and beams. Ella’s mother dabs her wet eyes with a handkerchief. They take turns embracing him and share a few words. When they part ways, Axel meanders back to me—I’ve aimlessly drifted off to the middle of the meadow






































































[image: Ornament image]

EPILOGUE

AFTER THE FOREST

Tell me again, ma chère, the story of how I die.”

The old woman lay on her bed in the cottage she shared with her granddaughter, a girl of seventeen who had just brought in fresh wildflowers to replace those wilting in the vase on the bedside table. “You’re not going to die,” the granddaughter insisted. “You need to stop looking at your cards.”

The granddaughter removed the fortune-telling deck from the table and slid them into her apron pocket, well out of sight. This wasn’t the first time in the last few days that Clara had hidden the cards, but no matter where she tucked them away, Grandmère seemed to find them again.

How Grandmère managed to sneak out of bed, Clara didn’t know. The old woman could barely hold a spoon to her mouth to sip up broth. She’d been ill ever since she was injured in the forest, although the wound at her neck had finally healed.

Perhaps when Clara slept at night, Grandmère slipped into the skin of the Grimm wolf, and as an animal, she had a spark of vitality.

“Is that red rampion?” Grandmère squinted her violet eyes at the fresh flowers Clara began to arrange in the vase.

“They’re poppies.” Clara smiled, though her brows pinched inward. Every day Grandmère asked for red rampion, and every day Clara reminded her it was nowhere to be found. The flowers no longer grew in the spot where Clara had first discovered them, just past the border of Grimm’s Hollow.

Grandmère’s memory was failing her, a fact that worried Clara just as much as Grandmère’s waning health.

“Such a shame.” The old woman heaved a weary sigh. “I would have liked to speak to Rosamund one last time.”

A sharp pang pierced Clara’s heart. “Mother is gone from us, remember?” She sat on the edge of the bed and pressed a hand to Grandmère’s forehead to check for a fever. “She’s buried in the forest. She’s at peace.”

For a moment, Grandmère seemed to return to herself. The strained and faraway look left her eyes, and she focused on Clara with the lucidity she once possessed. She lifted an age-worn hand and touched her granddaughter’s cheek, her fingers trembling. “I am sorry you had to kill your mother to save her, ma chère. I should have had the strength to do that long before you came to the forest.”

Clara swallowed hard, her eyes growing hot and blurry. “We both did our best. I’m just grateful Mother got to see you from time to time. I’m glad she wasn’t always alone.”

As she reached beneath the covers to hold Grandmère’s other hand, Clara found it wasn’t empty. The old woman was already clutching something. “What’s this?” she chided, pulling away two fortune-telling cards.

Grandmère didn’t have the grace to look ashamed. “That is my fate, child.” She clucked her tongue. “It is not for your eyes.”

As stubborn as her grandmother, Clara didn’t look away. She examined both cards, the first of which was a beast with pointed teeth. At the sight of it, her stomach tightened. The Fanged Creature held a meaning she was all too familiar with: an untimely death. But the second card was more mysterious: Fortune’s Cup, painted as a crystal goblet. “Which way was this card turned when you drew it?”

Fortune’s Cup represented an object in one’s life that was either tied to prosperity or downfall. Turned up, Fortune’s Cup foretold good luck. But turned down, Fortune’s Cup promised tragedy.

“Never you mind.” Grandmère batted a wrinkled hand, and Clara’s chest sank at the dismissal. If Grandmère didn’t wish to discuss Fortune’s Cup, it meant she had drawn it turned down.

Struggling to compose herself, Clara sat up taller and inhaled a calming breath. “Don’t worry about the cards, Grandmère.”

“The cards never lie, child.”

“But they don’t fully tell your story. Back when you kept drawing the Fanged Creature for me, did you imagine I would live to see this day? We can’t know everything. Fate always provides a loophole.” Clara leaned closer and kissed Grandmère’s cheek. “Besides, today is Henni’s Wish Ceremony. She can’t tell us what she’s going to wish for, but of course she’ll ask Sortes Fortunae to break the rest of the curse. Once we’re free from it, your fate is sure to change.”

Although a bit of hope had returned to Grimm’s Hollow—some of the crops had started to flourish, and rain sprinkled on occasion—the curse hadn’t fully lifted. The village wasn’t anywhere near thriving yet, and no more of the Lost Ones had returned home. The most telling sign was how Clara still couldn’t cross the forest border without her red cape. When it wasn’t wrapped around her shoulders, roots sprang up and shoved her out.

Grandmère didn’t reply to Clara’s words of reassurance. Her eyes drifted closed, and a light snore rattled from her chest.

Three raps sounded on the front door of the cottage. Clara tucked the covers around her grandmother and went to see who had called.

When she opened the door, a beautiful boy with tousled golden hair and sparkling blue eyes grinned crookedly at her, and her heart flip-flopped, cartwheeled, and somersaulted all at once.

Axel stepped up to the threshold, kissed her mouth, and pecked her lightly on the tip of her nose. He had a lovely habit of pressing his lips to all sorts of places on her face.

“It’s time to wish Henni happy birthday,” he said, and held out his hand.

Clara and Axel were neither the first nor the last to arrive at the meadow with the pavilion that held the Book of Fortunes. The whole village was gathering there to celebrate the momentous occasion. Even Fiora, who scarcely left her house, had come with Hansel and Gretel.

