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Dedication
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For Aidan,

who, like his name, has always been

my help and little fire
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PROLOGUE

BEFORE THE CURSE

The first snowfall of the season was a dangerous time for a ten-year-old girl to sleepwalk in the Forest Grimm. To her grandmother’s knowledge, this was the only occasion Clara had ever walked while asleep. If it had been a habit, Marlène Thurn might have bolted the front door of their cottage shut or sent Clara to bed wearing a fur mantle, sheepskin boots, and woolen stockings.

As it was, the wisp of a girl was bare-legged, with only the linen of her nightgown to protect her from the bitter cold. Clara had fallen asleep curled up on a fleece in front of the kitchen hearth, and she looked so warm and contented that Marlène hadn’t wanted to disturb her. The old woman had nodded off herself, her head tucked against a wing of an armchair mere inches away.

Clara’s mother and father were dozing in another room, so when the snow swirled inside past the open door and tapped Marlène’s shoulder with its frosty fingers, only she had awakened to find Clara missing.

Marlène searched the cottage to see if the child might be elsewhere, and when she wasn’t, she grabbed a shawl from a peg, shoved her feet into slippers, and raced outside. She didn’t dare wake anyone else. The Grimm wolf had been prowling around these parts, and Marlène had a careful relationship with the creature.

Once a year, the old woman allowed the wolf to snatch one of her lambs for a meal—a sad loss for the family, but Marlène considered the beast’s feelings as well, and it must have been hard for a predator to be bonded to a shepherdess. It was only fair that the wolf reap some of the benefits, especially since Marlène had the ability to slip into its skin and possess its body at will.

Marlène considered doing so now. Would she be able to find Clara faster? But what if Clara’s father or their farmhand did awaken and bring weapons? If anyone killed the wolf, they would also unwittingly kill Marlène. She had a better chance of protecting Clara and the wolf as a woman.

No one knew about the bond Marlène shared with the animal that sealed their fates together. It was safer that way. When Marlène’s family of Anivoyantes had been massacred in a foreign land, she’d learned an unforgettable lesson: most people feared magic, especially when it presented itself as seers who wore the skins of wolves. Alone, she’d escaped to Grimm’s Hollow, and all she claimed to be now was a simple fortune-teller.

Following her granddaughter’s footprints in the snow, Marlène dashed past the herb garden, the north sheep pasture, the woven fence, the hedgerow, and, beyond it, the frozen stream that divided her farmland from the Forest Grimm.

Her heart thumped when she spied large canine paw prints that merged with Clara’s tracks. She hastened, willing the wolf not to harm her only grandchild. But no amount of inward pleading could penetrate the wolf’s mind. Marlène’s bond didn’t include that ability.

At last, Marlène clapped eyes on Clara. Twenty feet away, the child stood in a moonlit clearing beside a lone aspen with only six golden leaves clinging to its branches. If only there had been seven, they would have made a lucky number.

Clara’s expression was distant, her gaze unfocused, her mind lost in a dream. Perhaps a nightmare. For that’s how this moment felt to Marlène—because looming a few feet to Clara’s left, opposite the skeletal aspen, stood the Grimm wolf.

The girl and the beast looked eerily disproportionate, Clara being smaller than other children her age, and the wolf twice as large as common breeds.

The old woman froze, as transfixed as Clara, unsure what to do. The Grimm wolf stared down at the girl, and while it didn’t bare its fangs, the tip of its tail elevated slightly, indicating its uncertainty about the child. Perhaps it was trying to determine if she was a threat or a tasty midnight snack.

What must have confused the wolf most was the fleece Clara was holding—the same fleece she’d lain on by the hearth. It gave her all the more appearance of an offering come willingly from the Thurn sheep farm.

Marlène strained to breathe. She couldn’t stop thinking about two fortune-telling cards she’d drawn over and over for Clara: the Midnight Forest for a forbidden choice, and the Fanged Creature for an untimely death. Clara’s fate seemed to be playing out this very night.

No, it can’t. Not yet.

“Adiah.” Marlène spoke to the wolf, and it turned its great head. Marlène had never ascertained if the wolf knew the name she had given her. Wolves couldn’t be domesticated like dogs. The only thing Marlène could trust was how the Grimm wolf had always tolerated her presence. They were halves of a strange whole even she couldn’t comprehend fully after all these years. “Adiah, come to me.”

The wolf didn’t understand the command, but perhaps the primal gesture of Marlène’s open hand might stir some buried instinct to press forward.

It didn’t. The wolf looked away and fixed its large brown eyes on Clara again. Thankfully, the girl didn’t return the stare directly, but if she were to awaken, she most certainly would, and the wolf would attack.

Marlène made herself look small, bowed her head, stooped her posture, and tentatively advanced five steps, cringing as the snow crunched beneath her slippers. On her sixth step, a low growl reverberated from the Grimm wolf. Marlène halted.

She knew what she must do—slip into the skin of the wolf. Doing so should be safe now. No one had followed her. No one would try to kill the beast.

Still, she hesitated. Marlène had never determined how quickly her spirit could leave her body and take possession of the wolf. Until now, she’d never had reason to time it. Could she shift fast enough to protect Clara? Any sudden movement might provoke the wolf.

The Grimm wolf growled again, throwing the sound at Marlène, as if it could sense her intentions. It curled back its lips and bared its fangs at Clara.

The girl’s emerald eyes began to focus. Frown lines formed between her brows. She staggered, disoriented, and addressed the wolf: “I-I’m looking for the boy in the forest. He’s very cold. I’ve brought him my fleece.”

The Grimm wolf’s jaws gaped wide. It snarled and lunged.

Clara screamed.

Marlène released her spirit. Her body collapsed. The world went black. Silent.

Then color and sound burst into her awareness. Her mind raced to discern her new perspective. Blurring vision. Rushing cold. She hurtled through the air. A shriek pierced her eardrums.

She crashed into something and fell on all fours, stunned by her own massive size. She wasn’t yet acclimated to the body of the wolf. Her open mouth pressed against flesh, where a pulse thundered. Clara’s neck. Her jugular vein.

It took all of Marlène’s willpower to prevent her jaws from snapping shut. She had no desire to kill her granddaughter, but her spirit was still fresh in the wolf, and the wolf had been in the midst of fulfilling its strongest animal instinct.

Marlène forced herself off the girl, who lay stunned and terror-stricken. Tears welled in Clara’s eyes. Her body shook violently.

Marlène lowered her tail and flattened her ears, but Clara didn’t understand the signs of submission. To make matters worse, no red rampion was growing nearby. If Marlène could have eaten some, she would have been given a human voice to speak soothing words.

Clara regained her composure and scrambled to her feet. She grabbed the fleece she’d dropped in the scuffle and darted her gaze to the forest. A look of confusion crossed her face. Was she remembering her dream?

Marlène backtracked to the trees surrounding the clearing, showing Clara that she would leave her alone now. Go home, she thought. There is no boy out in the cold. You are the only child who is freezing.

Clara bit her lower lip, which was swiftly turning blue. Hesitating, she glanced about her again, and gasped. “Grandmère?”

Marlène cursed inwardly. She hadn’t anticipated Clara seeing her human body, especially in its spiritless state—not breathing but mystically preserved, as if frozen in time.

Clara rushed over and shook her grandmother’s lifeless arms. “Why won’t you wake up?”

Marlène deliberated. If she pulled her spirit from the wolf, the beast would be free to attack again. Yet if she didn’t, how long would Clara remain in the forest, worrying over her grandmother’s body? If Marlène delayed much longer, Clara would catch her death out here. Her two-card fate could still come to pass tonight.

Marlène sprinted across the clearing, bolting toward what she knew lay a half mile in the distance—a deep ravine with sheer walls, difficult to climb, even with sharp claws.

Once she reached the edge, she skidded to a halt. She scouted for the best place to take a tumble, one that wouldn’t kill the wolf—and her human self within it. She spied a promising path downward with fewer rocks and patches of soft moss peeking out from the snow.

Remember my one wish, she thought, a sort of prayer to the Book of Fortunes. She’d made that wish when she was twenty-five, a newcomer of two years to Grimm’s Hollow and pregnant with the babe who would become Clara’s mother. Protect my bloodline, she added, craving reassurance in case this ended badly.

Of course, the book wasn’t there to give its answer, and even if it were, Sortes Fortunae might not have written a reply. No one dared to petition the book twice. Doing so would be tempting fate, which was most forbidden.

All Marlène could do was hope for the best as she threw herself into the ravine and pulled her spirit from the Grimm wolf.

Blackness overcame her again. When she regained consciousness, she felt as if she’d been sucked into a whirlpool, beaten against a riverbed, and spat out onto hard, dry land. Through her bond, she felt the wolf’s injuries. She’d wounded the poor creature viciously.

“Grandmère?” A fresh sob burst out of Clara, overflowing with relief. “I thought you were dead!”

“Oh, ma petite chérie.” Marlène sat up and held her granddaughter fiercely. “I fainted from seeing that wolf.”

“It was a Grimm wolf,” Clara said, shuddering.

“Indeed?” Marlène brushed snowflakes from Clara’s dark hair. Villagers in Grimm’s Hollow spoke of Grimm wolves as if there were many in these woods. But Adiah was the only wolf of her kind here. Bonded with Marlène, Adiah had followed her from their homeland to these forested mountains years ago. “However did you survive?”

“I don’t know.” Clara’s forehead puckered. “The wolf just ran away. I hope it didn’t go after the boy.”

“Boy?” Marlène recalled too late what Clara had murmured while sleepwalking.

“He’s traveling here, and his clothes aren’t warm enough. His father says they must hurry. Winter came too soon. I want to give him my fleece.”

“You are a sweet girl.” Marlène rubbed Clara’s arm. “But that was only a dream.”

“No, he’s real. I saw him yesterday before the snow started falling.”

“Yesterday? But you never left the cottage.”

“I saw him tonight, I mean. But for him it was yesterday.” Clara scratched her head. “It’s confusing.”

“I see.”

“His name is …” Clara sighed. “Well, I’ve forgotten it.”

“Ah, there’s the catch—the true sign of a dream. They are always missing pieces, you see.”

“But—”

“Come, now.” Marlène pushed her aching body to its feet and scooped up her granddaughter. She may have been old and sore, but she had always remained strong. “I’m going to make us a nice pot of tea.” She didn’t mention all the strong herbs she planned to steep into it.

Clara needed to forget this night, Marlène determined. She was a curious child, one who had too many questions and sought answers at any cost. Marlène didn’t want her drawing any conclusions about the Grimm wolf, especially if they were true.

And so it was that Clara never remembered the one time she had sleepwalked as a child, nor the cause for her frostbitten toes, nor her first thoughts of a boy named Axel who was about to arrive in Grimm’s Hollow and change her life forever.

Fortuitously, he survived the bitter cold and never crossed paths with the Grimm wolf. At least not on that journey.

As for Marlène, although she was a seer, it wasn’t until many years later that she pieced together what Clara had accomplished that night. The dream Clara had while sleepwalking was, in fact, a vision. Not a vision of the future, like Marlène had when she read someone’s fortune, but a vision of the past.

This was the first demonstration of Clara’s gift—proof that some of the magic in Marlène’s bloodline had passed on. But even among Marlène’s slaughtered family, Clara’s gift was rare. Seers who could see into the past were known as Voyantes of the Bygone, and unlike Anivoyantes, they didn’t shift into animals. Still, magic was magic, and people were threatened the most by forms they understood the least.

Marlène wished Clara’s gift had never manifested. That way no one would have cause to endanger her life. Clara’s fate was already spelled out, but that didn’t mean her destiny should be encouraged.

As the years passed, Marlène’s only consolation was that Clara’s magic remained dormant. By and large, it stayed so until Clara’s two-card fate played out, even though Marlène hadn’t foreseen everything that would precede and follow her granddaughter’s death.

She didn’t know the boy Clara had wished to warm with her fleece would grow up to fall in love with her. And when Clara died, he would use a spindle to plunge red rampion into her heart. It would give her back her life, and with it, greater access to her magic.

But Marlène still had reason to fear, for the fortune-telling cards revealed a new story for the girl, and Clara’s flourishing magic would only make it more dangerous and heartbreaking.