Clara and Axel found the two children eating a lingonberry pie that Ella had made—she’d located a hidden crock of sugar in her parents’ cellar—and thus far Hansel hadn’t bitten anyone or anything but his rare sweet treat.

Most of the villagers were lined up to take turns pinching Henni’s arms, as was tradition, to remind her that she was awake and not dreaming and to use this opportunity wisely.

Clara and Axel also took their place in the line, but since it was long and she had time to spare, she broke away and wandered over to the Tree of the Lost.

Wistfully, she gazed at the rainbow array of cloth strips and ribbons knotted to the hazel branches. Each of them fluttered in the warm breeze and reminded her of all the Lost yet to be found in the forest, many of whom had probably perished and been absorbed by the trees.

She eyed the strip she was looking for, one made of Thurn wool and dyed rose red. She untied it from the tree and fastened it around her wrist.

A red-breasted robin lifted from one of the branches and flew away.

Clara watched it for a moment and softly smiled.

When she drifted back to the line, it was almost her turn to greet Henni. Axel had just pinched Henni’s arm, probably too hard, because she yelped, giggled, and smacked his shoulder.

Clara took care to be gentler and gave Henni more than a pinch. She also wrapped her arms around her and whispered, “Take my luck.”

Henni’s eyes glistened. “Thank you.”

Henni couldn’t have looked lovelier in her white dress and the wreath of oak leaves crowning her shining chestnut hair. When she walked to the pavilion, the old ladies of Grimm’s Hollow dabbed their eyes with handkerchiefs, and the young men stared like they’d never realized Henni existed before today.

Reaching the curtains that veiled the pedestal holding Sortes Fortunae, she inhaled deeply, smiled once more at her friends, and saved her last look for her sister, Ella, who nodded and beamed back at her.

Henni slipped behind the curtain.

Clara couldn’t see what she was doing now—none of the villagers could, which was just as it should be—but everyone knew that Henni was quietly making her one wish on the Book of Fortunes.

Clara waited for her friend to emerge from the curtain with a wide smile on her face, but the minutes passed, and Henni still remained hidden.

“Something is wrong,” Clara murmured to Axel. Before he could reply, she rushed over to Herr Oswald, the chairman over-seeing the event, and begged him to break custom and let her go behind the curtain to check on Henni. “I won’t hear her make her wish,” Clara promised. “Surely she’s already spoken it or is too afraid to. Please, let me help her.”

Reluctantly, Herr Oswald gave his permission, and Clara raced behind the curtain.

Henni stood before the pedestal in a daze, her arms hanging heavy at her sides, her stare bewildered as she looked down at the open Book of Fortunes.

“Is everything all right?” Clara set a hand on Henni’s shoulder.

“It keeps opening to the same spot,” she stammered. “But there’s nothing there.”

“What do you mean?”

Henni just shook her head, at a loss for more words.

Until that moment, Clara had resisted the urge to peek at the book, but now her curiosity won over. She lowered her gaze.

There in the center of the book, where the leaves met and were bound together, was a thin strip of paper with a ragged edge—the remnants of a page that had been torn out.

“What’s going on back there?” Herr Oswald called.

“What do I do?” Henni whispered to Clara, her voice trembling.

“Everything’s fine!” Clara answered Herr Oswald. “Just give us a moment.”

She frowned at the book and tapped a finger on the pedestal. “Maybe this is the same spot where the riddle was torn out.” She thought of the page Sortes Fortunae had left behind when it abandoned Grimm’s Hollow.

“I don’t think so,” Henni murmured. “If that were true, the book would have replied to me on the page before or after it. But it needs the one that’s missing.”

Clara thought of what Axel had told her on Devotion Day, and what Henni had also said when they’d returned to Grimm’s Hollow: You shouldn’t tempt fate.

But then she remembered how Axel had come to think differently, how he’d whispered after the meadow ball, You’re the person who tempts fate. You don’t run away from it.

According to him, that was why Grandmère had drawn the Red Card for Clara, because she was the Changer of Fate.

“Don’t tell anyone what I’m about to do,” Clara hissed.

Henni blanched, but nodded.

Clara closed the Book of Fortunes and drew a long breath. She spoke the incantation: “Sortes Fortunae, hear my voice. Understand my heart and its deepest desire. My name is Clara Thurn, and this is my second wish.”

Henni stifled a gasp.

“Don’t listen,” Clara whispered.

Henni stuffed her fingers in her ears.

“I wish to know where your missing page is,” Clara said in the quietest voice possible. “The one meant for Henni.”

She turned the cover over, and the book opened to a new spot.

For several pounding heartbeats, the page remained blank. Clara began to fear that she had done something unforgivable.

Henni fidgeted beside her. “Maybe we should—”

“Wait, look!” Clara pointed to the page.

Letters of green ink scrawled across it, rapidly spelling out several words:


Only one page holds the secret to finally restoring peace.

Only one person is to blame for breaking it.

Both must be found, for one has the other,

And together they hide in the Forest Grimm.



Adrenaline flashed through Clara’s veins. She scanned the words again. They felt more like a new riddle than a set of simple instructions. But one thing felt certain—her quest wasn’t over yet. There was still a curse to finish breaking, and to do that, she needed to find a missing page … as well as the person who possessed it.

Once again, what she sought could only be found in one place, and to that place she would return …

The Forest Grimm.
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