A troubling fate also awaited Marlène, made all the more real now that Clara had her life back. Marlène began to understand how their destinies would tangle.

And Clara’s destiny—Clara’s life—was one Marlène swore to die protecting.
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CHAPTER 1

SIX YEARS LATER

I stand outside the village meeting hall, perspiration soaking the linen of my day dress as I await the call to be admitted into the inquisition. I wish Grandmère were here. I could use her courage. Still ill and barely coherent, she’s the only company I’ve had this week. The council hasn’t allowed me to see any of my friends. They don’t want us comparing and later corroborating one another’s stories about what happened in the Forest Grimm.

Beside me, Karl Wagner, a middle-aged farmer, serves as my guard. Tan lines surround the wrinkles radiating from his eyes. He removes his straw hat and rubs the mark it left on his brow. “My Geraldine,” he hisses, his voice warbling with grief. “Did you ever see her in the forest?”

My chest sinks. Since I’ve returned, he isn’t the first person to ask about a Lost loved one. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see many villagers.” I won’t tell him about the ones I found dead, most of them unrecognizable. The ones my mother killed.

What little light is left in Karl’s eyes extinguishes.

“Perhaps your wife is still alive,” I say. The old Clara would have sounded more hopeful. But this Clara, the Clara who killed her mother and brought back a book that couldn’t break the curse, can only offer him weak reassurance.

One of the doors to the meeting hall cracks open. Karl turns his empty eyes on me. “It’s time.”

Before I can take a calming breath, the double doors open wide. It’s a sweltering day, and the stench of sweat and wood polish hits me square in the face, along with the gazes of over fifty villagers sitting in the pews.

This must be what a bride feels like on her wedding day. Except if the aisle I’m about to walk down led to an altar, it would be for a slaughter.

No one will believe the truth. I can already see it in my best friend Henni’s eyes, bloodshot from crying, and the look Axel gives me, strained with worry.

“Clara Thurn, come forward and take your seat,” Herr Oswald, chairman of the governing council, commands. He smooths his thinning hair with bony fingers and indicates the chair, positioned to face the assembly. To its right sit the five members of the council.

I walk the aisle, feeling my doom descend, a strange sort of fear since I’ve been confronted by far more dangerous people in the forest.

Then why am I so afraid?

The chair is unforgivingly hard and wobbles as I shift to sit taller. Look confident for Henni’s sake. This inquisition has, overall, been targeted at her. The gratitude first shown us when we returned from the forest was rescinded the moment Henni’s one wish on the Book of Fortunes failed to break the curse on Grimm’s Hollow.

It wasn’t enough that we partially lifted the curse, the result of my one wish gone awry. Because of it, more rain falls. More crops flourish. But what everyone really wants is for their loved ones to return home from the forest. And for that, the curse must fully break.

Herr Oswald sits in the center of the councilors behind a long table. He dons a pair of wire-framed spectacles and peruses his notes. “Clara, since the day the curse fell three years ago, you and your friends, Axel Furst and Henrietta Dantzer, are the only people to ever enter and return from the Forest Grimm.”

“Aside from Ella Dantzer, Fiora Winther, and Fiora’s children, Hansel and Gretel,” I reply, spotting Ella and Fiora in the crowd. Ella is seated next to Henni, her hand over her sister’s, and Fiora is two rows behind. Hansel and Gretel appear to be absent, which is a relief. This is no occasion for children.

“True, true,” Herr Oswald concedes. “Although we consider them to be among the Lost, thankfully found, unlike you, Axel, and Henni. I believe we can agree you three were never Lost?”

I nod, not wanting to hash out how we actually became lost—though only lost in our travels, not Lost to ourselves. Being Lost like that changed Ella into Cinderella the poisoner, Fiora into Rapunzel with miles of strangling hair, and Hansel and Gretel into cannibalistic captors.

“Very well. Back to the matter at hand.” Herr Oswald’s voice is neither kind nor condescending. He can rule pragmatically as the closest person we have to a mayor. “Will you explain how you three accomplished the feat?”

“I can try.” I clear my throat, stalling. Henni and Axel have already been interrogated. How much would they have shared? “Before my mother went Lost, she made me a cape.”

Henni rounds her eyes. Axel shakes his head slightly. They didn’t share about the cape’s magic, then—how my mother dyed it with protective red rampion, which allowed me to enter the forest. They achieved the same with a scarf and a kerchief I made from my cape.

“The cape is vibrant red, and I hoped my mother could find me if I was wearing it,” I go on, improvising a new excuse. “Perhaps the forest let me enter because it sensed that connection to her. She had already been welcomed, when I had not been, not until then.”

“And how do you account for Henni and Axel being welcomed?” Herr Oswald asks.

“We traveled together, so perhaps the forest viewed us as an entity.”

Hazel Roth, a councilwoman, harrumphs, her frown accentuating her double chins.

“Isn’t that explanation a bit far-fetched?” Herr Oswald asks.

“Possibly.” I fold my hands in my lap to hold down my trembling knees. “I’m only speculating, sir. But my best guess is the forest finally wanted the Book of Fortunes to be found, so it gave us passage. It must have wanted all three of us to accomplish the task.”

Herr Oswald peers at the other council members, and as there are no more harrumphs among them, he moves on to his next points of interrogation: where I found the book, how we discovered the Lost Ones we brought home, and how we managed to come home at all.

I’m honest about the book’s location near a subterranean waterfall, as well as how we navigated the forest following rivers and streams. As for Ella, Fiora, and Hansel and Gretel, I share how we came upon them, but not how they tried to kill us and likely killed others. They’re innocent of any monstrosity triggered by the forest’s tainted magic.

“So you set out on your journey in search of your mother, Rosamund Thurn,” Herr Oswald continues. “How did that search end?”

I see myself as a ghost hovering over my own dead body, a terrible gash at my neck and blood blooming from the wound. “I found her but couldn’t save her.” Axel’s and Henni’s expressions are pensive but supportive. I trust they haven’t betrayed the killer my mother was, deadlier than any of the Lost we encountered. “She was living in an abandoned fortress and …” Axel nods at me. Henni’s eyes well with fresh tears. “… it was unstable. It collapsed and buried her in the rubble.”

Herr Oswald studies me for a drawn-out moment, his wiry brows lifted. “If that is true, child, you have our deepest condolences.”

I sink a little in my chair. Perhaps I’ll get out of this inquisition unscathed—and more importantly, my friends will.

“Now about the villagers you didn’t find. Are we to believe, of the sixty-seven villagers who have gone Lost, you only met with five?”

“The forest is vast, sir. A difficult place to survive in, even when you’ve been admitted. We barely had food to eat. Deer hid from us. Fish were scarcely found. Many villagers must have already …” I lock gazes with Karl Wagner. His face is haunted, devastated, a reflection of so many. Everyone has a Lost loved one. “They would have had great trouble staying alive.”

“Yet you found no graves, no markers from other villagers who might have buried them?”

“No graves, sir.”

“Nothing in the trees, then?” he prods, one eye squinting.

Why is he mentioning the trees? Someone must have revealed the truth about them. A quick glance at Henni confirms it was her. Sorry, she mouths, though she has no need to apologize. We weren’t allowed to correspond, to decide what to share or keep secret.

Unfortunately, the more bizarre our stories are, the more unlikely the council is to believe the fundamental reason we’re here: to explain why Henni couldn’t break the curse.

“We did see faces in the trees,” I answer reluctantly. “It was as if the dead had been absorbed in them.”

A woman in the crowd gasps.

“But they could not be identified,” I rush on. “They might have been fallen soldiers, like in the legend.” The legend no one really believes in. A scary story shared when people gather around hearth fires and want a thrill. It speaks of a great battle that took place long ago, in which every dead soldier became a tree, and those trees became the forest.

I believe that story now.

Herr Oswald gives a small grunt. “That brings us to Henni’s wish ceremony.” My heart gives a hard thud. “You say the forest allowed you entrance because it wanted the Book of Fortunes to be found. One would therefore assume it wanted the curse to be broken. How do you explain why it wasn’t?”

Henni clasps her hands, as if in prayer. Axel leans forward, his elbows on his knees.

“I’m unsure how to answer, as I don’t know what Henni wished for.” This time my words are calculated. I’ve prepared myself for this line of inquiry, and I’ll begin by throwing a village law in the faces of the council: “Sharing what one wishes for is forbidden, after all. Henni would never tempt fate by breaking that rule, even for me.”

Herr Oswald knows as well as I do that she would have wished to break the curse. Henni’s too good-natured to do otherwise, being the only person of age in Grimm’s Hollow who hasn’t made her one wish, the only one the village can depend upon to end their suffering.

Herr Oswald levels a glare at me. “Very well, then, Clara. Recount for us what you witnessed that day.”

“Do you mean from the time you let me go behind the pavilion curtain to join Henni?” I answer, careful to keep my tone courteous. This was another breaking of customs, and Herr Oswald was the one who allowed it.

His face reddens as the other council members grumble. “Continue,” he says past thinning lips.

“Henni was in a state of shock. She said she’d kept making her wish, but every time she opened the book for an answer, Sortes Fortunae kept turning to a spot where a page was missing. I saw for myself the remnants where it had been torn out.”

“Then you didn’t see any words on the page?” Herr Oswald squints one eye again, like he’s trying to hint at what someone else revealed.

Axel wouldn’t have said anything. He doesn’t even know what happened. I haven’t been allowed to speak with him. And Henni wouldn’t have exposed that I did something forbidden.

I made a second wish on Sortes Fortunae. Second wishes are unspoken of, unforgivable, the worst way a person can tempt fate. Nothing is more sacred than the Book of Fortunes, especially now that it’s finally back in Grimm’s Hollow.

But when I made my second wish, I wasn’t thinking about laws or blasphemy. I’d felt strangely bold and untouchable—even angry. I was someone who’d died and come back again, someone who’d killed her own mother, and I wasn’t going to allow the curse to remain unbroken because of a missing page. So that’s what I wished for:

I wish to know where your missing page is. The one meant for Henni.

“When I found Henni, no words were written in the book,” I answer carefully.

“And after you found her?”

I briefly close my eyes, and the magicked green ink of Sortes Fortunae seems to burn through my lids, a blazing reminder of the answer it wrote on a page that wasn’t missing:


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.



“The book made it clear that it wouldn’t give Henni an answer until the missing page was restored.”

Henni breaks into a coughing fit. Her eyes are overbright as she stabs me with a look that says I’ve confessed too much.

“And how exactly did the book make this clear?” Herr Oswald demands.

Henni coughs again. Herr Oswald motions for Karl Wagner. “Escort Miss Dantzer from the room.”

“I’ve told you already,” I reply, trying to stall him. “The book is missing a page. It’s simple enough to draw the conclusion that it needs to be whole to answer Henni.”

What I can’t explain, even to myself, is why the book answered me, though I believe in my bones that if I’d asked to break the curse, I would have been met with the same missing page.

I’m convinced the curse won’t be broken until the person who murdered Bren Zimmer is found and the page is returned. That’s what the riddle must mean. Whoever brought about the curse by using our sacred book to make a murderous wish to kill the prominent blacksmith of our village is in the forest with the missing page, and they need to be brought to justice.

Karl reaches Henni and prods her back.

“She isn’t leaving.” Ella clutches her sister’s hand. “Clara is the last one being questioned. Henni has every right to hear her testimony.”

Councilwoman Hazel Roth raises her double chins. “It is we who give permission to stay, and Henrietta’s time is up.”

Ella looks to her parents for help, but they urge her to let Henni leave. I see the fear in their eyes. They don’t want to make matters worse for their youngest daughter. I’ve been told Henni was questioned for three days. Shy Henni, sweet Henni, barely sixteen-years-old Henni, was relentlessly interrogated over something that wasn’t her fault.

It’s more than ridiculous; it’s insulting. What does the council imagine her ulterior motive could be? Or any of ours? They’re acting as though we returned to Grimm’s Hollow, Book of Fortunes in hand, to bring our village into utter ruin.

Ella releases her sister’s hand, and Henni rises. I ache to see how wilted she looks, especially when she’d grown so much bolder on our journey.

“She’s done something to offend the book!” a woman calls. “Now the forest is angrier! I’ll never see my son again!”

A man whips a finger at her. “She’s made the curse worse!”

“What? No!” Henni blanches. “I tried to make a wish.”

“She needs to be punished!” yells another man.

I jerk up from my chair. “She needs to be protected! She’s the only one who can break the curse. No one else will come of age for another year.”

More shouts erupt. More people cry for Henni to be reprimanded. They weep over their Lost Ones. They rage that Ella and Fiora, with her illegitimate children, have returned, but not anyone else. They see our coming back as a conspiracy. The unbroken curse is proof.

“Order, order!” Herr Oswald calls, but no one listens. Everyone is on their feet now. Karl struggles to escort Henni outside while villagers elbow closer. Fists clench. Spittle flies. Faces redden.

I bolt for Henni, but two council members hold me back while the others struggle to calm the assembly. I watch, open-mouthed, as the chaos intensifies. My once gentle neighbors, farmers and craftsmen, millers and tradesmen, morph into a terrible mob. If only they could see themselves, the monsters they’re becoming, worse than any Lost Ones.

“Stop! Please!” No one hears me. Not until I hurl my chair against the wall. “You’re acting no better than murderers! Have you forgotten why our village was cursed in the first place? And that was due to one murderer. What do you think the forest will do if you all become killers?”

Heads lower. People shuffle back. Not everyone has the grace to look ashamed, but I’ve at least given them pause, and that brief time allows Karl to finish escorting Henni from the meeting hall. Ella and her parents swiftly follow. Axel weaves his way to me and pulls me into his arms. Only then do I realize I’m shaking and clawing at the rose-red strip of wool I wear around my wrist. My remembrance of my mother from the Tree of the Lost.

I can’t have any more death on my hands.

Over Axel’s shoulder, I take in the crowd through my blurredhot eyes. If any of them did harm Henni, would I hold them as blameless as my mother? The curse drove her to madness until she was no longer Rosamund, but Briar Rose, a blood-sucking monster, the Fanged Creature my grandmother had foreseen in her cards.

I couldn’t save her, but I can save this village. If I do, maybe I’ll find some redemption. Maybe my mother will.

I will return to the forest. I’ll discover the murderer. I’ll bring that person back—and with them, the missing page. I’ll save Henni, and Henni will break the curse.
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CHAPTER 2

SEVEN WEEKS LATER

Though the night is dark and this room is dim, I veil my face in black and struggle to conjure a vision of the past. I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor of Grandmère’s bedroom in our cottage. Her snores drift to my ears, but I imagine the rattle in her chest isn’t wet from the cough in her lungs. It’s the sound of a summer storm or the rustle of wind through damp autumn leaves. Nothing to worry over.

I concentrate on the fortune-telling cards I’ve spread facedown and the token clutched in my left hand. This is how Grandmère divines someone’s future, or at least as close as I can replicate. If my magic is anything like hers, then her trick for sparking her ability should also spark mine.

I won’t think about how many times I’ve attempted this ritual and failed. Since I returned from my journey, I haven’t had any more glimpses of the past. But I’m determined to change that. I need to if I’m to solve who murdered Bren Zimmer.

In the weeks since the inquisition, I’ve worked endlessly at having visions and gathering clues. I have so much more work to do, so many more skills to develop, but I feel my time running short. I hoped Grandmère would recover first, but I can’t delay my second journey much longer. The village has reached a tentative peace with me and my friends, but it’s like a broken teacup pieced together without glue. A sneeze could shatter it again.

I refocus on the vision I’m trying to summon. When Grandmère reads someone’s fortune, they place their hand atop hers. Through that touch, she feels their blood “sing,” which guides her to pick each card. She does so blindly, veiled in opaque black, like I’m veiled now.

I don’t have the luxury of someone’s touch—not when I’m trying to connect to Lost Ones—so I’ve been experimenting with tokens, tangible items special to that person.

Johann Schade is the Lost One I’m currently trying to channel. I picture his long, gaunt face. His lanky frame. According to the glassblower he apprenticed for in Grimm’s Hollow, the green marble I’m holding was his prized possession: a beautiful clear globe with a ribbon swirl of green in its core.

I’m not sure how closely Johann knew Bren Zimmer. Johann was a quiet man in his midtwenties who kept to himself, though he attended occasional festivals. In the days before the curse, celebrations were held frequently. Johann never danced at them, but he watched the couples with a furrowed brow and his hat bent from wringing the brim.

I squeeze the green marble. “Speak to me,” I murmur to Johann, or his marble, or the cards—anything that might open my mind to see his past.

Johann went missing in the second year of the curse, after he journeyed into the forest of his own accord, for what reason I can’t say. Back then, the forest admitted people on occasion, though I never understood why some were allowed while others were barred, like Axel was when he ran after Ella on the eve of their wedding. Like I was every time I ventured past the ashlined border until I had the protection of red rampion.

I strain harder to focus. A headache throbs between my pinched brows. I glide my hand over the cards. I wait for any unusual sensations. A firing nerve. A rush in my veins. A flutter in my belly. Grandmère never clarified how she felt blood “singing.”

I crack one eye open to peek at her, as if that can help solve my dilemma, but I can’t see anything past my silken veil.

One minute passes. Two. The clock in our front room cuckoos eight times.

No one’s blood is singing. If it did, I’ve missed it.

I’m probably overthinking this.

Just draw the cards, Clara.

I flip over three, lift away the veil, and stare at what I’ve chosen. The Fanned Tail for irrepressible confidence. Coins in a Pocket for a sudden inflow of wealth. The Lady with the Lily for untarnished beauty.

I burst into laughter, but the sound is mirthless, pathetic. I couldn’t have picked cards more at odds with Johann. How will I ever discover the person who committed murder and triggered the curse? My magic is the only advantage I have in this impossible task.

Grandmère coughs and shifts uncomfortably. I go to her bedside table and pour a spoonful of elderberry syrup, which is more like strained puree, as we have no honey. Hopefully it still helps.

I sit on her mattress and bring the spoon to her mouth. She grimaces but forces down the concoction. A few moments pass, and her cough settles. She relaxes into a deeper sleep.

I smooth her flyaway gray hairs into the long braid resting atop her patchwork quilt. When Grandmère was in the body of the Grimm wolf, she was injured, and while that wound healed, she’s been ill ever since.

My hand gravitates to the rose-red strip of wool I’ve fastened around my left wrist. Mother isn’t Lost anymore, I remind myself. She isn’t the monster who attacked her own mother and killed me. I found her like I’d set out to do, and for one beautiful moment she recognized me before she died.

Grandmère said I saved her. But perhaps she only meant to console me, her last remaining family member, even though I killed her daughter.

The candle flame on the bedside table flickers, its light reflecting in the leaded glass of the casement window. My gaze lifts to my own reflection, a younger copy of my mother, the same green eyes and sable hair. It hangs loosely about my shoulders, but doesn’t hide the scar on my neck, where Briar Rose bit me and drank my blood dry.

With shaking fingers, I touch the scar. It’s not a simple imprint of teeth; Briar Rose tore a chunk of my flesh away. She killed me … but did that justify me killing her?

My fingers trail down to another scar, one I can’t see but can feel past the linen of my dress. Axel brought me back to life by plunging a red spindle into my heart, a piece of my magical cape with it. But what brand of madness made me believe I could save my mother from her Lost spell by doing the same? She was alive, not dead like I’d been.

Deep down, did some part of me want her to die?

No, how can I think that?

I blow out the candle, and my reflection vanishes. I look through the window and see one of the sheep pastures in its place. A few ewes are grazing on the scant grass. Past them, in the distance, stand the trees bordering the Forest Grimm, only hazy silhouettes in the dark of the night, yet the longer I stare, the more that darkness sharpens and separates into different casts of gray.

Then the gray moves.

It sneaks, skulks, stalks. I see a tail, a snout, peaked ears.

My heart kicks a heavy beat.

The Grimm wolf.
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CHAPTER 3

Don’t be ridiculous, Clara. You can’t see any animal in the forest this far away.

I blink, and the illusion is gone. I rub my brow and release a slow exhale. I’m still living in the past, still remembering how I sensed the wolf when she trailed me on my journey. I’m sure I only noticed her because Grandmère was in her skin.

I pocket Johann’s green marble, wrap a knitted shawl around my shoulders, and stride outside with a lantern. Nightingales sing. Crickets chirp. A frog croaks. The air is brisk, cooler than it’s been in ages. It carries the smell of damp fallen leaves and sharp pine resin. For the first time in three years, autumn has arrived.

Until now, Grimm’s Hollow has been stuck in a dry spell of endless summer, but with the partial lifting of the curse, the seasons are finally shifting.

I glance over my shoulder and sneak inside the barn, closing the door firmly behind me. I don’t want anyone to discover what I’m hiding in here.

The barn is empty of animals. We only shelter sheep when the weather becomes harsh.

Balancing my lantern in one hand while hitching up a fold of my skirt, I climb the ladder to the hayloft, then slip between hay bales as I work my way to the far wall. The window shutters are already closed, but I hang a dark cloth across them and stuff extra fabric in the gaps to hide the glow of my lantern.

I can’t shake the feeling that I’m not alone, but I try to reason with myself. There’s no Grimm wolf here, no feral Rapunzel, no poisoner Cinderella, no cannibalistic Hansel and Gretel, no vampiric Briar Rose. No one is stalking me or trying to kill me.

I set down my lantern, stand on tiptoes, and reach into a nook between a wooden beam and a crooked board. I can’t find the strings of my cinched bag. I’ve tucked it back too far. I hop and swipe. I feel it, but I can’t—

Arms snake around my waist. I’m yanked back, shrieking. A hand clamps over my mouth. I squirm and buck. Strike my heel. I’m released before the kick lands. I spin around, hands fisted.

River-blue eyes twinkle back at me. Yes, twinkle. This boy is maddeningly charming in any situation.

“Axel!” My shoulders collapse. “What are you thinking, sneaking up on me like that?”

He cracks a sheepish grin. “I thought it might be romantic.” Taking in my unimpressed glare, he adds, “In a surprising way.”

“Not romantic. Not surprising. More like horrific and terrifying.” I lean back against the wall to steady myself. “You’re lucky there wasn’t a scythe nearby. I could have mauled you to death. Or scarred your beautiful face.”

He swaggers closer. “Beautiful?”

“Stupidly beautiful.”

A soft chuckle slips past his crooked smile. “I can live with that.” His nose brushes mine. “Is there anything I can do to earn your forgiveness?”

“No.” I squeeze back another inch.

“Does this help?” His hands trace my hips and rest on my waist. He twirls a lock of my hair and places a gentle kiss behind my ear.

My heart pitter-patters. “That’s cheating.”

“How?” His lips slide from my ear to my jawline and down the column of my throat.

“You know I can’t think when you … when …” I sigh and arch my neck. His kisses travel over every place my skin is exposed above the loose neckline of my dress. My shawl falls to the floor. I curl my toes in my shoes. My body is awash with prickling heat.

Axel’s mouth finds its way up the other side of my neck, the left side where—

I stiffen and push against him.

He immediately draws back. “What?”

I cover my scar, cheeks burning. “Sorry, I don’t know why …” I take a measured breath. “I know it’s ugly, but—”

“It’s not ugly.”

“It’s just the place where she …” My throat closes. I can’t meet Axel’s gaze. I stare down at the hay scattered across the floor, the way it shines golden in the lantern light, stark in contrast with my scuffed leather shoes.

“I remember,” Axel murmurs. He’s patient, not prying. If I say nothing more, he won’t press me. He hasn’t since that day at Briar Rose’s castle.

I peel away from the wall and glide around him, eager to change the subject. My gaze snags on a few rucksacks by a large pile of hay with a body-shaped indent, like a down-filled mattress. I frown. I never asked Axel how he was able to surprise me. “Have you been sleeping in here?”

Now his cheeks turn red. “I was going to tell you.”

“But your house—”

“The Dantzers asked me to leave.”

I can’t speak for a moment. For the past year, Axel has been living in a small house on the Dantzer farm, a place he was supposed to share with Ella once they wed. But then she became Lost in the forest, and Axel remained with the Dantzers. The family was hoping for a happy ending, and he was hoping to bring back Ella. Now that she is back and Axel isn’t marrying her … well, I suppose he was bound to have to leave at some point.

“What about the Tragers’ cottage?” It’s been abandoned for almost two years, ever since the couple went Lost. “They were so fond of you. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if—”

“I’m not moving into their cottage.” Axel sets his jaw. “That wouldn’t be right.”

I don’t fight him on this, though his unshakable sense of honor rarely does him any favors. “Where will you go then?” I know he won’t consider moving back with his uncle, not after the beatings he took growing up. “We’ll have to shelter the youngest of the flock in the barn if the weather takes a bad turn. Conrad is bound to find you.”

Axel nods, nibbling on his lip as he steals a shy glance at me. I don’t understand. Is he hoping that—?

Oh. I suppose Grandmère and I do have an extra bedroom in our cottage. But it would cause a scandal if Axel moved in with us, he being unmarried and—

Oh.

Can marriage really be what he’s hoping for? I’m only seventeen. Village girls get married at that age aplenty, but … I’m only just alive again. I’m not sure if I’m ready for that. Besides, how can I think of marrying when another dangerous journey is ahead of me?

“I’ll figure something out.” Axel forces a chuckle, raking a hand through his tousled, golden hair. He casts his gaze about the loft, as if looking for something else to talk about. He gestures at the nook. “What were you searching for up there?”

“Oh, um …” The bodice of my dress suddenly feels too tight.

He cocks his head, and his eyes slowly narrow. “Clara?”

“It’s just a little collection.”

“Of what?”

“Things.”

“What kinds of things?”

“Special things.”

His frown deepens. He skirts around me and strides to the wall.

I clutch his arm as he reaches into the nook. “I’m going to give them back, I promise.”

He pulls out the drawstring bag. It’s large enough to fit five apples. Apples would be so much easier to explain.

Axel gives the bag a shake, and its contents clink and jangle. “So you stole whatever is in here?”

“Just temporarily.”

He opens the bag, and his eyebrows dart upward. I know what he’s gawking at: rings, brooches, bracelets, cuff links, tiny figurines “Clara Thurn, you are a right and proper thief. You have a small fortune in here!”

“I can’t help it if prized possessions are worth more coin.”

He rolls his tongue in his cheek to tamp down a smile. “And what do you intend to do with all of this—just temporarily?”

I turn away, stalling like I’ve been stalling for weeks to tell him. Why does my perfect plan suddenly feel so ridiculous? “I’m going to solve the murder that brought about the curse.”

He doesn’t laugh, which is slightly heartening. “How?”

“The curse won’t break until Bren Zimmer’s murderer is brought back from the forest. He or she will have the missing page and—”

“So what’s all of this then?” He shakes the bag again. “Evidence? How could it be?”

I sit on the hay he’s been using for a bed. “Think of them as clues for Lost Ones. Not that I have a token for each of them yet. But every Lost One needs to be considered a suspect.”

Axel pulls out a tiny silver jar and looks at me questioningly.

“That belongs to Edwina Braun,” I explain. “It’s filled with beeswax perfume.”

“And it can tell you if she committed murder three years ago?”

“No. But it can help me connect to her … so I can have a vision of her past.”

Axel’s face splits into a wide grin. “Clara, that’s brilliant!”

“You think so?” A flicker of pride kindles inside my chest.

He plops down beside me. “So what have you discovered so far?”

“Discovered?”

“In one of your visions.” He gives my arm a rattle. “I can’t believe you haven’t told me about this!”

I cough up a laugh and shrink back into the hay. “Well, I’ve been more focused on collecting the tokens.”

“Stealing them, you mean.” He winks.

“Mm-hmm.” I want to bury myself deeper until all the hay smothers me.

“Wait, do you mean you haven’t had any visions? At all?”

I throw my arms over my eyes, not withholding any theatrics. “The village is going to find out what I stole and exile me to the lower valleys!”

Axel lies back in the hay with me and pokes my ribs. “Why did you keep stealing them if they weren’t helping?”

“Because I was sure they would. Eventually. Maybe the problem was finding the right token, one special enough to trigger a connection. I have been practicing at having visions, but it’s so difficult. And, of course, Grandmère can’t help.” I moan and fold my arms tighter over my face. “It’s only a matter of time before I’m caught. I can’t face another inquisition.”

“Well … then we’ll have to leave sooner.”

“To the lower valleys?”

“To the Forest Grimm.”

I’m quiet for a moment. Axel and I haven’t talked about taking a second journey together. I’ve known he wouldn’t let me leave without him. That’s why I’ve delayed this conversation.

I pull my arms down and peer at him. “You’re not going to tell me I should give away my cape so someone else can enter the forest instead?”

“Not if you’re not going to tell me I should give away my scarf so I can’t take the journey with you.”

I curl on my side to see him better. “And you’re not going to say I should just live for myself now that I have my life back and let breaking the curse be someone else’s problem?”

Axel tucks closer. “I know better than to start an argument I won’t win. Besides, breaking the curse is going to save our village. That means you’ll be saved too. You’ll be able to live fully. I want that for you.”

“But what if I die?” I whisper. “Permanently this time.”

He presses a soft kiss to the scar on my neck, then above my heart, where I bear the scar from the spindle. “I won’t let that happen.”

I rest my brow against his. “What if you die?”

“We’re all going to die someday, Clara. When I do, all I want is for you to be there with me.”

I drink in his smell, freshly cut wood and mountain pine. “You were there for me,” I whisper.

He kisses my forehead, and an owl hoots in the distance. I should go back to the cottage, but I miss sleeping beside Axel like we did in the forest. “Can I stay with you tonight?” I ask shyly.

His eyes warm a shade deeper, and he rises to blow out the lantern.

We trade kisses to the baaing of ewes in the pasture and the whistling autumn wind. We don’t talk about when we will leave for our journey. I sense our desperation to delay in the strength of Axel’s arms and mouth and the spread of his hands against my back. I feel it mirrored in the way I want to lose myself in him … or perhaps find myself.

Since I died and came back again, it’s like I’m in a stolen body, like I’m wearing the wrong clothes. I don’t know how to be the same Clara anymore. That was a girl who lived to save her mother, but now my mother is gone. And I’m still here.

I will break the curse or die trying—that much I know. But if I succeed, what follows? What will give my life meaning?

That’s what I can’t explain to Axel without hurting him. In struggling to reclaim my life, I don’t know how to make it as simple as just him and me.

But here in the darkness of this hayloft, it is that simple, and I keep him close, afraid of what tomorrow will bring.
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CHAPTER 4

Axel and I meant to wake up earlier than Conrad, who rises early indeed, but we’re so comfortable in the warm hay and each other’s arms that we oversleep. When Conrad enters the barn, we startle and smother our laughter as we clamber for a way that Axel can escape unnoticed.

I remember a fresh haystack outside the loft window. Axel grabs a rucksack with clothes, gives me a peck on the mouth, and whispers, “See you at the festival,” then jumps outside.

I stuff Johann’s green marble in the drawstring bag, cram it in the nook, and comb the hay from my hair. As I descend the ladder, I shoot Conrad my most innocent smile. “None of the hay is moldy,” I announce, as if reporting something that’s been weighing heavy on his mind.

Before he can untangle his brows, I breeze past him and exit the barn.

I perform my morning chores and warm some broth for Grandmère, forcing her to take a few swallows before she shoves my spoon away and drifts back to sleep. I wipe a bit of dribble off her chin. “Please fight and get better,” I whisper. “I need you.”

She coughs and moans, rolling onto her side with her back to me. I hang my head. What if she dies while I’m gone to the forest? What if I can’t succeed without her help?

I force myself to stand, to keep moving, keep doing. Tending to our farm and preparing for my journey are all that’s holding me together right now.

I check the clock. It’s early in the afternoon. I have just enough time to obtain another token.

I remove my apron and head outside, trying to make a quick decision about where to go. Of the sixty-seven villagers who have gone Lost, I’m aware of only seven who are dead, including my mother. Others were also dead at Briar Rose’s castle, but their bodies were so decomposed I couldn’t recognize them. Among them were at least two more from Grimm’s Hollow. Then there’s Fiora and Ella, who are no longer Lost, and Fiora’s children, Hansel and Gretel, who don’t count since Fiora kept their existence secret until she returned. That leaves fifty-six Lost Ones who might be alive—and suspects in Bren Zimmer’s murder. I’ve only collected tokens for thirty-four. I still have a lot of work to do.

I follow the road from my cottage until it meets the thoroughfare that connects to other farms. From here, I can go either left or right. A beech tree rests in the middle, burnished copper for autumn. Two round leaves snap away and flutter down like glittering pennies.

Pennies … two of them … just like the two Ollie needs. It feels like a sign.

I turn left and set off for the house of Axel’s uncle, Ollie’s father. I may not get the chance to obtain tokens for every Lost One before I leave on my journey, but I need to do better for Ollie. He isn’t Lost like the others, but he’s still trapped in the forest.

Ollie stole two pennies he was meant to give to a poor man, and then hid them in the forest. Before he could think better of his choice, he became ill with consumption, forgot where he hid the pennies, and passed away. That was thirteen years ago, well before the time of the curse. Ollie was only seven years old, and that’s how he appeared in the forest—as the ghost of a little boy.

Ollie’s soul can’t be set free until the pennies are found again and given to the poor man. I promised to help him do that.

I travel a few miles until I reach the place where Ollie grew up, a rocky farm that’s failed to thrive. Even before the curse, Rudger Furst was more intent on finding silver on his land than taking care of his fields of rye and millet.

I dodge precarious spots where his mines have collapsed or the land is unstable from poorly dug shafts. Needless to say, Rudger wasn’t a talented miner and never found any silver.

As I approach the ramshackle house, I picture Axel’s uncle. Mother told me, in his younger years, Rudger was considered one of the handsomest men in the village, though his callous personality makes that hard to imagine. Rudger’s thick, dark brows are his most distinctive feature—harsh lines that frame gloomy brown eyes.

Stepping onto the porch, I listen for any sounds within. I hear nothing, but Rudger is a lazy man who drinks and sleeps most of his days away. He could still be home.

I knock on the door and square my shoulders. A sharp twinge shoots through the S-curve in my spine. Sleeping on hay didn’t do my crooked back any favors.

Rudger doesn’t open the door or yell for me to go away. I knock a few more times, and when I’m greeted with only silence, I do what I’ve done best these past few weeks. I sneak inside. Tokens—or pennies—are easiest to steal when no one is home.

“Hello?” I take a tentative step into the dark and dank room. The air smells as musty as a cellar and as stifled as a chicken coop. “It’s Clara Thurn,” I add, though I’m starting to trust he isn’t here. I push open the shutters in the kitchen to let in some light and better survey my surroundings.

I expected Rudger’s house to be untidy, but this is something more. A thick layer of dust coats every surface, cobwebs cling to cupboards hanging open, and in the corner behind a rocking chair is a pile of rubbish that looks like the nest of some rodent.

By all appearances, Rudger has been absent for a long time.

I wander about, puzzled. Axel hasn’t mentioned seeing his uncle lately. The last time I remember him coming here was three days before he was supposed to marry Ella. That was a year ago last summer, when he moved into the little house on the Dantzer farm. He said he wanted to gather a few more belongings. If any villagers have seen Rudger since then, they haven’t spoken of it.

Is it possible Rudger became Lost without anyone noticing his absence—and for as long as a year? Or could it be that he’s dead and somewhere on this farm, perhaps in one of his dangerous mines? He couldn’t be in this house, or I would smell him rotting. I suppress a shiver and remind myself why I came—Ollie. The mystery of Rudger’s absence will have to wait.

I poke around the two bedrooms, Rudger’s and Ollie’s, which later became Axel’s. But I don’t see anything to indicate that Axel ever lived here. He either took everything he owned, or Rudger threw it out.

There isn’t much to show for Ollie either, only a juvenile etching on a wall, carved with something sharp like an awl or a nail. It shows a little person with a wide smile holding hands with two people. They must be Ollie’s parents.

It’s difficult to imagine anyone having led a
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